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TIMELINE






	1998







	October


	Rover 75 announced at British International Motor Show







	1999


	







	April


	First production Rover 75s built







	June


	Rover 75 on sale in UK
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	February


	Rover 75 Design Theme at Geneva introduces a more sporty look







	May


	Rover Cars sold to Phoenix Venture Holdings







	June


	Estate derivative announced for future production







	August


	All production transferred from Cowley to Longbridge







	September


	Rover Cars renamed MG Rover Group Ltd







	November


	Announcement of MG X10 derivative for future production







	2001


	







	February


	Rover 75 Tourer shown at Geneva, and MG derivative promised; MG V8 models promised







	May


	Tourer production begins







	July


	MG XPower 500 unveiled, but not for series’ production







	


	First MG ZT derivatives available







	September


	Monogram personalization scheme announced at Frankfurt Motor Show; ZT XPower 385 unveiled;







	


	MG ZT-T derivatives on sale







	2002


	







	February


	MG ZT 180 Sports Auto introduced







	March


	Monogram cars available







	July


	Approved LPG conversions for 1.8-litre manual cars







	October


	New CDTi engine joins CDT diesel MG ZT 160 and ZT-T 160 now with 1.8-litre turbocharged engine







	2003


	







	July


	Five-millionth Rover is a Monogram 75







	September


	MG ZT 260 V8 introduced







	2004


	







	January


	Facelifted Rover and MG cars introduced







	March


	Rover 75 V8 announced







	November


	Rover 75 Coupé concept vehicle unveiled







	2005


	







	April


	Production of all models ends as MG Rover is closed down
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


For me, the 1998 Rover 75 was something of a revelation. As a long-time enthusiast of traditional Rovers, I had somewhat lost heart when the marque had switched to building Honda derivatives in the early 1980s and then, in 1986, Rover became the generic badge for anything and everything produced by what was left of British Leyland. The 1994 takeover by BMW promised something new, but with Rover playing second fiddle to another car maker, how could the Rover we had once known ever resurface?


Then along came the ‘new’ 75. I remember seeing it for the first time at the 1998 Motor Show, and being very impressed with its curvaceous lines and those striking headlamps. It looked right, and it looked like a Rover. Perhaps the Rover marque was going to have real meaning once again.


It was summer 2000 when I finally got to drive one – a press-fleet 2.5-litre Club SE in Arden Green pearlescent, registered W471 CJW – and I was hugely impressed. This, I was convinced, was a Rover for the times. If build quality held up, it was a certain winner.


My next surprise came many years later when I discovered how quickly the Rover 75, and its later MG derivatives, had attracted an enthusiast following. I had always promised myself that I might write about the 75 family one day, and to that end I had built up a file of useful material. Thinking that interest might be sufficient to warrant a book by 2020 or thereabouts, I was very pleasantly surprised to be constantly asked by enthusiasts when I was going to get on with the job. My publisher was keen, too, and asked me to write this book during 2012.


Sadly, it was not possible to consult the full records for Rover 75 manufacture; although MG Motor UK handed these over to the British Motor Industry Heritage Trust in September 2012, the records were not available for consultation when I was writing this book. Nevertheless, it is possible to obtain build details of individual cars through membership of the Rover 75 & MG ZT club, and copies of the MG records exist with the MG Owners’ Club and MG Car Club.
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Rover 75 sales catalogue from 1999.


Nevertheless, a great deal of information had already been compiled by dedicated enthusiasts, and several of them gave me access to what they had. Other people with an even closer connection to the cars cared enough to help, too.


From Rover Cars itself, Geoff Upex and Richard Woolley recalled the design stages of the 75; Ian Elliott remembered preparing the initial press-release and several subsequent ones; Steve Fussell told me about selling the cars through a franchised dealership; and Glenn Smith found what he could for me about the Australian end of the operation. Fellow writers chipped in, too: Boris Schmidt ferreted through the archives of the Frankfurter Algemeine Zeitung in Germany to see what he and his colleagues had written about the cars when they were new, and MG historian David Knowles added both information and photographs.


From the enthusiast community, David Morgan was a huge help on Rover 75 matters, and Richard Bryant found some gems in his collection of sales literature. On the MG side, I am very grateful to Roger Parker for sharing his knowledge and photographs. Tony Cope provided a great deal of information about the Roewe end of the business, gained from his visits to China. Reebs (webmaster at www.the75and ztclub.co.uk) generously allowed me to make use of his extensive research, and Ian Dowdeswell at Brooklands Books allowed me to plunder that company’s massive library of magazine articles.


Even so, I am deeply conscious that much information about the Rover 75 and MG ZT models has still to be unearthed. I sincerely hope that more will surface in the future, so that any shortcomings this book contains can be corrected, if there is a further edition.


James Taylor
Oxfordshire, July 2013


Note on Measurements


During the period covered by this book, Rover quoted engine power in PS and torque in Nm. For the benefit of readers not used to these measures, conversions into bhp and lb ft, respectively, are provided.Please note that the original manufacturer’s figures are those in PS and Nm.




CHAPTER ONE
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CONTEXT


The Rover 75 holds a special place in the history of Rover cars, and not only because it was the last completely new model to carry the Rover name. Its task was to revitalize the Rover marque, which had been gradually losing the respect of public and media alike in the 1990s with its competent but uninspired derivatives of Japanese Honda designs, and it fulfilled that task admirably. Nearly a decade after the last Rover 75 was built, few people have anything negative to say about it – and that is a huge accolade for any car.


Nevertheless, the trail that led from the original Rover Company to the Rover Cars responsible for the design and development of the 75 was a convoluted one. The reality is that the original Rover Company had ceased to exist more than a quarter of a century before the 75 was introduced in 1998. However, it had left a formidable legacy in the public mind (even though this had become somewhat tainted in the 1970s and 1980s), and there can be no question that the new Rover 75 inherited at least the UK public’s expectations of the Rover name and carried them forward with dignity.
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Recognizably the ancestor of the modern bicycle, this is the Rover Safety Cycle, made by the Starley Company.


The Rover 75 was introduced as the marque’s flagship car at a time when Rover belonged to the German BMW company – the first and only time that Rover had been foreign-owned. While the car was still relatively new, BMW tired of Rover’s business problems and sold the company, splitting the car division from the Land Rover side and selling them separately. Rover’s new owners, Phoenix Venture Holdings, reorganized the business to make more of the MG marque that they had also purchased, and named the new company MG Rover. Central to their plans were MG derivatives of the existing Rover saloons, and so the 75 was accompanied from mid-2001 by a reworked sister model called the MG ZT. Both were still in production when MG Rover collapsed in 2005, so bringing to an end more than 120 years of the Rover name.


In fact, Rover had not started out as a car maker at all. Its origins lay in the mid-nineteenth century, when James Starley had set up in business to make sewing machines in Coventry. Some years later, there was a rapid expansion of public interest in bicycles, and a number of new companies were established to cater for it, many of them in the Coventry area where the necessary skill base already existed. Starley decided to join them, and from 1877 began to make bicycles. Not content to follow the herd, he turned to innovation, and came up with the first ‘modern’ bicycle in 1885. Known as the Starley Safety Cycle, this replaced the large front wheel and tiny rear wheel of the traditional ‘Penny-farthing’ with two wheels of almost equal size on a diamond-shaped frame. It was very successful and widely imitated, and was soon marketed as the Rover Cycle. With this success came a change of name, and Starley’s cycle company became the Rover Cycle Company in 1896.
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Rover built motorcycles from 1902. This is a 3½hp model dating from 1912.


As public tastes moved on, so did Rover. From 1902 they added motor-cycles to their repertoire, and then in 1904 they built their first car. Trading as the Rover Company from 1906, they continued to make bicycles and motor-cycles until 1925, but it was clear that motor cars were the way forward, and from the middle of the 1920s their focus was entirely on that form of transport.


However, Rover’s first quarter-century as a car manufacturer was a rather confused period. There were large cars and small cars, most of them well respected and well constructed, but it was very hard to identify what the Rover name really represented. At the time of the Depression, for example, the company was developing an advanced rearengined small car called the Scarab (which did not enter production), and yet in the early 1930s it was also aiming for success with a high-performance derivative of its large cars that was called the Meteor.
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The ‘Clegg 12’, a 12hp model designed by Rover’s chief designer Owen Clegg, was available in the years that led up to the Great War of 1914–18.


[image: image]


Typical of the Rovers of the mid-1920s was the 14/45 model. It was considered under-powered and many seem to have been re-engined to match the later 16/50 specification.
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The Scarab was a cheap, small, rear-engined car that was displayed at London’s Olympia Motor Show in 1931. However, new management brought a change of product policy and the car did not enter production.
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The air-cooled 8hp was Rover’s small car in the early 1920s. Though endowed with plenty of charm, it was an oddity in the maker’s range.
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Typical of the early Wilks Rovers is this 1936 car, which pre-dates the Spitfire behind it by some years.


[image: image]


This was Rover at its peak in the late 1930s. The cars on display were part of the rationalized range introduced in 1936 for the 1937 season; the 10 coupé on the right was not introduced until a year later.


All this changed when a new management team was brought in at the start of the 1930s. The central figures included a Birmingham accountant, H. Howe Graham, who took charge of the company’s ailing finances and helped mastermind a remarkable turnaround. Meanwhile, Rover had benefited from the Rootes brothers’ takeover of Hillman, when a number of that company’s former employees decided to join them. Among them was S. B. (Spencer) Wilks, who became Rover’s Works Manager and swiftly earned promotion to Managing Director; he was followed by his younger brother M. C. (Maurice) Wilks, a gifted engineer who took over as Rover’s Chief Engineer.


The new team allowed most of the old Rover designs to wither on the vine, at the same time preparing a more rational range of cars based on a common design but with enough variety to cater for customers at several levels of the market. Most important was that these designs embodied both reliability and discreet good taste; they were exactly what the British professional classes wanted (exports were simply not part of the Rover programme then) and they quickly brought in the profits and gave Rover a whole new reputation. By the middle of the 1930s, Rover was regarded highly enough to be asked by the Government to manage one of the new ‘shadow’ aircraft factories that were being built as insurance against the threat of war with an expansionist Germany.


When war came, Rover was asked to manage a second ‘shadow’ factory, this time at Solihull to the south-east of Birmingham. Here, as at the No. 1 factory in Acocks Green and a third underground factory at Drakelow, it contributed to the war effort by manufacturing and repairing aircraft and aircraft components. At ‘dispersal’ factories established in former cotton mills in Lancashire, some of its engineers meanwhile became involved with the development of the Whittle jet engine, and it was, in fact, a Rover-developed engine that overcame the limitations of the original Whittle design to produce the first viable jet aircraft engine. These activities kept the company together during the war years, even though its original factory and head offices in Coventry had been destroyed by German bombing in November 1940.


Part of the contract with the British Government had been that Rover could buy the ‘shadow’ factories it managed at nominal prices when the threat of war receded. So Rover chose to move its headquarters to the Solihull factory when the war ended in 1945, and also took on the Acocks Green factory, where it made tank engines for the Government until 1954. That factory subsequently became Rover’s main engine-assembly plant.
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The P4 range lasted from 1949 to 1964 and established the post-war image of Rover. This is a 1958 model, in a short-lived two-tone colour scheme typical of the period.


However, post-war conditions saw Rover facing new challenges. In particular, the British Government put pressure on manufacturing industry of all kinds to build for export, in order to earn revenue that would help rebuild the country’s war-torn economy. Rover did its best, establishing an export department for the very first time and doing quite well selling what were still pre-war designs within Europe, the British Commonwealth and some British protectorates. But it was not enough; the company needed more to survive. So Chief Engineer M. C. Wilks proposed a light commercial vehicle, inspired by the wartime military Jeep but using existing Rover running gear, which he believed would find a ready export market in agriculture and light industry.
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The P5 was a grander model than the P4 and was made in smaller volumes. This is one of the later cars with the 3.5-litre V8 engine that Rover bought from Buick in America; it is a 1971 example of the lower-roofed coupé variant.
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The P6 model was very advanced for its time. This is one of the later models, a 2200SC from 1974. The vinyl roof pillars were typical of the time.


He could not have been more right. Rover introduced its Land Rover in April 1948 and, within three years, it was outselling Rover cars by two to one. It had bought the company time to develop more modern car designs, but it had also completely changed the face of the Rover Company. Though there were many Rover die-hards who resisted the truth to the last, it was the Land Rover that became the company’s primary product from the start of the 1950s, while the cars were relegated to an elegant but profitable sideline.


Yet it was those cars that created the enduring Rover image to which the 1998 Rover 75 would owe so much. First came the P4 saloons (the 60, 75, 80, 90, 95, 100, 105, 105R, 105S and 110) from 1949 to 1964. Land Rover profits enabled the company to add a smaller volume, more expensive model known as the P5 (initially a 3-litre saloon, from 1962 joined by a coupé model, and then from 1967 to 1973 as a 3.5-litre V8 saloon and coupé). From 1963, the P6 joined the range; intended primarily as a replacement for the P4, it was an advanced design that attracted a younger clientele for Rover but lost none of the Rover reputation for excellent build quality, refinement and durability. Initially a 2.0-litre 2000, it took on the V8 engine in 1968 as a 3500; the 4-cylinder grew to 2.2 litres in 1973 and the last examples were made in 1977.


With these cars, Rover’s image as a maker of quality cars had been firmly established by the middle of the 1960s, when events in the wider motor industry had an impact on its future. In 1965, the British Motor Corporation (essentially Austin and Morris, plus MG, Riley and Wolseley) bought the body maker Pressed Steel, who had been building Rover’s car bodies since the late 1940s. Rover probably feared a rerun of what had happened to Jowett in the early 1950s when Ford had bought out Briggs, who had made the Jowett bodies; Jaguar had come to a similar conclusion and yielded to a BMC takeover offer during 1966. So Rover sought a partner that had access to a body-making plant, and by the end of 1966, it had agreed to a ‘merger’ with bus and truck maker Leyland, who already owned Standard-Triumph. Two years later, the British Government brokered a Leyland takeover of BMC, aiming to create a large British vehicle-manufacturing group capable of taking on the large continental European makers. After a brief period as the British Leyland Motor Corporation, the company became British Leyland Ltd.


Rover (and its Land Rover marque) were largely left alone for around three years, but by 1971, British Leyland had started to rationalize its somewhat disparate collection of companies. Riley and Wolseley had slipped away quietly in 1969; British Leyland now saw the need for only one ‘affordable’ sports car brand, and the choice fell on MG. Triumph, the other contender for the title, had also been a maker of both large and small quality saloons and, despite its more sporting associations, the brand was amalgamated with Rover. Rover-Triumph became a division of British Leyland, and from this point Rover ceased to exist as a separate entity.


Yet the Rover brand survived. Although plans for a new large Rover, the P8, had been brutally cancelled in 1971 when there were fears it would compete too closely with Jaguar, the new smaller Rover (P10) went ahead. It absorbed ideas from a similar-sized car planned at Triumph and became the first product of the Specialist Cars Division with the code-name of SD1. Reaching the market in 1976 as a Rover 3500, it broke new ground with its bold and sleek hatchback design by Rover stylist David Bache. Unfortunately, its initial promise soon faded, as build-quality issues became a major problem.


British Leyland had meanwhile gone bankrupt, and at the end of 1974 had been bailed out by the British Government. Under the management of Michael Edwardes from 1977, the company underwent a radical slimming programme to become more cost-efficient, and in 1979 formed an alliance with the Japanese maker Honda as a way of developing new designs more quickly and sharing costs. For Rover, this resulted in a new small car from 1984, based on a Honda design. The 200 series was a rather dull car that took the Rover name into a much cheaper sector of the market than before, but it went a long way towards re-establishing its reputation for quality.


So it was that when new management decided British Leyland needed a new name in order to help rebuild its image and reputation, the choice fell on Rover. Jaguar had already been privatized in 1984 and at the time, Rover was the only one of the names owned by British Leyland that had any real credibility – partly, it must be said, thanks to its Land Rover sibling. So what had once been British Leyland became the Rover Group in 1986. A few of the older cars lingered in a kind of limbo where they were known by their model-names – Metro, Maestro and Montego – and outside the UK, some of them even took on Rover badging, though ‘real’ Rovers they were not.


The alliance with Honda had meanwhile already resulted in a new large Rover to replace the SD1, and this became the Rover 800 in 1986. The original 200 was replaced by a car jointly developed with Honda in 1989, and the new 200 series (known internally as R8) was soon joined by a derivative 400 series. From 1993, another Honda-derived design filled a gap in the range as the 600 series, so that by the end of that year the line-up of cars from what had once been British Leyland’s multiple marques was the Rover 200, Rover 400, Rover 600 and Rover 800. There was nothing else apart from the Land Rover products – although a new MG sports car was being planned for 1995.
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The second-generation Rover 400 was closely based on a Honda design. Though a sound and well-liked car, it had little except the name and grille to link it to the products of the old Rover Company.


Tired of supporting the larger part of the British car industry, the Government had persuaded British Aerospace to take it on in 1989. The deal was for five years, and British Aerospace moved the Rover Group on as soon as it legally could. In January 1994, the whole of the Rover Group was sold to expanding German manufacturer BMW, which had wanted it mainly for the successful Land Rover brand but had been obliged to take Rover Cars as well. One important result of this was the rapid dissolution of ties with Honda, although one Honda-based design (the second-generation 400, introduced in 1995) would remain in the Rover product range until the end in 2005.


In the meantime, design for the car that would become the Rover 75 in 1998 had already begun. Its origins lay in the period immediately before the BMW takeover, and it was conceived from the start as a British design without direct input from Honda. It was also planned to embody the core Rover values of the 1950s and 1960s, themselves derived from the ones established by the Wilks brothers in the 1930s. So, although BMW would come to influence its development and would also provide some of the engineering hardware, the new Rover was as much a proper Rover as it was possible to be, two decades and more after Rover had ceased to be an independently managed business.


As this brief history makes clear, the Rover Cars responsible for the design and development of the Rover 75 was not at all the same thing as the old Rover Company. Rather, it was the surviving and radically streamlined rump of the much-maligned British Leyland car group, which in 1967 had absorbed Rover and then, in 1986, had assumed its name.


Yet despite the build-quality problems that Rover had experienced in the 1970s, and despite the general public and media vilification of any car associated with British Leyland and its successors, the Rover name still had positive associations by the start of the 1990s. It stood for high levels of comfort, for discreet luxury and also had some association with high performance, thanks to the V8- powered models after 1967; but it was not expected to be sporting in the way that, for example, Alfa Romeo and BMW were. There was still great public affection for the classic Rovers of the 1950s and 1960s, and their characteristic grille shape was an important influence on the new Rover 75. The V8-engined variants of the P5 cars had featured foglights inset below their headlights, and the smaller P6 (2000, 2200 and 3500) saloons had featured twin head-lamps; these two features also had an influence on the shape of the new Rover.


[image: image]


John Towers was Managing Director of the Rover Group and later led the Phoenix Consortium that took over the Rover and MG businesses.


ROVER GROUP BECOMES MG ROVER


Although BMW embarked on its ownership of Rover with both good grace and enthusiasm, it was not long before the relationship turned sour. By the time of the 75’s launch in October 1998, the German company’s patience was already wearing thin. As Chapter 3 explains, the 75’s international launch was blighted by some very negative comments about Rover’s profitability from the BMW Chairman. By 1999 there was a strong faction within BMW in favour of severing the ties between the two companies. Although Land Rover was profitable, Rover Cars had simply become a major financial liability. The disagreements within BMW developed into a boardroom row, and a number of major figures who supported Rover (including, ironically, the Chairman who had been so negative about the company’s prospects in 1998) were obliged to resign.


By September 1999, BMW’s wish to dispose of the Rover Group was well known. That month, it began talks with a venture capital group called Alchemy, and news about these talks became public knowledge on 16 March 2000. The plan was already to split the Rover Group into three, with the Mini brand remaining in BMW’s hands, Land Rover going to Ford and the rest going to Alchemy. The Alchemy plan was, in fact, to abandon the Rover marque altogether, to rename the business the MG Car Company and to keep only the MGF sports car in production, while possibly developing additional sports models. The volume-car business that had once been British Leyland would have disappeared altogether.


Concerned about the major loss of jobs that would ensue, the British Government added extra conditions to the Rover Group sale. A public protest march in Birmingham further opposed the threatened loss of volume-car production, and Alchemy withdrew their bid. A group of senior Rover managers, led by Managing Director John Towers, then put together a bid to buy Rover Cars, with the aim of retaining volume-car production and safeguarding jobs at the Longbridge plant (formerly the home of Austin but now building smaller Rovers). Calling themselves the Phoenix Consortium, they presented their offer to BMW on 6 April 2000, and gained support from the powerful Transport and General Workers’ Union, as well as the British public at large. Phoenix still had insufficient financial support, but on 8 May secured funds from the First Union Bank of North Carolina. The sale was agreed on 9 May, and Kevin Howe was appointed Chief Executive of the new Phoenix-owned company – later named MG Rover – in July 2000.
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The Rover TCV, or Tourer Concept Vehicle, was shown at Geneva in March 2002 as an indication of future intentions. It never became a production model.
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The CityRover went on sale in 2003 as a 2004 model. It was a rebadged version of the Tata Indica, made in India.


UK business regulations again came into play. If a company was sold and declared bankrupt with three years of that sale, its previous owner was liable for all redundancy payments. So BMW made sure that Phoenix would have enough money to keep the Rover Group in business for at least three years following the sale. It sold the company for a derisory £10, but with it provided a ‘dowry’ of a £427m interest-free loan and stocks of cars. The Rover 75 had always been built at the Cowley factory – formerly owned by Morris – that BMW now intended should become the home of the new Mini. So the German company also agreed to finance continuing production of the 75 over the summer of 2000, while Phoenix made plans to transfer its production lines to the Longbridge factory that had come to it with the Rover and MG marques.


Over the next three years, MG Rover embarked on a well thought-out plan intended to buy time while they sought an alliance with another car maker. They expanded the product range by developing MG versions of the existing Rovers, including the 75; they re-engineered and updated the MGF as the MG TF; and they began development of a new medium-sized car that they hoped would replace the 400 series in 2005. The company enjoyed a quite remarkable degree of public support in Britain, but never made money. In 2001, for example, it sold 170,200 cars – a dangerously small number for a volume-car maker – and made a loss of £187m. At that point, its own public forecast was that it did not expect to post significant profits until its planned new small models entered production in 2004–05.


Sadly, MG Rover’s longer term plan to join forces with an overseas manufacturer never came to fruition. A plan to increase market share by badge-engineering an Indian micro-car made by Tata was botched in 2003, and few CityRovers were sold. Several car companies showed interest in an alliance with MG Rover, but none came forward with a viable proposal in time. So, in March 2005, the company was forced to close its doors. The remains of the company were sold to two Chinese car-makers who had earlier shown interest in a partnership, and the actions of MG Rover’s four directors became the subject of a public enquiry that finally reported in 2011. Although it did not condemn their actions, it did strongly suggest that they could have done more to save MG Rover from ruin.




EARLY OPTIMISM


It is instructive to understand the context in which the Rover 75 lived out its final years under MG Rover. Gordon Poynter, the company’s Director of Communications and Public Affairs, had this to say to Car South Africa magazine for its October 2001 issue. Though obviously intended to put a positive spin on the situation, it also contains an interesting and honest appraisal of the problems that MG Rover then faced. The company collapsed some three and a half years later.


BMW acquired Rover in 1994 and its plan was – with the aid of Land Rover, which was eventually sold to Ford, and New Mini, still a BMW brand – to have representation in 4×4 and front-wheel drive markets and increase volumes from just over one million to around 1.8 million without damaging its own unique rear-wheel drive, dynamic, sporty image at the top end of the market. Rover lost its cachet as a result. MG was not going to be exploited at all because the name posed a threat. The MGF, which was launched in 1995, suffered because it competed with the original 1.8 to 2.3-litre Z3 when it first appeared in 1997. BMW prevented the MGF from having more powerful engines, yet we were manufacturing such engines and selling them to the likes of Lotus for the Elise. Now, of course, we can do what we like.…


There is nothing significant in the company being called MG Rover. It just rolls off the tongue better than the other way round, although Rover will be responsible for the greater share of the company’s business. It is a completely new company with a completely new outlook run by a private management team, and we hope that we will be judged on what we are today rather than the perceptions of five or ten years ago. We have in place a five-year business plan to develop the MG and Rover brands as separate entities and sell an average of around 200,000 units a year, of which about three-quarters will be Rovers. Rover is being repositioned to sell a sensible number of units based on a realistic view of the European market, at the same time opening up a few new markets, such as South Africa. Rover offers British refinement, comfort and luxury at affordable prices. The 75 is aimed at the upper medium sector, but not as a BMW 5-Series or Mercedes E-Class competitor. There is no plan to bring in any of the Austin, Morris or Wolseley brands that we acquired as part of the sale.


What people tend to forget is that Rover was profitable in the four years leading up to the takeover in 1994. BMW invested a lot in Rover and left a lot of good things to us when it pulled out last year, not least its quality standards. To provide working capital, we were given an interest-free loan of around £500 million being paid in three instalments – 2000, 2001 and 2002 – to be repaid by 2049. However, any year after 2004 that we make a profit, we have to pay over 20 per cent of the profit or £20 million, whichever is the lesser figure. BMW left us with an asset balance sheet worth £740 million and no debts, having invested £3 billion in Longbridge and spent £400 million transferring Rover 75 production from Oxford. The assets, incidentally, were written down prior to our takeover, so we have no depreciation costs to include in our budget. In our first eight-month year we virtually halved the losses of the old company and ended with more money in the bank – £329 million net cash – than we started with. MG Rover will have a turnover of £1.8 billion this year. We will break even in 2002 and expect to be profitable from 2003.


Further, in May this year after some nine months of negotiation over the completion accounts, we were given £65 million and the Powertrain Division, which produces all the award-winning modular K-series engines, to compensate for the difference in BMW’s valuation of the company’s assets and ours.


We intend to replace all our products as part of the five-year plan. As far as platforms go, the 75 has a twelve-year life and meets all the crash standards to 2010, so there is plenty left in that and it can be developed to underpin the next-generation 75. The MGF platform is also very durable and fundable. We bought the Qvale company to be able to use the Mangusta chassis as the basis for a new sports car, code-named MGX80, to rival the likes of Jaguar and Maserati. We are currently evaluating how to replace the Rover 25 and 45 platforms. In our plan, we have around £350 million set aside to fund our medium class platform in 2004, which is reasonable because of the volumes (150,000 per year) and one-site manufacturing base.


The MG Rover group employs around 6,500 people, all of whom are shareholders in the company, which was gifted to them (as well as the dealers) as part of the takeover deal. By the end of this year everything will be centred on the Longbridge site, with the exception of the Qvale sports car subsidiary that will continue to be based in Italy. Analysts have shown that Longbridge is the second most flexible car factory in Europe, behind SEAT in Spain. The old Rover Company employed 30,000 and was widely spread around the country. In any one year, BMW spent £50 million on travel and transportation.


BMW did a great job here in many ways, investing a lot of money and improving quality processes, which we are now able to take advantage of.





DID MG ROVER EVER REALLY HAVE A CHANCE OF SURVIVAL?


A document that has appeared on the web, purporting to be a British Government briefing note for Ministers from March 2001, makes clear that there was not a lot of hope for the survival of MG Rover. Its key findings were as follows:


MG Rover has a cash legacy of £500m from BMW. They plan to use this to pay for the development of the New Medium Car to replace their out-of-date Rover 45/MG ZS model in 2004. Meanwhile they continue to operate at a loss. Realistically they need to invest in brand marketing, replace the Rover 25/ MG ZR and MGF, and cover their operating losses. The £500m cash will not stretch that far.


MG Rover will last long enough to launch their New Medium Car. Production volumes at Longbridge will not get high enough to achieve conventional levels of economies of scale and productivity. This means that even if the New Medium Car is a success, it will not generate enough profit to pay for its own successor, nor the investment needed in other models.


On the Rover 75 specifically, the report noted: ‘The Rover 75 is new. MG Rover say that the 75 will last for twelve years. That is much too optimistic, even if it receives a facelift.’ Sadly, the writer also repeated the common misconception that the 75 had been designed by BMW engineers, although that did not affect the overall analysis.


The report predicted that MG Rover would bleed to death:


By 2003/4 the debt and short-term liabilities exceeds the assets. Although the New Medium Car does improve the number of cars that MG Rover sells, the other models are now old and uncompetitive. During 2004 MG Rover is in financial crisis.


By 2003–04, the report envisaged sales of the 75 as falling, and predicted that by 2004–05 they would be very poor. Certain that MG Rover would eventually fail, the report advised Ministers not to ‘blame anyone for the macro-economic inevitability of MG Rover’s demise; the decisions that set it on this course happened in 1994 when BAe sold to BMW – none of the current managers or workers is to blame’.




CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


CONCEPT, DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT: 1993–98


There was undoubtedly something missing from the cars that carried the Rover badge in the late 1980s. It was not only that some of them had started out badged as other marques – the Montego and Mini, for example, had never been Rovers. What was missing was a clearly definable Rover identity.


The rot had set in with David Bache’s pioneering SD1 hatchback in the mid-1970s, which had depended on its distinctive lines to be instantly recognizable as a Rover. What it did not have was a recognizable Rover ‘face’; instead of the traditional Rover grille, it had an aerodynamic snout with a simple slot-like air intake. Subsequent Rovers, such as the 800 series of 1986 and the R8 200 and 400 series of 1989 and 1990, respectively, followed this minimalist front-end design and were much poorer visually for it.


[image: image]


David Bache’s big SD1 hatchback was the first Rover to dispense with the traditional grille and badge – although the badge made a comeback later in its production.
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The crisp lines of the 1986 Rover 800 were very much of their time and dated quickly. The facelifted car, announced in 1991, had more rounded lines and saw the return of the Rover grille.
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The crisp lines of the 1986 Rover 800 were very much of their time and dated quickly. The facelifted car, announced in 1991, had more rounded lines and saw the return of the Rover grille.




THE ROVER 800


The Rover 800 replaced the SD1 range in 1986. It was a radically different car, even though it was intended to compete in the same market-place, featuring front-wheel drive and (at least initially) a three-box shape, where the SD1 had been a rear-wheeldrive hatchback.


The 800 was developed in the first half of the 1980s as a joint project between Rover and Honda. The Rover derivative was known as Project XX and the Honda version was Project HX. The two cars ended up looking very different from one another, but shared a great deal of engineering. The Honda car was marketed as the Legend and actually reached the market a year before the Rover, thanks to Honda’s superior production engineering skills.


The 800 was available initially with just two different sizes of engine: a 2.0-litre 4-cylinder and a 2.5-litre V6. The 4-cylinder came in two different states of tune, and the V6 was a Honda engine. Later, a 2.5-litre diesel, made by VM in Italy, was made available and the Honda V6 was increased in size to 2.7 litres. Later still, Rover introduced a turbocharged derivative of its 4-cylinder, and finally its own 2.5-litre V6 as well. From 1988, the saloon models were accompanied by hatchback alternatives and, in 1991, the whole range was given a mid-life facelift. There was a slow-selling coupé derivative as well, and for a brief period the 800 was sold in North America as the Sterling.


The 800 went out of production in 1998 to make way for the new 75.





By the end of the 1980s, however, Rover Cars realized that they were missing a trick. So, in order to create a stronger brand identity (which was all the more necessary now that so much Rover engineering was shared with Honda), the Styling Department was given the job of ‘Roverizing’ the brand. At this stage, the Styling Department was headed by Gordon Sked and was working out of the old Triumph factory at Canley, in the Fletchampstead Road; its purpose-built Design Studio had been built in the old gearbox plant. Rover Design still had responsibility for Land Rover products as well as Rover cars, although in practice different studio teams were allocated to the two marques.


The new Rover identity was revealed to the public on the facelifted Rover 800 saloons and hatchbacks, developed under the project code of R17 and announced in 1991. Most obviously, it depended on a softening of the hard, geometric lines of the 1980s’ cars, and on a new grille that bore a version of the traditional Rover Viking ship badge. The new lines and the new grille had both been inspired by the classic Rovers of the 1950s and 1960s, the fondly remembered P4 and P5 models. They instantly conferred a new definition on the five-year-old 800 shape, and it was quite clear that Rover had got its rebranding exercise right first time.


Nevertheless, the current generation of Rovers – 200, 400 and 800 – were all heavily dependent on Honda engineering, and things were not going to change in the short term. The next plan was for a new model at the top end of the Upper Medium saloon market, where the Rover brand was not represented at the start of the 1990s. It would fit in between the 400 and the 800, and would also replace the top-end models of the Montego range. The deal to produce it had been signed with Honda in June 1989, but the car was going to have relatively little Rover input. It was, in effect, to be a badge-engineered Honda Accord.


This model was developed with the project code of Synchro, and later became SK1 and SK2, the former denoting versions with Honda engines and the latter those with Rover engines. Keen to make the car as Rover-like as possible despite the restrictions of the Honda design, Rover Cars turned to its Styling Department – by this stage renamed the Design Studio – for a solution. The job was entrusted to Richard Woolley, who had already worked on the R8 (Rover 200) design, and he worked alongside the Japanese to produce a distinctive new shape for Synchro. In fact, it was on this project that the new softer Rover lines and new Rover grille were pioneered – although they first entered production on the 800, two years before Synchro reached the showrooms as the Rover 600. Though there were some cynics (notably Car magazine) who later suggested otherwise, the only panels common to both Honda and Rover designs were the windscreen, the roof, the front doors and the lower sections of the rear doors.
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