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Much maligned and yet also much loved, no other car is held with as much affection, both despite its failings and because of them.




INTRODUCTION


We love our cars. Of all of the inventions of the twentieth century, no other machine evokes quite the same blend of excitement and emotion as the automobile. But not only do we love great cars, we also have a twisted fascination with bad ones.


To be honest, the Austin Allegro wasn’t a particularly bad car. Sure, it looked funny, and the reliability and build-quality troubles weren’t great either. It also had the severe misfortune to be built in a time of great industrial unrest, by one of Britain’s most troubled car manufacturers. However, it did everything one expected of a car, in a competent manner. Well, most of the time.


The trouble is, no other car in living memory seems to have been branded with such a negative image as the Allegro. For years, it’s been a sitting duck, waiting to be pelted with the verbal equivalent of rotten tomatoes. Just read any newspaper poll on the ‘world’s worst cars’ and see what I mean. In the absence of anything more memorable, the Allegro is an ideal scapegoat for the problems of the British motor industry.


Few put it better than the Allegro’s stylist, Harris Mann. ‘It took a lot of stick, but it wasn’t that bad a car,’ he later recalled. ‘The trouble was that every one off the line was different in some way, thanks to quality control. I had one as a company car, and it was one of the good ones’.


As a result, few have bothered to explore the little Austin’s background; what it was designed to achieve, how it became the way it was, and what happened to make it so infamous. And what a shame; it’s a tale of grand designs, high hopes, management compromises, failed dreams, industrial unrest, national ridicule and, finally, redemption.


Belonging to an era of motoring that has very few survivors at all, the fact that a number of Allegros have endured says something of their ruggedness and the high esteem with which they are held by a loyal band of enthusiasts. Today, many passersby are intrigued, or even delighted, to see such a vehicle from their youth still in active use. Nostalgia is a great healer.


When the author was growing up in late 1990s Dorset, Allegros were ten-a-penny. Within a fiveminute walk from my house, lived a beige twodoor saloon, a Blaze orange estate and a faded 1.7HL Allegro 3, complete with its glorious vinyl roof. What’s more, a sighting of a crusty brown Vanden Plas 1500 on its way to the shops, or a red 1300 Super stopped at traffic lights, was no rare occurrence. Allegros were just ordinary cars, to be bought cheaply and driven into the ground.


Despite reasonable longevity, the Allegro’s prolonged struggle to pull itself out of banger territory has seen a steady number of them disappear from the roads, forever. Even today, with the little car experiencing something of a comeback as a cheap and cheerful classic, numbers are still dwindling. For the Allegro to fade away, as so many 1970s and 1980s family cars have done, would be to lose a four-wheeled reminder of our motoring history. It’s a snapshot of another time, wrapped up in velour and vinyl, and sent bouncing down the road.


With affection and interest increasing every day, it’s time that this humble Austin was re-evaluated. Once it was legendary for being below par, but now, it’s simply a legend. No other car has etched itself on to the public consciousness in the same way as the Allegro.
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The questionable ergonomics of the infamous quartic steering wheel were legendary. Although awkward to use, its design has become a 1970s icon.
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Despite its Marmite styling (you either love it or you hate it), the Allegro was still a functional design. The load-lugging estate variant offered remarkable versatility.
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Ignore the ‘pig wearing a grille’ jibes; the Vanden Plas 1500 was a winner in its niche market sector, thanks to superior trimmings and commendable ride comfort.
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Holding the keys to Austin’s most controversial product marks you out as a free-thinking adventurer, yet the Allegro’s low cost and economy makes them a sensible classic choice.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE CREATION OF THE ALLEGRO: A LEGEND IS BORN


Unveiled on 17 May 1973, the Austin Allegro was unforgettable. However, the story of British Leyland’s most infamous product doesn’t start there. It owed its very existence to the events that had shaped its creators’ fortunes for decades beforehand. To view the Allegro purely as a phenomenon of the 1970s, isolated from the circumstances that led to its conception, is to miss the point. The Allegro’s heritage can be traced almost as far back as the dawn of the motor car.


AUSTIN POWERED


The Allegro took its identity from Herbert Austin, one of the pioneers of the British motor industry. The first horseless carriages, powered by internal combustion engines, had appeared in the 1880s, but by 1895 Austin had built his first car. This threewheeled machine, with its tiller steering and flat twin engine, owed much to motorcycle technology, as many pioneering motor car designs did. However, it was the start of something big.


As head designer and general manager of the Wolseley Sheep-Shearing Machine Company, Austin developed larger, four-wheeled car designs, which were finally put into production in 1901. Within four years, he had left to start his own company, producing the first Austin car in 1906. From there, the only way was up. A thriving factory was soon producing a wide range of motor cars, varying from 60bhp, 8.7-litre leviathans, all the way down to a modest 6.8bhp offering, named the ‘Seven’.


The next Austin to wear the ‘Seven’ name tag is the best-known today, and started a legacy of small Austins that would endure until the marque disappeared, some seven decades later. Launched in 1922 to compliment the larger ‘Twelve’, this tiny tourer’s aim was to bring many of the features of larger, more expensive cars, within the reach of the aspiring middle-classes.


It succeeded, tempting almost 300,000 owners away from alternatives, such as the motorcycle and sidecar combination. During its seventeen-year lifetime, the baby Austin single-handedly erased the mark left by the cyclecar industry. Its 747cc, watercooled 4-cylinder engine, and accommodation for two adults and two children, set the benchmark for all small cars that followed. The age of the small, affordable family car had arrived.
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The Allegro may have been very much a product of the 1970s – and has come to symbolize that troubled decade – but it can trace its bloodline through the 1100/1300, Mini and A30, right back to the small Austins of the 1920s.
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Where it all started. Although not the first Austin Seven, the 1922 people’s car captured the hearts and imaginations of millions of first-time motorists. This 1930s advertisement for the Ruby saloon captures a spirit of adventure that not even the railways could match. BMIHT


CHANGING TIMES


If Austin’s early years cemented the firm’s reputation as a maker of economical family cars, as well as more exclusive machines, then it was the period following the Second World War that really paved the way for the Allegro. The Seven’s successor, the 8, had made way for the all-new, transatlantic-styled Austin A40 Devon and Dorset in 1947. These went some way to gaining sales in valuable markets, such as North America, when the crippled UK economy demanded manufacturers to ‘export or die’.


However, the A40 never truly fitted the smallcar gap in the range. Something even smaller, and even cheaper, was what the company – now directed by Leonard Lord following Lord Austin’s death in 1941 – desperately needed. What it needed was a new ‘Seven’. The car that was unveiled to the world in 1951 was exactly that.


The new A30 ‘Seven’ ticked all of the right boxes with its up-to-date specification. In style, the new saloon was pure 1940s Americana, scaled down for European roads. Although monocoque construction had been only the preserve of brave pioneers, such as André Citroën’s Traction Avant, before the war, now it was the becoming the norm, thanks to its weight and cost-savings. Behind the four doors was accommodation for four adults, in addition to a practical-sized boot.


Independent front suspension and a four-speed gearbox were a given, in light of rival Morris’ Minor adopting these features upon its 1948 launch. However, where the A30 scored over its rival was with its engine. While the Minor retained a pre-war side-valve unit, the Austin utilized a scaled-down version of the A40’s overhead-valve, 4-cylinder powerplant, of 803cc capacity. This was the first incarnation of what would become known as the ‘A’-series engine that would eventually find its way into the Allegro.


The A30 was ready for action, just in time for the gradual, yet ultimately relentless, surge in car ownership. As post-war recovery slowly got underway, the 1950s saw more people than ever being able to afford a car, many for the very first time. The practical, yet relatively inexpensive A30 was just the car for the job.


Austin may have been a force to be reckoned with in the marketplace, but its competitors were putting up quite a fight. The Minor, as already mentioned, offered the same values. Ford’s new Anglia and Prefect 100E models, appearing in 1953, looked even more modern than the Austin and Morris, even if their side-valve engines and threespeed gearboxes were dated.Standard’s Eight of the same year was a similarly worthy design, matching the A30’s technical specification. However, its spartan, stripped-down nature, and lack of an opening boot-lid, didn’t appeal to buyers, prompting rapid introduction of better-equipped versions.
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In the wake of the Second World War, Austin complemented its mid-sized A40 with the new A30 ‘Seven’. This diminutive machine was frugal, practical and recaptured some of the magic of its earlier namesake. Countryman estates and vans quickly joined the saloons.
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By the 1970s, Austin still had its sights fixed on the family motorist. Seaside trips still offered the same sense of freedom, although holidaying on the continent was by now a realistic prospect for the Allegroowning family.
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With room for four in its monocoque body shell, the A30 belonged to a new era of small cars. By the time the revised A35 arrived, shown here, a dramatically improved gearbox was controlled via a shorter, remote gear lever.


MERGERS AND ACQUISITIONS


Meanwhile, negotiations were under way to merge Austin with the Nuffield Organization, parent company to its greatest competitor, Morris. Such a union had been suggested at several points over the previous decades, but the idea was revived during 1949. On the face of it, the joining of these two old rivals seemed unthinkable. Leonard Lord for one had once been a Morris man, falling out with Lord Nuffield and leaving, before becoming the managing director of Austin. There was a lot of history between the two marques.


However, the benefits of a merger made sense to both sides. Simply becoming a larger company would significantly help both sides to take the turbulence of the hostile car markets on the chin, while the act of pooling resources and integrating overlapping operations would help to streamline such a large organization. With Lord Nuffield and Leonard Lord reconciled, these two industry giants joined forces, forming the British Motor Corporation in July 1952.


By this point, Austin had controlled the Vanden Plas coachworks since 1946. However, the Nuffield Organization brought significantly more marques to the table. Morris was, of course, at the heart of the organization. Lord Nuffield (William Richard Morris) had branched out from motorcycle and bicycle manufacture into motor car manufacture during 1912.


In order to tap into the mass-market, Nuffield kept the cost of his cars low, by farming out component manufacture to numerous small companies in the midlands. Over time, Morris had bought up these firms, simultaneously expanding the company whilst protecting its supply chains. Engines, radiators, transmissions, bodies and even the Skinner’s Union (SU) carburettor, were all produced by branches of the Nuffield Organization. In addition, the historic marques of Wolseley and Riley, in addition to the home-grown MG Car Company, also became part of BMC. And so, the new corporation featured no less than six car-manufacturing marques.


MINOR CONCERN


Suddenly, the Austin A30 was thrust into the same model portfolio as its arch rival, the Morris Minor. On the face of it, with two successful models, this significantly strengthened BMC’s position within the small-car market. However, with two ranges of cars doing the same job, and competing for the same customers, what would the new company do?


The answer perfectly demonstrated the attitudes present within the newly formed BMC. Both the A30 and Minor were good designs, yet both had significant room for improvement. Focusing on developing and marketing just one of these small cars, whilst slimming down the BMC range, was out of the question.


Loyalties within the marques ran deep, with neither Morris, nor Austin, being able to stomach the thought of playing second fiddle to the other. This was reinforced by BMC’s network of dealers. Made up of agents for either Nuffield or Austin, each was fiercely loyal to its own marque. This polarization within the company ran from the separate design studios and factories, all the way to the showroom floor.


As a result, the A30 and Minor continued to compete against one another. It was the same story across the Austin and Morris ranges. However, if streamlining the BMC models was still a step too far, sharing mechanical components went some way to reducing costs and maximizing revenues. The Morris Cowley and Series 2 Oxford used the same 1200 and 1500 B-series engines as the Austin A40 and A50 Cambridges, while the Austin Westminster’s C-series engine found its way into the Morris Isis.


By 1956, the newly developed 948cc version of the A-series engine – along with its much better gearbox – was proving to be a huge improvement over its forerunner. This powerplant transformed the small Austin and Morris into the A35 and Minor 1000. Both had finally matured into class-leading cars, selling strongly with their range of two- and four-door saloons, as well as estate cars and commercial variants (plus a convertible in the case of the Minor). The Minor’s underpinnings had even formed the basis for the more powerful and better-equipped Wolseley 1500 and Riley 1.5. With 82,000 A35s sold in 1958, alongside an astonishing 129,000 Minors, BMC’s small-car approach was clearly paying off.


The Austin A40 Farina of 1958 was a pro-active move on the part of BMC to keep abreast of the competition. Although mechanically conventional, carrying over the A35’s underpinnings, its attractive, modern-looking body shell had been styled by Pininfarina of Italy, adding a touch of glamour to the reliable, yet slightly workaday image of the small Austins.


As the Countryman estate version appeared in 1959, with its innovative horizontally split hatchback, the new Ford Anglia 105E and Triumph Herald appeared, following similar lines of tough, economical underpinnings clothed in attractive bodywork. Meanwhile, the Minor’s competence and value meant it was well on its way to becoming the first British car to sell one million units.The Minor and A40 were proving to be the right cars at the right time, but a revolution was just around the corner. Its name? The Mini.
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Deep beneath the A30’s bonnet was a new engine. A scaled-down version of the A40 unit, this 803cc powerplant would eventually become one of the most versatile and long-lived British engines of all time, acquiring the title ‘A-series’ along the way.
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One of the A30/A35’s arch rivals was the Morris Minor, also built by BMC. Although slightly larger and heavier, its surefootedness and good passenger accommodation made it a favourite across the Commonwealth, and even North America, during the 1950s.


MINIMALISM


The Suez Crisis of 1956 had seen motorists despair, as petrol prices spiralled ever upwards. Not since wartime rationing had fuel been so scarce, or so expensive. The A35 and the Minor, and even the new A35-derived Austin-Healey ‘Frogeye’ Sprite, offered commendably good fuel consumption, resulting in a surge in sales. Even so, many were turning to even smaller machines in the quest for ultimate economy.


Minicars, such as the Bond Minicar, Meadows Frisky, Messerschmitt KR175 and BMW’s infamous Isetta, were stepping up to the challenge of keeping the less affluent on the roads. With tiny, strangely shaped bodies, and even smaller single- or twincylinder engines, their limitations in speed, comfort and practicality were significant. BMC’s Leonard Lord saw an opportunity. What he wanted was a rival that could compete with the minicars on running costs, yet offered all the advantages of fullsized cars. With a brief resembling that of the original Austin Seven, he tasked the Minor’s creator, Sir Alec Issigonis, with producing such a car.


Appearing in 1959, the result was the Morris Mini-Minor. Simplicity was the watchword of this spacious, box-like little saloon, yet the packaging used in its design was wholly remarkable. Frontwheel drive was employed, for starters. Although such technology was nothing new, pioneers of the system, such as André Citroën with his Traction Avant, had retained the conventional position of the engine. With a separate gearbox mounted on its end, this resulted in a long nose.


In contrast, the Mini-Minor’s engine – a destroked 848cc version of the trusty A-series – was turned sideways, to sit across the front of the vehicle. This in turn meant that there was no room to mount a conventional gearbox on to the end of the engine. Issigonis’ extraordinary solution was to locate the transmission within the engine’s sump, sharing the same oil. From there, power was delivered to the front wheels by drive-shafts and CV joints. The result was that, of the car’s 10ft (3m) overall length, almost 80 per cent was devoted to passengers and their luggage.


The rest of the design was also a space-saving masterpiece. Rubber cones replaced conventional springs within the suspension, with the tiny 10-inch wheels placed right at the corners of the vehicle. Sliding door glass freed up elbow and storage room within the hollow doors, and four full-sized passengers could hide their possessions in any number of storage cubbies, shelves and bins. A satisfying side-effect of such minimalist design was incredible road-holding, ensuring the Mini-Minor was a delight to drive.


Morris’ fervent dealer network had demanded their version of the new car first, yet an Austinbadged version followed soon afterwards, in 1960. By reviving the historic ‘Seven’ title from the nowdeceased A30/A35 range, it was clear that this was the latest spiritual successor to Austin’s original people’s car.


Although retrospectively regarded as a roaring success, conservative buyers were initially scared off by such radical modernism. BMC’s way of combating this was to sell the Mini as a loss-leader – a fact that only came to light when arch-rivals Ford disassembled one and worked out how much it cost to produce.


As a result, with the new decade, Mini sales snowballed, with the chic little car becoming a cultural icon during the process. Beloved by actors, royalty, film stars, rally drivers and pensioners alike, its own functional style made it a ‘classless’ car, breaking down social boundaries with its universal appeal.


Within a few short years, a perplexing variety of Minis was on offer. Handy vans and pick-ups were complemented by the stripped-down, utilitarian Moke, while a selection of fiery Cooper and Cooper ‘S’ models built on the Mini’s motorsport success. The Riley Elf and Wolseley Hornet added traditional grilles, a larger boot and plush trimmings, to move the car upmarket.
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The cuddly A35 was revised and re-bodied to create the attractive A40 ‘Farina’ of 1958. With its modern two-box shape and Countryman hatchback option, it was both a frugal family car and a rallying success in the hands of Pat Moss. That is, until the Mini arrived.
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Sir Alec Issigonis (pictured) changed the small-car game with his Mini. Ultra-compact packaging and front-wheel drive set the bar high for all other small cars, suddenly making BMC’s other, conventional designs look rather old hat.
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Front-wheel drive was nothing new, but Issigonis’ masterstroke was to turn the A-series engine sideways and squeeze the transmission into its sump. This space-saving magic eventually saw the creation of a four-speed automatic derivative – an astonishing feat.


POPULARITY CONTEST


However, for every Mini that was sold during the 1960s, BMC was managing to sell two examples of its larger sibling: the 1100. From a commercial viewpoint, this was the real breakthrough for BMC, and the car that the Allegro directly owed its existence to. Issigonis had been tasked with penning an all-new family saloon, based on the same principles as the Mini, which would bring the same space-saving, good-handling design virtues to a much larger sector of the British car-buying public. This project had been given the designation Austin Design Office (ADO) 16.


Whereas the Mini’s appearance had been a direct result of its uncompromising construction, this larger car had been given clean, crisp lines by Pininfarina, resulting in a thoroughly modern appearance. Inside the spacious body shell, there was much more room for four, or even five, passengers, thanks to a longer wheelbase. The interior space, on a par with that offered by far larger cars, was truly staggering for one that was only 12ft (3.5m) long. There was also a reasonably sized boot, while beneath the bonnet lay the familiar A-series engine, stretched to a new 1098cc capacity. As with the Mini, this drove the front wheels, through a four-speed gearbox.


Gone were the rubber cones that had suspended the corners of the Mini. In their place was a new system, devised by suspension specialist Dr Alex Moulton. The springing medium was still rubber, but the damping of shocks was done hydraulically. Each side of the car was connected from front to rear by pipes, filled with fluid. As the front corner of the car hit a bump and the suspension was compressed, this would increase the pressure of the fluid in the rear corner on that side, keeping the car riding level. The same effect would happen to the front corner, when its rear counterpart was compressed. This whole assembly was mounted on the front and rear sub-frames.


Named ‘Hydrolastic’, this smooth new suspension system was a huge leap forward over the traditional mechanical springing systems used in the older Minor and A40. It gave the little car a commendably good ride, even if pitching backwards and forwards could occur under extreme conditions. The marketing tag-lines were – astonishingly for advertisement copy – completely correct in their descriptions of the ‘float on fluid’ ride. Hydrolastic would quickly find its way into the Mini, too.


The Morris 1100, as this smart new saloon was called, appeared in showrooms in 1962. BMC were well and truly on the money with the ADO16 design. With practicality, economy and surprisingly good driving dynamics – despite the upright steering column angle, which it shared with the Mini – the 1100 was exactly the right car at the right time. Even up against Ford’s more glamorous, yet conventionally engineered rival, the Cortina, the little Morris was a hugely attractive proposition for countless buyers.


Sales were strong from the outset, prompting the introduction of a number of different variants. Wearing an upright MG-style grille, the MG 1100 gave friskier performance with its twin carburettors and improved cylinder head. A basic Austin version joined the range in 1963, followed swiftly by a plusher Wolseley variant, plus the bells-andwhistles Riley Kestrel 1100. The Vanden Plas Princess 1100 was the luxurious conclusion of the car’s badge-engineered derivatives.
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The Mini would prove to be one of BMC’s greatest successes, appealing to all classes and all pockets. Within a few short years, this radical car was not only a cheap urban runabout but a chic fashion accessory, as well as a serious rallying tool. BMIHT
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While the Mini grabbed the headlines, BMC shrewdly offered its technology in a slightly larger, family-friendly design. The Morris 1100 of 1962 proved to be just what the British public wanted, offering astonishing interior space, while also being a hoot to drive. BMIHT
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The 1100 was swiftly offered in many guises. Alongside the basic Morris and Austin were a plusher Wolseley, a sportier MG, plus the all-bells-and-whistles Riley Kestrel, as shown here. An even more extravagant Vanden Plas Princess variant was unveiled in 1963.


LAND LUBBER


From the second-best selling car in Britain in 1963, the 1100 had occupied the top spot by the following year. The Cortina, which now occupied the number 2 position, was giving the ADO16 design a run for its money, though. Competitive pricing, more equipment, bigger engine options and added glamour from motorsport success, all made the Ford a deadly rival. The 1100 out-sold the Cortina through 1965 and 1966, aided by the introduction of Austin and Morris estate car versions, before being finally overtaken by the Ford, now into its second incarnation.


As luck would have it, BMC had just developed a new version of the A-series engine, using the 1275cc capacity already seen on some versions of the Mini Cooper ‘S’. With this pokier powerplant installed in the ADO16 nose, the 1300 was created. Selling alongside the existing 1100, this was enough to put the popular small-car design back on top in the Ford–BMC sales war. From 1968, up until 1972, the 1100/1300 was the best-selling car in the UK, being built at both the Longbridge and Cowley production plants. BMC were perhaps not far from the truth when they heralded it as ‘the British people’s car’.


Meanwhile, Issigonis had a third trick up his sleeve. After the success of the Mini and the 1100/1300, it was high time that BMC’s larger, midto large-sized family car category contenders were given a good work over. The ‘family’ Farina range of large saloons and estates had been fulfilling this role up until now.
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