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INTRODUCTION


When it entered the limelight in 1969, the Triumph TR6 marked the culmination of the best part of two decades of evolution of classic sports cars in the greatest British tradition. Originally created as a riposte to the likes of MG and Morgan, the TR sports car had carved out a niche for itself with a loyal cadre of owners. It sometimes showed that Triumph did not have a parent with especially deep pockets, but like the plucky underdog that is so often taken to heart, the people behind the TR range proved to be nimble and clever in ways that seemed lost to some of their rivals. Many of the industry innovations of the 1950s and 1960s, such as the fitting of disc brakes, were celebrated Triumph successes. The original TR concept of 1952 was followed by the production TR2, TR3 and, almost a decade on, the TR4.


Although this book is clearly about the TR6, you will also find comprehensive coverage of the TR4, TR4A, TR5 and TR250 that preceded it, as well as the near-contemporary Stag. This is deliberate and important because some of those were only ever intended as interim models – a halfway house, if you will. This means that much of the development story of the TR6 is also that of the TR5 and TR250, and some of the key protagonists in the story are also the same. The TR5/TR250 was only in production for the short time it took for the TR6 to evolve into the best-selling TR sports car until it was overtaken by a very different Triumph, the TR7. The Triumph Stag, meanwhile, was an entirely new project that came out of left field and unquestionably diverted resources and investment from the mainstream sports car programme.


A particular mention is also warranted here for the extensive motor sports chapter. I make no apologies for covering the North American racing history of this quintessentially British sports car in some detail. The success of the car on race tracks across the United States, at the hands of great drivers and under the management of superb, highly respected (but often underfunded) teams, was sound evidence for the truth behind the well-worn maxim: ‘race on Sunday, sell on Monday’.


In the heady days of the 1960s and 1970s sports car owners rated the prowess of their car on the track as a badge of honour. In Triumph’s case this was well earned. There is no doubt that the exploits of Kas Kastner, Bob Tullius and their fellow motor sports gladiators helped keep the lights on at Canley and Speke as long as they did, and it would be a grave injustice to fail to acknowledge our debt of gratitude to them. Besides which, the racing story of the TR6 is a stirring tale of David versus Goliath and, as you may not be surprised to learn, I am often on David’s side.


NOMENCLATURE


This is a British book by a British author, but it sets out to do proper justice to the crucially important North American parts of the story of a great English sports car, and the vital role played by the marketing and racing people in the USA, something frequently overlooked by others writing from the confines of its home country. That said, the terms used are mainly ‘British’ ones: what an American reader would think of as the ‘hood’ is described herein as a ‘bonnet’, and similarly the British ‘hood’ is what an American would think of as a top.


Another subtlety, however, comes from the naming of the car itself, born out of differing marketing conventions in the two key markets. Always referred to in Coventry as the ‘TR6’, the car was better known in Leonia, for most of its life, as the ‘TR-6’, the hyphen having similarly graced the previous generations of TR. For that reason, North American magazines and enthusiasts generally use the hyphen in the name.


Likewise, therefore, while the US Triumph enthusiast readily thought of the TR-2, TR-3, TR-3A, TR-3B, TR-4, TR-4A, TR-250 and even the GT-6, a British contemporary would not expect to see the extra character rendered in any of those names. By the mid-1970s, with the TR7 on the scene, the rules seem to have changed and even the marketing people were sometimes inconsistent by the time that the TR6 was heading for the exit ramp. Bob Burden was a key member of the US Sales and Marketing Team in Leonia, with responsibility for trade mark use locally.


My legal guide was Doug Fairhurst, my contact at our law firm, Townley Updike at the time. Doug taught me the legal principle of use, it or lose it’, i.e. use your trademarks and trade names correctly or you risk your ownership rights. As you are able to see from some of the Triumph dealer advertising kit materials, we didn’t always do that. The ‘ad mats’ or ‘slicks’ are okay – all TR6, but some of the television storyboards are identified as TR-6 although it is TR6 in the body copy. Drove me nuts, especially as we were the guilty party (although I was not Triumph advertising manager at the time)!


Even the ‘TR-250’, arguably almost as American a creation as a British one, was referred to at Coventry as the TR250. However the TR-250K, a uniquely Californian confection, has been described in this book as its American creators intended and as is only right, since nobody in Coventry seemed to take the least interest in it.


The other exception is the use of ‘GT-6+’ because this was a model name that was unique to North America; the same car was known as the GT6 Mark II in other markets.





CHAPTER ONE






TRIUMPH FROM THE BEGINNING


The origins of the Triumph car, like so many of its contemporaries, may be found around the end of the nineteenth century, a period that saw the phenomenal growth of first the bicycle and then the motorcycle industries. The man who started the long journey that eventually led to the Triumph TR6 was Bavarian by birth, which may seem slightly ironic if one bears in mind that a Bavarian company (BMW) would acquire the Triumph car marque around a hundred years later. Siegfried Bettmann (1863–1951) was born in Nuremberg but, like other adventurous contemporaries, he ventured abroad in order to make his way in the world and arrived in London in 1883, where his fluency in several languages stood him in good stead for early employment.


After a couple of dalliances working for others, he set up his own business, S. Bettmann & Co., to act as agent for a number of German sewing machine manufacturers. From sewing machines came a move to bicycles, by which time he had gained a partner and moved to Coventry, where he would settle down with an English wife. Further successes, expansion and exports followed. The Triumph motorcycle had come into being by the outbreak of the First World War and would become an important tool of the war effort, known by servicemen as the ‘Trusty Triumph’.


By this time Bettmann had become Coventry’s first foreign-born Mayor, but the prejudices of war and the crowing of a xenophobic few meant that he was effectively forced from office and had to resign several directorships including Triumph (and, as it happens, Standard, although the two companies had yet to become linked). Even so, Bettmann had become a patriot of his adopted country and, besides supporting the war effort with the motorcycles, he also helped the families of staff who fell in the war and subscribed to a memorial after hostilities had ceased.
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The first Triumph car was the Triumph 10/20 two-seater of 1923, complete with a 4-cylinder engine of 1.4 litres. It was a new departure for a company already well known and respected for its motorcycles. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




Meanwhile in 1918 the Dawson Car Company had been founded in Coventry on a wave of post-war optimism by Alfred John Dawson, the former works manager of Hillman. The Dawson business foundered by 1921 and Bettmann was encouraged to acquire the Dawson premises by Colonel Sir Claude Vivian Holbrook, who had joined him at Triumph in 1919. The outcome was the first Triumph motor car, the 1.4-litre Triumph 10/20, which was launched with an advertisement in The Times.


Production was significantly increased in 1927 when the Triumph Super 7 was introduced, selling well throughout its production life to 1934. The Depression hit most of the industry in 1929 and Triumph was no exception, separating off its German subsidiary as a separate firm, Triumph-Adler, which continued to manufacture Triumph-branded motor-cycles until 1957. By 1930 Holbrook was in charge and under his direction Triumph moved upmarket to avoid cut-throat competition with the likes of Austin, Ford and Morris.
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Perhaps the most dramatic pre-war Triumph from the fertile mind of designer Walter Belgrove was the controversially styled Dolomite Roadster of 1938, complete with its elaborate chrome-plated ‘waterfall’ radiator grille. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




Notable Triumphs of the period, styled by Walter Belgrove, included the Southern Cross and Gloria. Donald Healey, who later became a famous car maker in his own right, joined Triumph as Chief Engineer in 1934. Two years later cash flow problems led to the sale of the Triumph motorcycle business to Jack Sangster to become the Triumph Engineering Company and bicycle production was acquired by Coventry Bicycles; henceforward Triumph cars, motorcycles and cycles were under different ownership, even if in fond imagination many still linked them together.


Despite these drastic actions, however, Triumph suffered from the contraction of the upmarket car sector and like Riley, with whom an alliance was discussed, the business stuttered into the arms of the Official Receiver. Thomas W. Ward purchased the business and placed Healey in charge as general manager, but the business faltered again when war broke out and the Priory Street works were completely destroyed by bombing in 1940.


THE STANDARD-TRIUMPH YEARS
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Shortly before the Second World War John Black commissioned Mulliners to build an SS Jaguar complete with a stylish razor-edged body modelled on that of a contemporary Rolls-Royce. Largely responsible for the design at Mulliners was Leslie Moore, who was asked after the war to effectively replicate the feat for what would become the first Standard-era Triumph, the 1946 Triumph Renown. There has been some debate about who deserves the credit for the Renown, but in his unpublished memoirs Moore makes it clear that he believes the work was mostly his own. Even so, Walter Belgrove would have been responsible for signing off the design, just as Moore would be twenty years later when he headed Triumph design. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




John Black, who was knighted in 1943, had joined the Standard Motor Company from Hillman, becoming General Manager in 1929. Black has sometimes been described as an autocratic monster, but in contrast, some who knew him have painted a different picture. While Black could be a hard taskmaster and had some fractious business relationships, he was recalled with loyal affection by his former employees as a forward-thinking strategist and, above all, a gentleman, who sought to know everyone who worked for him and always strove to improve his business. It may well be that the strained and complex elements of his personality that some witnessed, and which seem to have spilled over into some of his closer relationships, stemmed in part from his experiences in the First World War.
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The second iteration of the Triumph ‘razor edge’ design philosophy was arguably less successful, but Black was determined to create a small but elegantly styled contender (in his view) for the small car home and export market. This time Les Moore certainly has the credit. CHRIS MOORE




After wartime success, Sir John’s plans were no less bold: his Standard Vanguard brought with it modern styling and an all-new 2.2-litre wet-linered 4-cylinder engine that eventually saw service in everything from Massey-Ferguson tractors to Triumph sports cars. Before the war, Standard had built a lucrative business supplying William Lyons with engines for his SS line, which became the Jaguar, but the two regularly argued and Lyons refused Black’s overtures for a merger. Immediately after the war, Black sold the engine tooling to Lyons but various sources say that he later tried to buy it back after starting his sports car project.
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Just as the Renown was the sharp-suited Triumph saloon offering in 1946, the Roadster was the model aimed at teasing customers away from rivals with a higher price and pedigree. Styled by Standard’s Frank Callaby, the Roadster (initially 1800 and later a 2-litre with a Vanguard engine) was never a great success and was reportedly a disappointment to Sir John. It only really became famous more than thirty years after it went out of production, with a starring role from 1981 in the BBC TV detective series ‘Bergerac’. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




These developments were no doubt part of the reason why Black bought the remains of the Triumph business in November 1944 for the grand sum of £75,000 and set about creating a brand new Triumph range, starting with a so-called ‘Town and Country’ saloon and a roadster. The latter, known as the Triumph 1800 Roadster (model ‘18TR’) and launched in 1946, was styled by Standard’s Frank Callaby (whose better-known role was as company photographer) with body engineering by Arthur Ballard. Ballard was one of the largely unsung staff who would continue to be involved with Standard and Triumph bodies right through to the start of the 1970s.


In September 1948 the old Standard engine of the original Roadster was replaced by the more modern 2-litre Vanguard unit, the name also changing logically enough to Triumph 2000 Roadster. It did not survive long, however, because the bulbous lines with upright grille and old-fashioned headlamp arrangement seemed rooted in a fading prewar past, whereas something like Jaguar’s sleek new XK 120 of 1948 showed a much more dynamic, modern style that only served to make the poor Triumph look even more of an anachronism; production ended in 1949 ahead of Sir John’s bold experiment with the TRX.
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Perhaps one of Black’s less successful decisions (and Les Moore’s more oddball efforts) was the cabriolet version of the Mayflower. Seen here in a press photo from October 1950, the car was received with disinterest and soon limped out of production. CHRIS MOORE






ALICK DICK


In an interview with Richard Langworth in 1973, Alick S. Dick explained that he had joined Standard as an engineering apprentice in 1933. At the start of ‘shadow’ aircraft engine production before the outbreak of war, however, he had been transferred to the Purchase Department, where he had gained experience in production and personnel management to supplement his speciality. According to Langworth,


Black had encountered Dick during the war, and the young man is often referred to as his protégé. Though there was a connection by marriage between them, which had caused Dick to join Standard (instead of Rover) originally, subsequent separations did not make this much of an advantage. Dick won most of what he earned – an assistant directorship and board position in 1947 and in 1953, the helm itself – the hard way.


Dick was a dynamic managing director in a modern mould, often extravagant and bullish beyond his company’s true means, but even though he was similarly unafraid of the limelight he was less of a martinet than Black. His most obvious legacies would be the Triumph Herald and the TR4, together with the irony that the TR would go on sale just weeks after he left the company: ‘Dick’s last Triumph’, as someone unkindly said at the time.




THE ORIGIN OF THE TR SPORTS CAR
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Determined not be outdone by the exciting Jaguar XK 120 of 1948, Sir John Black asked Walter Belgrove to create a new Triumph Roadster as a replacement for the rather vintage-looking Callaby model. The result was the sleekly styled TRX, based on the Standard Vanguard chassis and running gear. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




The Triumph Roadster was an interesting diversion, but despite its open-topped bodywork and sporting name, it was more of a soft-top cruiser than a true sports car. The next effort was the TRX or ‘Bullet’, an aluminium alloy-bodied car styled by Walter Belgrove and laden with sophisticated features. Despite bold words and a debut at the Paris Salon, followed by an appearance at Earls Court, which included a visit to the stand by HRH Princess Margaret – both shows being in October 1950 – the TRX was an ill-starred interlude and production plans were soon shelved. Sir John Black retrenched and asked his designers to start again. The result was the ‘20TS’ sports car concept shown at the 1952 Earls Court show.


Alick Dick told Richard Langworth that ‘the nucleus of the sports car idea was formed following the visit to America of Christopher Jennings, editor of Motor, and representation from Fergus Motors (Harry Ferguson’s brother) in New York, together with John Black’s imaginative idea of putting a big engine into a small sports car.’ He went on to suggest that the intention ‘was not a competitor at this time to anything which Jaguars were making, or MG, but more as a competitor to Morgans, whom John Black had tried to buy and who then, as now, remained completely independent.’
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The TRX, also known as the ‘Bullet’, was smooth and sleek and undoubtedly very modern looking for 1950. With its double-skinned alloy bodywork and extensive use of electro-hydraulic actuation for the hood, headlamps and seat adjustment, it was easily as bold a statement as the near-contemporary Austin Atlantic and perhaps less bizarre than the Mayflower Convertible, which appeared at the same time. STANDARD-TRIUMPH
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There were red faces at Earls Court in mid-October 1950 when Princess Margaret was welcomed to the Standard-Triumph stand by the Chairman, Sir John Black, who tried to demonstrate some of the electro-hydraulic equipment on the TRX, only for it to fail. An anxious Tony Lee can be seen looking on from the right. Behind Sir John can just be seen an equally anxious Alick Dick and a smiling Sir William Lyons. TONY LEE




Black’s new sports car, known officially as the 20TS, was drawn up by Walter Belgrove in the summer of 1952 and was built in prototype form inside six weeks for display at the autumn Earls Court show, where it was placed on Stand 125 as the ‘Renown Sports Version’, curiously linking it to the square-cut Triumph Renown saloon. The list price was given as £555, roughly half that of a Jaguar XK 120. Despite Belgrove’s frequent protestations to the contrary, the style was surely an effective amalgam of Morgan and MG styling traits but with a slightly awkward gaping rectangular air intake devoid of a conventional grille in the nose. Underpinning it all was a chassis frame derived from a pre-war Standard Flying Nine, large stocks of which had been found in storage.


The new Triumph appeared at the same show as the indisputably prettier Healey 100 (soon to become the first Austin-Healey) and that was why the press and show visitors made for the Healey’s modest stand, but nevertheless the little Triumph was still more sleekly modern looking than the vintage-style MG and Morgan offerings. What nobody knew at this stage was how well the car drove. That was where an outsider, Ken Richardson, became involved.


Unlike Standard-Triumph’s Chief Tester, Richardson, fresh from BRM, had solid experience with high-speed driving and so Sir John asked him to drive the 20TS prototype. Richardson explained what happened in Kenneth Ullyett’s The Triumph Companion (Stanley Paul, 1962). He had known Ted Grinham for a number of years:


I was surprised and gratified when he called me and said Standard-Triumph were planning a sports car, that a prototype was to be exhibited at the 1952 Earls Court Show, and that Sir John Black backed Ted’s idea I should try it out. So far as I knew, the car on the Motor Show stand had never been started. Two days after the Show, Sir John Black bluntly said to me, ‘Ken, I’d like you to have a go.’ And when I returned from a trial drive he said, ‘Well, tell me frankly what you think of it.’ I said: ‘I think it’s the most bloody awful car I’ve ever driven’ … which may have been an exaggeration, and anyway was not calculated to land me a job with Sir John! But it was true – the performance was disappointing. Only 87 on the clock – perhaps a true 80 m.p.h. And the car handled unsatisfactorily. He took my criticism well. After a moment’s silence he glanced at Ted Grinham, who nodded approval and said: ‘Would you help redesign the car?’ I was astounded.
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The original 20TS shows its simple unassuming and plain styling. PLAIN ENGLISH ARCHIVE
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Along with the engineering changes described here, the changes from 20TS to TR2 also saw subtle restyling, most noticeably to the tail, which was lengthened and made squarer in order to create a more conventional shape with a proper opening boot, even though luggage space was never a priority. The first time the public saw the production TR2 was at the Geneva Salon of March 1953. AUTHOR
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The second attempt to create a new Triumph sports car would be more successful. Rather than chasing the market for a more luxurious upmarket tourer, Sir John Black decided to aim for the market dominated by MG and Morgan, the latter of which used Standard-Triumph engines but had spurned Black’s overtures for a merger. The result was a simply styled roadster, known by its code name 20TS, seen here at Banner Lane after testing. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




During the next few months, Richardson worked alongside the Coventry team and effectively redesigned the 20TS, overhauling the body, chassis and powertrain to form the basis of the definitive Triumph TR2. The thoroughly redesigned sports car was shown to the public at Geneva in March 1953. Two months later, mindful of the publicity gained by Jaguar and Sunbeam from similar exercises with, respectively, an XK 120 in 1949 and an Alpine as recently as March 1953, Richardson took a modified pale grey TR2 (MVC 575) to the Jabbeke-Altremotor highway in Belgium, which had been specially closed for a speed run session.
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The 20TS was shown at the Earls Court Motor Show in October 1952, but without the ‘TR’ suffix that would soon become famous. Retrospectively this short-tailed precursor of the TR2 would often be referred to by enthusiasts as the TR1, but in reality it never bore this as a model name, not least because it never entered production but instead was re-engineered and redesigned to create the definitive TR2. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




The car, with the benefit of aerodynamic panels, a racing screen and rear wheel spats, but otherwise mechanically almost standard, reached the dizzy heights of an average speed of 124.095mph for the timed mile and 124.889mph for the kilometre. Later that morning, Richardson took the car out again but with the standard screen and hood, so that the car appeared standard, and averaged an impressive 114.89mph over the measured kilometre. It was a clever stunt that more than paid for itself with the positive publicity that helped launch the TR series. Production finally got under way in July 1953: the first production right-hand-drive car, TS2, was eventually donated to the TR Register.




HARRY WEBSTER
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Harry Webster is seen here perched on a Triumph Herald Coupé chassis at the Herald launch in April 1959. GRAHAM ROBSON




Even though it was the no-nonsense Ted Grinham who led the post-war engineering charge at Standard, it would be one of the company’s former indentured apprentices, Henry George (‘Harry’) Webster (born Coventry, 27 May 1917), who would carry the baton into the Standard-Triumph era until he eventually moved on in 1974.


Within five years of starting at Standard in 1932, Webster had risen to the rank of Assistant Technical Engineer at the age of just twenty. During the war he was heavily engaged on Standard’s aircraft work but with the addition of Triumph in 1944, followed by the cessation of hostilities, Webster played a key role in the design and development of the first Standard Vanguard, Triumph Mayflower and Ferguson Tractor. The Vanguard was revealed in July 1947 and a year later Webster was made Chief Chassis Engineer. Grinham retired in May 1957 and this enabled Webster to step into the open and secure the top engineering job and a seat on the Board.


A year after the BLMC merger, Lord Stokes asked Webster to move to Longbridge to take charge of Austin-Morris, leaving behind his beloved Triumph just as developments that would lead to the TR6 were under way. Webster’s role was assumed by Spen King, who had come over from Rover. Those years were busy but perhaps not the happiest, and the clash of cultures between the Leyland and BMC camps hardly helped. Webster eventually left BLMC in 1974, going to Automotive Products of Leamington-Spa, where he remained for eight years, having already assumed almost cult hero status in classic Triumph circles, a fact that often bemused him.


A long and happy retirement followed. He died in Kenilworth, Warwickshire, on 6 February 2007, a little short of his nintieth birthday. According to Mick Bunker, who joined Standard Motor Company as an apprentice in 1945, ‘Harry Webster was a great guy – very good to work for’, and he contrasted Webster’s accessibility with Grinham’s serious, comparatively impersonal distance. Bunker’s view is echoed by Gordon Birtwistle, who joined in 1958:


Harry Webster was great – the whole place was like a family operation. Harry Webster, Spen King and John Lloyd weren’t just figures in an ivory tower. Spen King was absolutely passionate about everything he did. I went with him to plan the launch of the GT6 in Switzerland in order to plan the route – he really enjoyed that. I used to take the Le Mans cars to thrash them at MIRA [the Motor Industry Research Association] and boil the engines and then go round to John Lloyd’s house, have a drop of Scotch, put it all to sleep and then come back to it the next day! You would never see that happen nowadays.




THE DEPARTURE OF SIR JOHN BLACK


Sir John Black ruled Standard with a firm hand, which occasionally meant that his decisions were made without the full prior support or authority of his Management Board. It has been written that he would think nothing of firing people he suddenly felt superfluous and a number of authors (supposedly drawing on the testimony of Alick Dick) have described how this practice supposedly came to a head in December 1953, when Black decided to sack a number of people including Ted Grinham, one of the pivotal people at the company. Another version of the events leading up to the seemingly inevitable showdown, however, was that Black had signed an undertaking with Massey Ferguson without the authority of his Board.


Whichever version is true, for the rest of the Board, Black had taken a step too far. Led by Alick Dick, most of the directors visited Black at his home on 3 January 1954. Dick presented a pre-prepared letter of resignation for Black to sign, ascribing his decision to the aftermath of a recent crash at Banner Lane in a prototype Swallow Doretti on 3 November 1953. Black briefly tried to resist, but Dick stood firm and three days later became Chairman at the age of thirty-seven. A press statement on 5 January 1954 stated simply that Black had ‘resigned as Chairman and Managing Director of the Standard Motor Company as a result of injuries sustained in his accident of the previous November’.


Standard was typical of the smaller players in the postwar British car industry, all of whom were vulnerable to external factors such as the ownership of their key body suppliers and, perhaps most of all, the vagaries and machinations of the prevailing government and their fiscal policy of the moment, often involving the use of the car industry as part of a crude method of steering the economy. This meant that the Coventry management were frequently engaged in discussions with other companies, British and otherwise.


Tractors had meanwhile become such a major part of the corporate bottom line that by 1953 they were responsible for about three-quarters of the profits, but neither Black nor Dick were ever truly content with being so dependent upon third-party patronage. That year, Harry Ferguson formed an alliance with the Canadian agricultural machinery company Massey Harris and this prompted one of Black’s increasingly dark moods, resolving to discontinue all tractor production, but later being persuaded to change his mind and renew the contract with what was now Massey Harris Ferguson (MHF); the name would be further shortened to Massey-Ferguson in 1958.


In the spring of 1954, with Black gone, there was a brief courtship between Standard and Rover with a view to a possible merger. By the summer, however, neither party felt ready to commit to a positive union and on 15 July the marriage was called off. In a statement, Standard-Triumph said that ‘After careful consideration the Boards of both companies have come to the conclusion that the present moment is unsuitable to carry into effect a financial merger of the two concerns, but the possibility of such an operation will not be lost sight of.’


Just a few months later, in March 1955, the Managing Director of Fisher & Ludlow (makers of many of Standard’s bodies) wrote to Standard Motor Company to reassure them of continuity of body supplies for the Standard Eight from their Tile Hill factory in the wake of BMC’s earlier purchase of the body maker in August 1953. At their meeting the Board resolved that they needed a more binding assurance than a polite letter: it was one of many such events that galvanized corporate thoughts about the future; Standard-Triumph would eventually buy the Tile Hill factory at the end of 1958.
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The Standard Vanguard and the later economy version, the Standard Ensign (seen here), were worthy, fairly clean-lined if perhaps slightly dull examples of the typical mid-1950s British saloon car for the average customer. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




Various further discussions took place in the second half of the 1950s, some more intensive than others. These included a rather half-hearted dialogue with Rootes Group in the spring of 1957 and just before that an approach to Managing Director Alick Dick from Chrysler, who were looking for a European partner with which to build a small car. Neither approach got anywhere – Rootes and Standard were managerially incompatible – but the Chrysler search for a European satellite would eventually engulf Rootes along with Simca of France.


The most significant of all these dalliances was undoubtedly the one with Massey Harris Ferguson (MHF), with whom Standard already had such a strong relationship that some commentators suggested the Coventry company should be thought of as a tractor maker who happened to make cars rather than the reverse. Prompted in part by Standard’s approach to Rootes, and their bold plans to buy out Mulliners of Birmingham, one of Standard’s body suppliers, a fresh round of discussions ensued, kicking off in earnest with a meeting between Alick Dick and MHF management in Nassau at the end of March 1957.


At their Board meeting on 1 April 1957, Standard considered both the Rootes and MHF options:


after detailed examination of the administration, they accepted the view that proper administration and co-ordination of the joint organisation could not be established with the widely differing views of the method of running the proposed organisation held by the Directors of Rootes and Standard. Accordingly it was mutually agreed to abandon any idea of amalgamation with Rootes and that a detailed investigation be made into the possibilities of a closer link between Standard and Massey-Harris-Ferguson.


With closer ties with MHF a tantalizing option, the Board decided that it would be ‘for Mr. Dick to consider how best this could be achieved in conjunction with Mr. Eric Young, bearing in mind that [MHF] might be prepared to inject up to £2,000,000 capital into the Standard Organisation and might desire to have representation on the Board.’ This was all very well, but the relationship with MHF would go through some testing times over the next year or so, leading ultimately to a divorce but with a useful cash settlement to Standard’s considerable benefit.


In the meantime, Standard was planning a route into the coming decade, mindful of the financial challenges, with recent background concerns such as the Suez crisis being a sharp reminder of the vulnerability of an industry that relied on ready and generous supplies of fuel as much as national financial stability. While the Board dabbled in potential mergers and other accommodations, there were occasionally other challenges to face. One of these was the departure of Standard’s Chief Designer, Walter Belgrove, who left the Coventry company in 1955. The small styling team that remained would struggle to cope with the demands of an increasingly style-conscious customer base.


The much bigger BMC would shortly turn to the Farina concern to give their basic saloons a makeover that would give them a sharp Italian tailored look, while the American-owned Ford and Vauxhall marques would take inspiration from their transatlantic masters. Meanwhile, however, the independent British small fry had nothing equivalent to draw upon.




SWALLOW DORETTI
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The Swallow Doretti was a good-looking sports car derived from Standard-Triumph running gear, styled by Frank Rainbow and built by Swallow Coachbuilding Company (1935) Ltd. The shape of the grille bears a passing resemblance to that of Walter Belgrove’s TRX Bullet. AUTHOR




It was not just Standard and Triumph cars that benefited from the 2-litre Vanguard engine in the early 1950s; Morgan chose to use the unit for an updated Plus Four, while some of the smaller independent specialists also discovered the engine, which Standard-Triumph was happy to sell to them. Perhaps the most intriguing, however, was the Swallow Doretti, an interesting short-lived venture into car making by Tube Investments (TI Group), makers of, among other things, Raleigh bicycles.


The project was supported by a go-ahead female sports car distributor in California named Dorothy Deen, daughter of Arthur Andersen of the Rome Cable Corporation, who was keen to import a British sports car and had common technical interests with the TI Group. Deen’s first name lent itself, with a touch of fake Italianization, to the model name of the sleekly styled Doretti. The cars were built in Walsall, north of Birmingham, by Swallow Coachbuilding, inheritors of the mantle of the former Swallow Sidecars ‘SS’ business, which had also spawned the Jaguar marque. Bodies were built by Panelcraft Ltd of Woodgate, Birmingham, who were already making special bodies for Healey cars, while the chassis was a stiff tubular space frame. Styling was by Tube Investments’ Frank Rainbow.


Despite much promise and positive publicity, not everyone was happy about this new sports car upstart, most notably Jaguar. It is commonly said that in 1955 Jaguar gave the TI Group an ultimatum: if they continued to market the Doretti in a similar price sector to the XK 120, Jaguar would find another source for the many components they bought from TI. It was a sad decision to have to make, but in the end a commercial inevitability, despite short-lived plans for a new model known as the Swallow Sabre. Just 275 cars had been built in ten months.





FROM BELGROVE TO VIGNALE


One of the few people who made the transition from prewar Triumph to the new era of Triumph as part of the postwar Standard Motor Company was Walter Belgrove, who benefited from the patronage of the Chairman until, as we have seen, Sir John was ousted by a Standard Board putsch in 1954. Until then Black used Belgrove to spearhead the creation of a new generation of Triumph saloons and it seems that their egos were probably quite well matched.


However, all was not sweetness and light. Belgrove and engineering director Ted Grinham were as dissimilar as chalk and cheese. Grinham was very much the traditionalist old-school engineer, conservative but arrogant, whereas the more flamboyant and artistic Belgrove could easily be unfairly demeaned as an interloper from a defunct company, fallen on hard times before being snapped up for a song by Black. The dwindling band of those who remember them recall Grinham in particular as self-centred and with few friends among the staff. Grinham was said to especially resent the access that Belgrove had to Sir John. It was a classic recipe for conflict and it seems that both expended energy in mutual contempt.


Belgrove had worked at Triumph since the late 1920s, when the car business was just a few years old, starting as a coach-building apprentice. By the mid-1930s he was Chief Body Engineer with Donald Healey as his boss. Belgrove was one of the first British designers to embrace clay modelling as a means of creating the flowing, aerodynamic shapes new to the 1930s. Meanwhile, Grinham had been Chief Engineer at Standard since 1931, becoming Technical Director in 1936 and Deputy Managing Director by the time war broke out. The two loosely cooperated on the TRX and the subsequent 20TS, which became the basis of the TR2, but by all accounts it was seldom the happiest of partnerships.


Former Triumph apprentice Ray Bates contrasts Sir John Black and Ted Grinham with a simple example. Black knew Bates by name (Bates was, to be fair, Standard-Triumph ‘Apprentice of the Year’ for three years running, 1946–8) and would say ‘thank you’ to anyone who held the door open for him. Grinham, however, was quite the opposite: ‘one day I held the door for Grinham: he glowered at me and said “Haven’t you got anything better to do?”’


As Grinham had been longer with the ‘overseeing’ business and the relative differences with Belgrove were tempered only by a mutual respect for their master, the stage was set for a turbulent relationship. It was no secret to the likes of Ray Bates and Tony Lee that Grinham and Belgrove despised one another. With Black gone from 1954, the dynamics shifted and matters finally came to a head at the 1955 Motor Show, where Grinham was said to be incandescent with rage at the fact that all the attention was on the styling of the new Vanguard Phase III rather than the underlying engineering.


As a consequence of their arguing, Belgrove stormed out of the company, announcing his departure in front of the press and neatly pre-empting Grinham’s determination to sack him upon their return to Coventry. The consequence of this was a vacuum at the head of Standard’s styling section, which Grinham now saw as a wholly subservient part of his empire. Grinham himself would be gone within two years.


Sitting somewhere in the middle of all this was Harry Webster, who could see the challenges faced by the company in an increasingly style-conscious world. Then in 1957 Standard was approached by Captain Raymond Flower and his brother Neville, whose quirky but neatly styled Meadows Frisky three-wheeler had proved sufficiently successful in the wake of the 1956 Suez crisis that Flower was thinking of branching out into the world of sports cars, for which he needed a chassis. The brothers were scions of the brewing dynasty of Flower & Sons of Stratford-upon-Avon and Raymond had been Managing Director of the Cairo Motor Co Ltd, Nuffield distributors in Egypt in the period just before Suez.


Flower got in touch with Harry Webster and Production Director Martin Tustin, who agreed to meet him more out of curiosity and a desire to see if the Flower brothers were likely to become a competitor in the manner of the late lamented Swallow Doretti. At the meeting, Flower claimed that through his special contacts he could secure a brand new designed-from-scratch prototype body for the then remarkable sum of just £3,000, and all inside three months.


As Webster told author William Kimberley, ‘When we challenged this they responded by saying that within ten days they would produce half a dozen styling drawings for us. The upshot was that, as promised, Neville Flower duly appeared with the styling drawings and, because we liked it anyway, we chose what we thought was the most difficult one, supplied a TR chassis and waited.’ Meanwhile, Flower remained tight lipped about his mysterious supplier, although there was a clue in the form of an Italian note on one of the sketches.
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The first commission to Michelotti from Standard was for a so-called ‘dream car’, intended to represent a modern iteration of the Triumph TR sports car. This dramatic two-tone creation was the result. H. WEBSTER




‘During the next few weeks, while the car was being made, Neville Flower did all he could to get a contract on a commission basis from us, but we kept rejecting his approaches on the excuse that we had to see the finished results’, Webster recalled. However an opportunity to dig deeper finally arrived with the delivery of the stunning prototype. ‘Well within the three month deadline a vast lorry appeared at Banner Lane and disgorged the model we had chosen. It was beautifully made, exquisitely trimmed and it was a runner. We learnt from our own transport department that the delivery truck, which bore the name “Gondrand” on the sides and tailgate, had come from Turin.’
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The Michelotti ‘dream car’ prototype was very much of the moment in 1957/8 with its American-influenced tail fins and heavy use of chrome plating. The one-off became a popular choice for Standard-Triumph executives to use as a means of showing off the company’s modernizing thrust in the late 1950s. H. WEBSTER




Using the time-honoured technique of a good meal and associated hospitality, a generous lunch was quickly organized for the lorry driver, accompanied by a foreman from the Experimental Department, during which the happy guest divulged that his pick-up point had been at Vignale, just outside Turin. ‘It was all that we needed’, Webster told Kimberley. ‘Martin Tustin immediately contacted them, which we followed up with a visit to be warmly received by Alfredo Vignale himself. When we met his design team, we learnt that the style we had chosen had been prepared by one Giovanni Michelotti.’


That first concept car was dubbed the ‘dream car’, an ornate, flamboyant, be-finned and chrome-laden creation that was bang up-to-date with the contemporary American idiom and about as far removed from the classic Belgrove TR2 and TR3 as it was possible to get. It was never likely to be a practical basis for a production Triumph sports car, but Graham Robson recalls that with its two-tone paint and exotic trimmings it became something of a favourite of the more flamboyant directors.


It would prove to be a turning point for Webster and the Italian designer, who would become firm friends, even if the only way they could converse was in French, the one language they shared.


TR3
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The TR3’s comprehensive facelift in 1957 included new body tooling, the adoption of front disc brakes (a particular innovation) and a wider shiny radiator grille. The model was known as the TR3A, but although this term was widely used, even in factory service literature, the marketing name remained the ‘TR3’ and TR3A badges did not appear on the car or in advertising. In this contemporary PR photo, actress Gretchen Dahm poses with a US market TR3A. PLAIN ENGLISH ARCHIVE




On the sports car front, the TR2 had swiftly made way for the slightly more civilized and decorated TR3, introduced in October 1955 and becoming, in 1956, the first British volume-production car to benefit from standard front disc brakes. The TR3 evolved in turn into a TR3A in the summer of 1957, introducing a wider, more distinctive radiator grille that owed something to the first Michelotti show car.


Also in the summer of 1957, the sound contribution that Harry Webster had already made to the company was reflected in his promotion to the role of Director of Engineering with a seat on the Board. It was Webster who came up with the idea of giving Standard projects code names comprising four-letter words beginning with the letter ‘Z’.
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The Triumph TR3A was never actually badged as such, but the ‘A’ suffix was a handy means of indicating the significant facelift and package of improvements that the change of name supported. The wider plated grille was a response to American tastes of the time. AUTHOR






ITALIAN ROMANCE: THE TRIUMPH ITALIA


Just as the Standard Board reined back their plans for a TR4 on 24 November 1958, they considered a separate adventure on the European continent, which would marry the design excellence of Michelotti and Vignale with the chassis of the TR3:


It was agreed that the Company should explore the question of joining with Cesac, our Distributors in Naples, and Vignale, in forming a company to be called Standard-Triumph Italiana SpA at Naples for the assembly of TR3s, using the Company’s chassis parts and a body of local design and manufacture. It was understood that the Italian Government had given permission for such a project and that cars manufactured by such a company would qualify for an Italian Certificate of Origin so far as the European Common Market was concerned.


The originator of the idea seems to have been Dr Salvatore Ruffino, owner of Cesac, who could see the potential of a well-tried Standard-Triumph chassis wrapped in a chic coach-built Italian body, giving some of the magic of a Maserati or a Ferrari but at a fraction of the price. Having trawled the familiar Italian coachbuilders, Ruffino had met Alfredo Vignale and Giovanni Michelotti and the result had been a prototype built in Vignale’s usual quick turnaround and exhibited on 4–11 November 1958 at the Turin Motor Show, just a few weeks before the next Standard Board meeting.


Discussions clearly proceeded well, buoyed by encouraging noises from Italian agents and politicians. At the Standard Board meeting of 19 December 1958 it was recorded that ‘it was resolved that the Common Seal of the Company be affixed to a Power of Attorney in favour of Luigi Porzio [an Italian contract lawyer], authorising him to take all steps necessary to form a company in Italy with a capital of two million Italian Lire’. The project soon crystallized into a plan to build 1,000 cars, with mechanical components from the TR3 imported from England, bodies from Vignale and final assembly at Ruffino’s premises in Naples.
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The rear view of the Italia shows some family resemblance to the Triumph TR4 and TR5. There are no Triumph badges on the car; the boot lid bears just the ‘Italia 2000’ script. PAUL HARVEY




Well received as the 1958 Turin Show car was, some practical engineering-focused changes proved necessary. A second car, now shorn of the original long nose with glazed recessed headlamps, was shown at the 1959 show. This was much closer in appearance to the definitive Triumph 2000 Italia. To anyone in the know, the Italia also bore resemblance to the Triumph Zoom prototypes. By then Vignale was already starting to build the first thirteen customer cars before Ruffino took over production in Naples in December 1959. In the meantime, however, Standard had withdrawn slightly from the project. As a result the car featured no Triumph badges and the car was now marketed simply as the ‘Italia 2000’.
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There is something of a ‘junior Maserati’ about the clean lines of the Italia. PAUL HARVEY




Although there were bold plans to sell the car in some quantity in the United States, the project never achieved the momentum that perhaps it deserved. Between 1959 and the summer of 1962, when production ended, it is believed that just 329 cars were built, of which all but six were left-hand drive. There was initially still some tacit support for the project from Standard-Triumph, but 1961 saw major management upheavals and the new Board had less time for what they saw as an unnecessary extravagance, preferring instead to move forward with what would become the TR4, also evolved by Michelotti and sharing a number of distinctive features with the Italia, such as the kick-up in the door and a sausage-shaped bonnet bulge.
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Paul Harvey is the fortunate owner of this beautiful Italia. The design by Michelotti bears obvious connection to the Zoom and the straight-through front wing line is echoed in the later TR6. The Italia was only built in coupé form. PAUL HARVEY




The Italia gained the TR3B chassis and drive-train later in its limited production life, but even with these modest enhancements, sales of what was still, especially in the USA (at a price of around $5000 plus extras), a very expensive motor car, were slow. Overseas purchasers were also asked to signed a form of disclaimer for the fact that body panels could not be obtained outside Italy. Some of the cars that remained unsold in 1964, when Ruffino relinquished his Standard-Triumph dealership, were sent to New York and a handful were still unsold a year later.


Mike Cook saw their arrival. Writing in Triumph Cars in America, he recalled: ‘they arrived during 1962, showing the effects of lengthy outside storage, including faded paint and musty interiors. All were on TR3A chassis, at a time when TR3Bs and TR4s were in Triumph showrooms.’ In addition to the official importer channel, it appears that a dealer called Stutz Plaisted in New England may also have imported a few in his own right. Meanwhile the cars that Cook and his colleagues oversaw were cleaned up and sent to dealers: ‘Several were used by company people for a few weeks, and I drove one home one evening. It felt like a TR3 with sound-deadening, rode a little better, and was comfortable with its custom seats. Unfortunately, most of them suffered from gas fumes in the cockpit, due to improper tank venting.’


Looking at the Italia with the benefit of hindsight, there are not only shades of the classic Maserati in its elegant styling but there are already some pointers to the squarer lines of the much later TR6. The drive-train was perhaps a let-down for a four or five thousand dollar car, but one could imagine how different it might have been with the silky new Standard Vanguard 6-cylinder engine under the bonnet.
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The beautifully simple but elegant interior of the Italia is quite unlike contemporary Triumphs. PAUL HARVEY






FROM ZANY TO ZOOM: STANDARD CODE NAMES


Nearly every car maker turns at some stage to a coded system of naming their concepts and prototypes that provides a shorthand for discussion with trusted colleagues and partners. The use of snappy acronyms that are meaningless to outsiders ensures that conversations do not leak their full meaning.
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The Zebu project, intended to replace the Standard Vanguard, went through a series of iterations, including this one. All versions featured the new 2-litre 6-cylinder engine and independent rear suspension. A combination of factors, including financial ones, led to the Zebu project being abandoned. TONY LEE




Standard Motor Company was no exception. The code names in use in the early 1950s used a combination of letters and numbers, the latter giving a clue to the engine capacity. An obvious example was the ‘20TS’ code for the 2-litre Triumph sports car, while the later ‘20TRII’ and ‘20TRIII’ codes similarly need little explanation. This made them less secure than perhaps they could have been.


As Harry Webster told journalist Malcolm Mackay in 1994, ‘one day the Chief of the Specification Office came to see me, complaining that we ought to be more confidential with the type names of projects and not use engine sizes’. Webster was having a bad day, so gave his colleague short shrift: ‘I snapped, “F*** off” and choose all the four-letter words in the dictionary beginning with the letter Z. To my amazement, he took me at his word, so we had a whole succession of names like Zoom, Zest, Zebu, Zany and the new small car was called Zobo.’


From 1957 onwards references to these code names litter the minutes of the Standard Board meeting. Not all would be of direct relevance to our story, but for the record these were the key code names used (initial descriptions come from the minutes of the Standard Motor Co. Board Meeting of 12 August 1957, unless noted otherwise):


Zany: Forward Control Van; first referred to in this way in the minutes of 25 April 1958, envisaged as covering van, pick-up and bus variants. A prototype of the bus is recorded in the X-Register as X623, also dating from 1958. This became the Standard Atlas van and derivatives.


Zarf: There is a ‘Zarf’ listed in the X-Register as X582, dating from 1956 and described therein as ‘prototype vehicle unfit for road use’. Zarf was later referred to in the minutes of 25 April 1958 as a facelift of the Standard Ensign; to be replaced by Zebu. In later records this is referred to as a ‘Vanguard Utility’ (pick-up) for the antipodean market.


Zebu: 1500/2000cc Saloon: ‘an entirely new 6-cylinder car, the engines being a development of the existing Small Car 4-cylinder Engine, with four-wheel independent suspension and with Transmission (derived from present Small Car) located at rear end of vehicle. The car is being designed to take advantage of developments in Pneumatic Suspension.’


Zero: A later addition to the ‘Z’ codes in December 1959, this represented the plans for a Standard-Triumph tractor, which only became possible after the company had disentangled itself from Massey Harris Ferguson. The first prototype, X671, was recorded in the X-Register in 1961.


Zest: Also referred to as ‘TR4’, this is ‘a completely new Sports car to supersede the TR3 with restyled body and four-wheel independent suspension’. In the minutes of 25 April 1958 there is a later reference to this as ‘TR4’, but now in both ‘Open Sports’ and ‘Hard Top’ form. Zoom and Zest became entwined and their story is covered later.


Zeta: 10 HP Saloon: ‘introduction of a new Saloon Body on existing 10 HP Chassis using as many floor panels as possible, with the Chassis modified to independent rear suspension’. This was a short-lived plan for a rebodied Standard Ten. As the scope and potential of Zobo grew, the need for Zeta diminished. The X-Register lists the single 1957 prototype (X607) as ‘broken up’.


Zobo: A new ‘economy car’ described as ‘a small cheap 4-seater 2-door tourer and hardtop Saloon, together with minimum modifications necessary for production as a small sports car for the USA market’. By 25 April 1958 Zobo is described as covering ‘two-seater, four-seater, van and estate car’. In due course this would become the Triumph Herald, although in June 1958 there was brief consideration of calling it the Standard Torch.


Zoco: Rarely seen in official documents, this code appears in the factory X-Register chassis list in 1959 as a van (three prototypes recorded, X647, 8 and 9) but subsequently cancelled.


Zoic: A limited facelift to the Standard Vanguard, with styling work by Michelotti: ‘front and rear facelift, redesigned facia and interior styling, and possibly a larger screen and back light – the full extent to be decided in accordance with effect on Style and Tooling charges.’ This became the Standard Vignale Vanguard (a facelift of the Standard Vanguard Phase III). Although the changes were modest, it marked the first production instance of a new Italian-influenced style direction for the company.


Zoom: This project, which became an idea for a ‘superior’ sports car with a bespoke engine, started life in 1959 as the basis of a Le Mans entry. In the minutes of 14 September 1959 it was stated that ‘it was resolved that (a) except for the “Zoom” entry at Le Mans, the Sports Car Racing Programme be deferred beyond 1959/60’. By 11 April 1960 the Standard-Triumph International Board was thinking in terms of two variants: the ‘Zoom TR4 six cylinder’ and the ‘Zoom 20X’ with the bespoke Sabrina engine.


The rule of using a ‘Z’ prefix would later be relaxed, probably not least because the Specification Manager’s dictionary had given up most of the more suitable candidates; the next decade would therefore see some less alphabetically constipated four-letter code names, such as Ajax, Barb, Beta, Bomb, Brig, Fury, Lynx, Manx, Pony, Puma, Stag and Wasp.


In the background, however, the talks with MHF were advancing and in June the boards of Standard and MHF appointed intermediaries to help facilitate the basis of a merger, the basic terms of which were agreed on 7 July 1957. Just over a month later, the Standard Board surveyed a portfolio of future models that included many of those listed here.
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Michelotti also suggested a hardtop option for the original Zest that was almost identical to the prototype Triumph Herald Coupé. GRAHAM ROBSON
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The first serious attempt by Michelotti for a rebodied TR sports car was the original Zest of 1958, seen here in open guise. The open door shows off the slight upward ‘kick’ at the rear of the upper edge of the door, a feature that would run through Zest, Zoom, TR4, TR5, TR250 and TR6. GRAHAM ROBSON
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Anyone familiar with the later TR4 will know at once that, from the front, something looks wrong. This is because the original Zest retained the narrower chassis of the TR3, whereas the production TR4 of 1961 would be wider. GRAHAM ROBSON




Of key relevance to the sports car story was the reference to ‘TR4 (Zest)’, which it was stated would be ‘a completely new Sports Car to supersede the TR3 with restyled body and four-wheel independent suspension’ with ‘final styling’ by Michelotti, body supply by Mulliners. It was anticipated that a full-sized wooden model from Mulliners would be ready for approval by the end of August. It was hoped that the first prototype would be ready in January 1958 and that production would start exactly a year later.


By the autumn, however, financial movements had put a different complexion on the discussions between Standard and MHF. At the Board meeting of 11 September 1957, the Standard Board decided ‘that the circumstances have changed sufficiently that the deal is no longer in the Company’s best interest’.
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By the end of the 1950s the tough little Triumph TR2 and TR3 models had gained a reputation for endurance rally prowess, as here in the 1958 Liège-Rome-Liège Rally. STANDARD-TRIUMPH




In their meeting of 25 April 1958 the Standard Board reviewed a bold forward plan, bolstered by the potential created by a massive injection of cash by MHF. In a table appended to the minutes there was a list of ‘models in production by 1960/61’, which included: ‘Zobo’ as a two-seater, four-seater, van and estate car; ‘Zebu’ saloon; TR4 Open sports and Hard top; Forward Control 10/12 cwt van and various tractors.


There were also projections of growth for both car and tractor output for the years 1957/58, 1958/59, 1959/60 and 1960/61. Sports car outputs were projected as 14,460, 20,000, 24,000 and 21,000, respectively. For the entire plan a budget estimate of £10,309,500 was described. Key car-related investments included independent rear suspension (IRS) for Zobo, the Zoic/Zarf facelift for the Standard Vanguard/Ensign, the Zany Forward Control van and, more specifically for sports cars, ‘item 8: TR4 new sports car: body dies, retain 87mm engine line to free Vanguard line for Zebu, tooling for DeDion type rear axle’, and also ‘item 10: TR3 facelift: increase power by re-design of cylinder head’.


By November 1958 it was clear that bold plans were all very well, but they needed the funds to underpin them. Accordingly, the Board meeting on 24 November decided to defer some financial investment:


The Board received and considered schedules covering the future capital requirements and the projected cash position of the Group up to the 31st August 1963. In considering the schedule it was agreed that no reference should be made at the present time to a TR4 Sports car and, accordingly, it was resolved: that Project No. 50, estimated at £50,000 covering tooling to modify the front end of the ‘Personal Six’ for the TR4, be deferred from 1959/60 to 1960/61.


The ‘Personal Six’, according to Graham Robson, was a personal project of Alick Dick. It comprised the narrow early Zest prototype (which looked like a slimmer TR4 with a Herald roof), but with the still new Vanguard 6-cylinder engine. Robson, in an article in 1974, claimed that ‘somehow it was much too “soft” for the hairy-chested TR3 image and was shelved’. Meanwhile, in 1958, a 2.2-litre version of the old wet-liner four had become optional in the TR3A, chiefly for motor sports use. This paved the way for the unit that would appear three years later in the new TR4, but also marking a rival path to the 6-cylinder option for the future.


In the spring of 1959 a further round of talks between Rover and Standard allowed both parties to learn of their putative plans for rival 2-litre models in the growing ‘executive’ sector of the car market. On 6 March 1959 the press learned of merger talks. This was followed on 21 May by a statement that the talks had ended without a satisfactory deal. On 31 August 1959 Standard agreed the sale of their tractor business to MHF, thus bringing an end to the agricultural bias of the British company’s interests.


SABRINA AND THE RACES


Towards the end of the 1950s, as Triumph TR sales were growing along with the reputation of the marque, Managing Director Alick Dick was keen to build the sporting credibility of the sports car line by investing capital. Out of this grew a project to develop the twin-stranded ‘Zest’ and ‘Zoom’ programme. A particularly intriguing aspect of this was a project to create an all-new twin-cam 4-cylinder engine, codenamed 20X but more popularly known as ‘Sabrina’ on account of the cam covers. These were in the form of two large protuberances on the end of the engine, which some wag at Standard-Triumph likened to the assets of Norma-Ann Sykes, a well-endowed lady with the stage name of Sabrina who regularly appeared on the highly popular Arthur Askey show ‘Before Your Very Eyes’.


Harry Webster led on the project, with Triumph engineer Dick Astbury doing the hard graft. It was hardly Standard-Triumph’s most pressing issue, however, and the drawn-out development meant that the 1985cc unit was not ready to make its racing debut until the Le Mans race of 1959 in a trio of special ‘TR3’ lookalike cars with GRP bodies on longer-wheelbase chassis. Triumph was back at Le Mans in June 1960, although this time the Sabrina engines were mounted in a new body style intended to point the way towards the future upmarket ‘Zoom’ production model.


The given name for this special racing model was the TRS and its Michelotti style was fairly close to that of the Italia, only as a roadster rather than a coupé. In fact, as Graham Robson has established, the GRP bodies of the TRS were moulded from one of the two Zoom prototypes. As the TSOA newsletter of the time recorded,


Standard-Triumph Competitions have come up with a genuine screamer in the TRS and the specifications indicate the potential. The chassis is similar to your well-proven TR3 but the differences are significant. Note the wider track, the anti-roll bar as standard equipment, the increased wheel-base to take care of the larger power-plant and the all-important weight factor. The TRS is 182 pounds lighter than the TR3, has at least 25 additional horsepower and 1,500 or more extra rpm to draw on.
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The TRS team at Le Mans in 1960. The bodies on these cars were made of glass reinforced plastic, which had been intended at one stage for the proposed ‘Zoom’ production car. Sadly none of the three team cars finished that year. GRAHAM ROBSON
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One of the regrettable consequences of Standard-Triumph’s financial woes was the abandonment of the bespoke ‘Sabrina’ 4-cylinder double overhead camshaft racing engine. The 2.5-litre 6-cylinder engine, however, was a more affordable solution that would earn its own racing stripes. GRAHAM ROBSON




In a report after the race, in which the three cars finished unexceptionally, the newsletter explained that ‘the TRS will not be put into production or sold to the public. It will continue to undergo testing and development as an experimental model. Contrary to any rumours you may have heard the dual overhead cam engine will not be made optional in the TR3.’


Alick Dick was sufficiently confident of the future success of Triumph’s motor sports endeavours that he secured support at the 19 September 1960 Board Meeting to commission four Le Mans cars from Conrero of Italy for the 1961 Le Mans race, at an estimated cost of £25,000. Although a prototype of the car was duly styled by Michelotti and built by Virgilio Conrero, however, it would instead be the familiar TRS body shapes that appeared at Le Mans in 1961, again with their Sabrina power plants.


This time Triumph was rewarded by winning the team prize, a victory that Dick had coveted since Triumph’s 1955 Le Mans triple finish in a team of TR2s. Again, the TSOA newsletter was able to report that, in a similar vein to the previous year, ‘the development of this engine (still experimental with no production plans) and the TRS chassis will be greatly assisted by the data gained during this year’s Le Mans. As before, the Triumph team raced with a purpose – to gain knowledge to help engineer better Triumph cars in the future’.


The 1961 success, however, was not destined to be repeated: by then Leyland had arrived on the scene and towards the end of the year they decreed that the racing division should be closed down and all the cars and parts sold off. The Conrero project was also cancelled. For the time being Triumph’s TR future would continue to be linked to the ageing Standard 4-cylinder engine. ‘Oh, the Sabrina engine was really something’, Gordon Birtwistle recalls, having driven the Conrero and TRS in their time at the factory:


We had a TR4 with the Sabrina engine fitted in it and that was also superb – it was a brilliant engine, smooth as silk, and it had advanced through-bolt construction. Some thirty years later a local veteran motoring correspondent went to the launch of the Rover K-Series engine, where they were proclaiming how modern and state-of-the-art its through-bolt construction was, and when this chap pointed out that the Standard Motor Company had been doing it thirty years earlier there were a few red faces.


In September the Standard Board announced that henceforth the business would be known as Standard-Triumph International, bringing the Triumph name to the fore and signalling the first step in the decline of the name ‘Standard’. Part of the problem was that in North America the word’s meaning had become debased from a sign of excellence to a term generally ascribed to base products not embellished by ‘de-luxe’ treatment. This was a serious marketing handicap: in the USA the Standard Ten became the Triumph TR10.
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