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Foreword


Back in January 2020, I received an email from 1100 Club member Harry Taylor in my capacity as editor of Idle Chatter, the club’s glossy bi-monthly publication. It contained the first instalment of the restoration story of Peggy, his Austin 1100 MK I Countryman. I am in the lucky position of being well supported in my editorial role, so I receive emails from members with magazine submissions pretty frequently, but quickly I realised that this one was different – a couple of paragraphs in I was already laughing, plus at the same time feeling a huge sense of empathy with the varying emotions that Harry was experiencing! I knew other readers would feel the same, so I immediately decided it was going to be published. I was already looking forward to the second chapter when suddenly the title of the series became crystal clear – it could only be ‘When Harry Met Peggy’!


Two months later, the second instalment landed in my inbox and I couldn’t wait to catch up with Harry and find out whether the extraction of the car was a success, even though I knew it was in the end because I’d seen pictures of the finished car! And that set the scene for what would ensue every two months from that point onwards, all through the Covid period and beyond, meeting the various dubious characters along the way (including the ubiquitous Barry) and often sharing a metaphorical beer with Harry when he ended up in the pub at the end of another demoralising turn of events. Progress with the restoration was slow, but progress there was, and eventually, with some sadness, we reached the end of the tale. A few times during our email interactions, Harry and I joked that there could be a book in it, but little did we know … there really was! And I couldn’t be more delighted to be writing the foreword for it now.


Of course, in our magazine, Harry was preaching to the converted – our club members are pretty much all as mad about the BMC 1100 range as he is! But what if you have picked up this book without that inbuilt predisposition? Well, you might remember 1100s and 1300s being around back in the day – there were around 2.2 million of them built from 1963 to 1974, and they were the best-selling cars for most of the 1960s, so nearly everyone owned one or had some experience of one. They were the brainchild of the inspirational Sir Alec Issigonis, also the creator of the one and only Mini, the 1100 being essentially a stretched version of that great little car. Then they were styled by the legend that was Pininfarina, and engineer Dr Alex Moulton made them float on fluid – no springs, no shock absorbers, just hydrolastic displacers and some shiny green liquid! Add to that an expanded A Series engine mounted sideways, and we had a winner. A brilliant, versatile, comfortable daily workhorse. There were different badge options for loyal customers of the well-known marques of Austin, Morris, MG, Riley and Wolseley, and a luxury version trimmed by Vanden Plas. There was also a sporty twin-carbed GT model and, like Peggy, an estate with a lift-up tailgate. Truly something for everyone.
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Hydrolastic.








One slight problem – they all rusted. They rusted a lot. Many of them sadly didn’t live very long for that reason. Nowadays, we are used to dealing with that, though. We have a great owners’ club that provides lots of support, and we have people like Harry who are willing to take examples that should probably be scrapped and return them to their former glory. This is the story of how such a process can take over your life, exasperate your nearest and dearest, empty your bank account and lead you to meet a cross section of random and sometimes quite brilliant people along the way. I very much hope you enjoy the read as much as I did.


Dave Wilkins (Editor, Idle Chatter magazine)









Preface




After days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter.


Mary Shelley, Frankenstein





This is the story of a car and a man. There are other people in this story. There are even other cars. However, in its essence, this is a story about one particular car and one particular man. The power of the story lies somewhere between the vehicle and the human being who rescued it from a muddy field in Somerset and gave it life. We follow the relationship between Harry and his Austin 1100 Estate as he raises it from the dead and restores it to its former glory. This journey is a story of indelible memories, stubborn perseverance, hilarious mishaps, comical characters and frequent visits to the pub.


Readers, if you happen to be in East Kent and you see a Snowberry white 1967 Austin 1100 estate zipping around the narrow country lanes, give it a wave. That’s Peggy, a car that has risen from the grave; a car with a story.







GET AHEAD: 
GET AN 
AUSTIN 1100.




HEY YOU. WHO, ME? YES, YOU!


Ever felt like your life was on autopilot? Are you trapped in the same humdrum routines every day? Is the most exciting thing in your life the weather, finding a matching pair of socks or some loose change down the back of the sofa?


It sounds to us like you’re stuck in a rut. Well, don’t worry, you’ve come to the right place. We know exactly what you need. No, not gold and jewels or a date with Brigitte Bardot. It’s an Austin 1100.


Everybody’s dream has to start somewhere — and some of the best have started in an 1100.
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EVER WANTED TO BE A MANCHESTER UNITED LEGEND?


Young George Best did, but he was struggling to do keepy-uppies in the Salford reserves — and that’s where he might have stayed, had he not had the bright idea to get himself an Austin 1100. Sure enough, he passed his driving test as easily as he’d pass five or six defenders; then he made the United first team and won a European Cup, two league titles and a Ballon d’Or. All in a day’s work for our friends at Austin. Well done, Sir Alec Issigonis!
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George Best in 1976. (Dutch National Archives via WikimediaCommons)








IT’S NOT ALWAYS EASY TO BECOME A MUSICAL SUPERSTAR AND CULTURAL PHENOMENON, BUT YOU CAN MAKE THINGS A LOT SIMPLER FOR YOURSELF BY GETTING AN AUSTIN 1100.


John Lennon drove one in the early days, before the Beatles even had a recording contract. With plenty of room in the back for a couple of Rickenbackers, plus the entire line-up of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, success was assured. The Woodies never had an Austin in their back catalogue. Who are they? Exactly. Capital stuff, Battista Pininfarina!


DO YOU DREAM OF A CAREER IN COMEDY? THERE’S STILL HOPE.


Young Billy Connolly was a struggling stand-up in the late 1960s, getting fewer laughs than the Chancellor’s Autumn Budget Statement. The only time people laughed at him was when he said he wanted to be famous. So he bought an Austin 1100 to get himself to gigs. Now Billy is an internationally celebrated comedian — and no one’s laughing now, I can tell you. Congratulations to the lads at Longbridge!


HAVE YOU HAD A LONGING TO BE KNIGHTED?


It might be worth remembering that Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, the world-renowned historian, was once just plain old Nick, fond of a bit of reminiscing — until he got his Austin 1100. Suddenly, out came Queen Elizabeth’s sword to dust off his shoulders. She knew a winner when she saw one. Well done Liz and hats off to the boys at Cowley!


As if that wasn’t enough, Prince Phillip was seen behind the wheel of an 1100. We can’t promise owning one will make you royalty, but it will make you feel like royalty, which is just as good (if you don’t include the big house, yacht, country estates, crown jewels, untold riches, endless relatives, tiny dogs, etc.).


HAVE YOU GOT AN ITCH TO BE AN EXPLOSIVE, VOLATILE HOTEL OWNER? LET’S FACE IT, HAVEN’T WE ALL.


Well, you can scratch that itch by taking a stroll down to your local Austin dealership. Basil Fawlty was the highly regarded proprietor of a well-respected boarding establishment until he got himself an 1100. After that he became rude to guests, ruined the food, destroyed the hotel and couldn’t tell a rat from a Siberian hamster. In short, he never looked back. But remember, don’t mention the war. Let’s hear it for the chaps at Morris Oxford!


Famous people who did not own an Austin 1100 include Genghis Khan, Vlad the Impaler, and Attila the Hun.





DON’T BE AN ATTILA 
— BE A GEORGE BEST. 
GET AHEAD: GET AN 
AUSTIN 1100.












Prologue: 1967


I’m going to take you back in time. Close your eyes. Forget about the meetings, appointments, the plans and arrangements. Relax. Breathe deeply and slowly.


Brace yourself. The journey is beginning. Leave behind your mobile phones, computers, robot hoovers, microwave ovens, air fryers, self-parking cars, virtual friends, and remote controls. Forget about modern conveniences. Where we’re going, little is modern and even less is convenient.


Keep going back. The air is getting cleaner, the roads are quieter and you can swim in the rivers. Keep going back. The skies are almost empty now and there’s snow in the wintertime and sometimes snow in spring and early summer too. Keep going back. People are talking to each other, goalposts are made of jumpers and you can get an appointment to see a doctor, even if there isn’t much they can do for you.


Now open your eyes. You’ve landed back before the dawn of time – well, digital time, anyway. The year is 1967, a year unlike any before or since. This is where our story begins. Step outside, take a look around.


It was a time of Brendas, Kevins, Cynthias, Nigels, Trevors and Sandras. What a time to be alive.


The shackles of post-war living are being thrown off, though history suggests that it might have been better if some of these shackles had been left in place. Britain still had a manufacturing base, making ships, cars, iron and steel. The production of white goods was booming, with Hoover, Creda, Belling and Moffat making washing machines, vacuum cleaners and ovens. These things are made abroad now, undermining the economy and making the trip to return stuff a hell of a lot longer.


Manchester United had just won the league title, which was the key that would unlock their first European Cup win, and George Best had arrived in the shape of an Irish angel to deliver the country from two-footed tackles and provide Miss Worlds with someone to date. England was still basking in the glow of its World Cup victory the previous year, before seeming to decide that it had all been too much like hard work and subsequently putting all its energy into making Carry On films instead.


It was a time before satellite navigation, when finding your way anywhere involved unfolding a map the size of a cricket screen over the steering wheel while doing 70 in the fast lane. Either that or thumbing through an A-Z Guide where you had to cross reference grids and page numbers before sending the result off to GCHQ to decipher and tell you whether to make a U-turn or not. In spite of this, everyone arrived at their destinations without satnavs, though they were all generally two days late.


Smart motorways had yet to be invented, and the hard shoulder was available for picnics, taking the dog for a walk, or brief caravan holidays. And roadside assistance was more about asking someone for a push than calling the AA or RAC.


It was the time of Flower Power, just before it was inevitably replaced by the more reliable nuclear power. Donovan’s ‘Sunshine Superman’ had been a major hit, and tie and dye T-shirts and long hair were the compulsory uniform of those who didn’t want to conform. It was the Summer of Love. Young people across the country insisted that everyone should love each other and wouldn’t stop going on about it until everyone hated them for it. Eventually, they gave up and went on to smashing up bus shelters, which no one seemed to mind as long as they weren’t going on about love.


Leonid Brezhnev was President of the USSR and Lyndon B. Johnson was President of the USA, while Harold Wilson smoked a pipe for Britain. In his gabardine mac, Wilson cut such an inconspicuous figure that he had served a full term as prime minister before anyone realised he’d been elected.


There was a new kind of war. It was called the Cold War, where East and West silently fumed at one another, as if they had each filled the dishwasher when it wasn’t their turn. Instead of being fought with traditional armaments, Britain used public school boys. It turned out that they had more secrets than the country they were supposed to be spying for. Eventually, the public school boys gave everything up for a life in Moscow, in small apartments in brutalist blocks where they couldn’t understand a word anyone was saying. It seemed an awful lot of effort to achieve a life they could have had by simply moving to Birmingham.


The safety of children was an emerging concern. A public information campaign was led, as you would expect, by a family of squirrels, squirrels being well known for their careful demeanour and non-risky behaviour, while hanging upside down by their toes. It was called the Tufty Club. The Club featured Tufty the Squirrel and Willy the Weasel. Tufty always did as he was told and never got into trouble, whereas Willy did not do as he was told and learned the hard way, by getting run over. The main lesson children of the day learned from this was not to be a weasel.


Morals were now seen as something you had to guard, as if someone might melt them down and sell them abroad if you weren’t looking after them. You couldn’t go into a cinema to see a film that contained swearing unless you were 18, although you could play in a cement mixer when you were 8, as long as you didn’t get sand in your plimsolls. It was enough to drive children to sweet cigarettes.


The post-war leisure boom was in full swing, and people had a greater disposable income, though this wasn’t hard as they’d had absolutely no money at all in the years leading up to 1967. People had more money, but nowhere to go. At this time, they were still learning to speak loudly to foreigners so they could make themselves understood and then go abroad on package holidays. While they were waiting, they bought caravans instead. Essentially, these were mobile cage fighting arenas where you packed your family into a small space and thrashed out all your grievances in a week near the sea at Brean, returning home with whoever had survived, like an early version of the Hunger Games for the family.


The space race was in full tilt. NASA was developing the LVR – Lunar Roving Vehicle. It turned out to be marvellous for exploring the Moon, but had relatively little boot space, certainly when compared to something like the Austin 1800, and so was completely impractical to take on a Sunday shop. Now, I’m not saying that the 1800 is better than the Lunar Roving Vehicle, but I will say that a quick glance at the classic car classifieds shows there are around thirty 1800s currently up for sale, while there are no LVRs. Facts are facts I’m afraid, NASA.
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