Blown Head Gasket


Some of the following information was originally posted to the VetteNet Listserver and is reprinted here with the author's permission.



Blown Head Gasket Symptoms
The coolant must be going somewhere, maybe out the exhaust. There are several ways to identify a blown head gasket between the cylinder and the cooling system. The condition of the spark plug you described does indicate a blown head gasket. But, if the engine is overheating, and suffering detonation, the white deposits on the spark plug may be aluminum particles from the poston crown. Look carefully. Excessive steam from the exhaust, especially on a hot re-start after parking for only a short while, is also a strong indicator of a blown head gasket. On small block Chevy engines (and most other engines, for that matter), a blown head gasket will not usually allow coolant into the crankcase, so you won't see water in the oil. More often, the result will be combustion gases leaking into the cooling passages. 

· (checking the obvious)
Remove the spark plugs and crank the engine over (if you strongly suspect a blown head gasket, you should do this before starting the engine anyway, to avoid "hydro-locking" a cylinder and causing more serious engine damage). If any water sprays from any spark plug hole, you got a bad head gasket. 

· (checking the less obvious)
With the engine cold, relieve any pressure in the cooling system by removing the radiator cap, re-install the cap tight and pinch the upper radiator hose tight with your fingers. Block the drive wheels, set the parking brake firmly, start the engine and put a load on it (do this with someone you trust will NOT run you over) by putting the trans in drive and raise the engine speed slightly with a foot FIRMLY on the brake. If the head gasket is blown more than just a "little", you will feel the radiator hose inflate as soon as the engine is loaded (cylinder pressure leaking into the cooling passages). If the gasket is leaking a lot, you may feel the hose begin to inflate as soon as the engine starts, or even while cranking. 

· (checking the even less obvious)
Take the car to a shop that has a block-tester (most radiator shops will have this). The block tester is a small squeeze ball air pump on a clear plastic cylinder, with a reed valve and filter inside. The cylinder is filled with a blue liquid that turns yellow when hydrocarbons are disolved in it. Using the squeeze ball, gases from inside the radiator are drawn through the inidicator liquid. If there is even a small cylinder leak into a cooling passage, the liquid will change color, indicating the presence of combustion gases in the cooling system. 

Hope this helps.
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