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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Vauxhalls had a special place in the British motoring scene of the 1960s. Everybody knew that they were solid and reliable family cars; everybody knew that they rusted like it was going out of fashion; and everybody knew that they were easy to drive. The reliability and easy-to-drive characteristics were deliberate, and the rust was just something you had to live with, especially if you bought one that was a few years old.

Vauxhalls also have a special place in my personal motoring history, as I learned to drive in a Viva HB from the Bromley branch of the British School of Motoring. (I actually passed my test in a Triumph Herald, because the Viva wasn’t available; I think somebody had bent it.) So it saddens me that the cars are not better appreciated on the classic car scene today. I know that there are many dedicated enthusiasts out there, and good luck to them; I just wish more people understood where Vauxhall fits into the history of the British motor industry in that fascinating decade.

In practice, this book covers just over two decades of Vauxhall history. It starts with the two new models for 1957 – the F-series Victor and PA-series Velox and Cresta – and it ends with the last FE-series Victor in 1978. By then, other new models had come along – the Chevette, Cavalier and Carlton – but these were a different breed of car that was not designed by Vauxhall, and to my mind they do not fit into the same era of the company’s history.

I hope this book will inspire readers to take a greater interest in the Vauxhalls of this period. In particular, I can recommend the fabulous Vauxpedia web site (http://vauxpedianet.uk2sitebuilder.com/), which is a monument to one man’s intense interest in the subject. It is best viewed on a large screen, but its examination of the design and development stages of the Vauxhalls covered here – and of very many others – is beyond comparison. I have also found some other books useful, notably Maurice Platt’s An Addiction to Automobiles, Ian Coomber’s Vauxhall, Britain’s Oldest Car Maker, and Vauxhall Cars 1945–1964 by Alan Earnshaw and Robert W. Berry (there is a second edition of this that takes the story through to 1984).

I must also add thanks to some people who helped out along the way. My friend Richard Bryant (who learned to drive in a Victor 101) checked through the manuscript for the kind of stupid mistakes that an author can never spot; many years ago my friend Peter Pope allowed me to crawl all over his magnificent FB Victor, although the pictures I have used here are far better than the ones I took at the time; and Andrew Duerden of Vauxhall Heritage deserves special mention for finding a superb selection of photographs for me, even though the museum was closed and he was working from home during the coronavirus lockdown. Lastly, several photographs have come from online sources and their authors have very kindly made them available for further use; these have proved invaluable.

James Taylor
Oxfordshire
April 2020


 

TIMELINE



	1957, February
	Victor F-series



	1957, October
	Velox PA and Cresta PA



	1961, August
	Victor FB



	1962, October
	Velox PB and Cresta PB



	1963, September
	Viva HA



	1964, October
	Victor FC or Victor 101



	1965, October
	Cresta PC



	1966, June
	Viscount derivative of Cresta PC range



	1966, September
	Viva HB



	1967, October
	Victor FD



	1968, February
	Ventora FD



	1968, May
	Estate variants of the Victor FD



	1970, October
	Viva HC



	1971, May
	Firenza variant of the Viva HC



	1972, March
	Victor FE



	1972, August
	End of PC-series production



	1973, October
	Magnum derivatives of the Viva HC, Firenza HP



	1976, January
	VX 1800 and VX 2300 variants of the Victor FE



	1978, December
	End of Magnum HC production



	1978, July
	End of FE-series production



	1979, July
	End of Viva HC production





CHAPTER ONE

A CLASSIC ERA, 1957 TO 1979

At the start of the period covered by this book,Vauxhall was a highly respected name among British motor manufacturers. Vauxhalls had a reputation as family cars that were reliable, easy to drive, straightforward to maintain, and provided good value for money. They were not glamorous or prestigious, but they did stand for solid, middle-class values, and they usually incorporated some ultra-modern features that distinguished them from their competitors.

By the end of the period, the Vauxhall name had been dragged through the mud along with those of many other British marques, and the company had been relegated by its American owners to second-best behind Opel in Germany. For the Vauxhall company, it had been a roller-coaster period of just over two decades, but it had produced some memorable cars that have belatedly become acknowledged as classics.

TWO MEMORABLE DECADES

1957 was a watershed year for Vauxhall. Ever since car production had restarted at the end of World War II, the company had been obliged to base all its models on a single bodyshell because its Luton factory did not have enough space to build two model ranges at once. But in 1957, new assembly buildings were completed, allowing the company to build clearly differentiated models for the 4-cylinder 1.5-litre class, and the over 2-litre 6-cylinder class.




The F-series Victor introduced in 1957 was a clear witness to the fact that Vauxhall’s owners, General Motors, believed that American styling led the world.
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When American styling themes were applied to the larger 6-cylinder cars later in 1957, the result was nevertheless a classic shape. This is a 1959 PA-series Velox.
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The first of the new models to enter production was the 4-cylinder Victor, which brought a new model name to the Vauxhall catalogue. It was followed just a few months later by the 6-cylinder Velox and Cresta, two variants of the same model that used established model names. From that point on, Vauxhall was able to develop the two ranges separately, tailoring each more closely to the tastes of its intended buyers and so increasing their appeal and, most importantly, their sales.

Six years later, car ownership in Britain was on the rise, and a larger market had opened up for smaller and more affordable family saloons.Vauxhall determined to get a share of this as well, and developed a completely new entry-level saloon that it called the Viva. To build it, the company built a new factory at Ellesmere Port, in Cheshire.

It is those three ranges – Viva, Victor and Cresta – and their offshoots that are the story of this book. They saw the company through one of the most interesting times in its history – although these were not always happy times. Vauxhall models had developed a well-deserved reputation for early rusting by the end of the 1950s, and despite their equally well-deserved reputation for reliability and simplicity, this harmed the company’s image and its sales right through the 1960s and into the 1970s.That same problem has limited the number of survivors, so a marque that was once very common in Britain is now quite poorly represented on the classic car scene.

Vauxhall’s sales were by no means confined to its home market of Britain. By 1960, about half of all Vauxhalls built since 1946 had been sold overseas, and Vauxhall was always encouraged to think globally by its American owners. The company was not narrowly focused on Britain, or even on Europe, and in the period covered by this book a key export market was Canada, for which country several special variants of the mainstream ranges were designed and built. Vauxhalls were mostly built in Britain, but there were also many overseas assembly operations that built cars from CKD (‘Completely Knocked Down’) kits shipped out from the UK.

VAUXHALL AND GENERAL MOTORS

Although many people perceived Vauxhall as a completely British company in the post-1945 era, that perception was a long way from the truth.The company was certainly British in origin, and its headquarters and primary manufacturing plants were in Britain, but since November 1925 it had actually belonged to General Motors (GM) in America.When Vauxhall failed to respond to changes in the car market after the end of the Great War in 1918, its sales had dwindled, and when some long-term loans became due for payment, the directors of the company were obliged to seek an alliance that might keep the company afloat. GM seized its opportunity, seeing ownership of Vauxhall as a bridgehead into British sales.




Toned down in its second incarnation as the FB-series, the Victor was promoted here as a fine design.






Export sales were important to Vauxhall, and the company drew up special variants, notably for Canada. The FB-series was sold there with Envoy badges.



Vauxhall was not GM’s only outpost in Europe. In 1929, the American company also took ownership of the Opel marque in Germany. Elsewhere it gradually acquired or established a series of other subsidiaries around the world that gave it a huge empire, and after 1945 the managers of that empire began to look for ways of rationalizing their holdings. Although the concept of a ‘world car’ – a design that could be sold in any country in the world, albeit with minor changes to suit local requirements – did not become reality until the 1970s, GM exercised an increasingly tight control over the products of its subsidiaries.




The PB-series cars were similarly toned down from the American lines of their PA forebears. Australia was another strong market for Vauxhall, and this advertisement bears witness to the links with the local GM subsidiary, GMH (GM-Holden).






Vauxhall were proud of the lugging power of the 3.3-litre 6-cylinder engine in later variants of the PB-series, so they pictured this 1965 Cresta on a steep hill.
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In the 1940s and 1950s, a primary GM concern was that those subsidiaries should all turn out products that were recognizably GM in origin. From the early 1960s, the company began to encourage closer international co-operation, and Vauxhall and Opel were encouraged to share elements of some new models. The GM product philosophy of introducing new features every year to stimulate sales also put Vauxhall on a merry-go-round of new product launches in the early and middle 1960s; some new ranges lasted no more than three years before they were completely replaced, and this put a huge strain on the company’s design and engineering resources. By the 1970s, the ‘world car’ was about to become reality, and by the end of that decade GM saw no real need for separate product design departments in Britain and Germany; Vauxhall therefore ceased to design its own cars and simply added badges and minor details to cars that originated with Opel in Germany.That era, though, is beyond the one covered by this book.




Expansion of the model range came in 1963, when the new Viva, in HA-series form, took Vauxhall into the emerging market for small family cars.
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The Victor FC-series arrived in 1964, and this VX4/90 version from 1966 is witness to the fact that Vauxhall were now offering ‘performance’ versions of their family saloons.
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American influence still prevailed in the mid-1960s, and the FC-series was made available with GM’s two-speed Powerglide automatic, which worked well with big American V8s but not with the 1.6-litre 4-cylinder in the FC.



The extent to which GM controlled what went on at Vauxhall depended very much on who was in charge of the company in Detroit. Theoretically, Vauxhall reported to a division called GMOO (GM Overseas Operations), but the ultimate approval for new products rested with GM’s top management, who regularly kept in touch with progress on new designs. In the 1950s, Harlow Curtice proved to be a very hands-on and demanding president of GM, and insisted that Vauxhall should toe the corporate line. He encouraged GM styling chief Harley Earl to impose US-style design on the company’s European subsidiaries, and the results were not always pleasing. John Gordon took over from him in 1958; he took a more relaxed stance, and his new styling chief, Bill Mitchell, wanted to eliminate the fins and chrome of the Earl era in favour of designs that were more readily compatible with European tastes.

Bill Mitchell remained in charge of GM Styling until 1977, and his successor arrived too late to have any significant influence over the Vauxhalls covered in this book. At top management level, James Roche took over in 1965, the year when Ralph Nader targeted the design of the GM-built Chevrolet Corvair in his book Unsafe at Any Speed, and he had too much firefighting to do to worry much about Vauxhall. Ed Cole, who took over in 1971, and Elliott (Pete) Estes who replaced him in 1974 also had far too much corporate trouble to deal with to get involved in micro-managing Vauxhall.

GMOO nevertheless continued to keep a close eye on Vauxhall product design, evaluating prototypes in Detroit and on several occasions putting forward styling ideas that were so out of touch with European norms that they must have infuriated the styling team at Luton. Nevertheless, there were benefits to the link with GM, and advances such as the automatic choke, collapsible steering column, and gradual reduction in maintenance requirements originated in Detroit and gave Vauxhall a valuable lead in engineering. GM also appointed Vauxhall’s managing directors, and their choices did not always turn out to be good ones, but when they parachuted their own men into Luton to help out in specific product development areas, the benefits were often great. Among those who made a positive impact on Vauxhall products were Leo Pruneau and Wayne Cherry in the styling department.

WHO WAS IN CHARGE?

Several names will come up over and over again in the course of this book, and it makes good sense to explain their significance to the Vauxhall story from the outset. At the top of the management tree was the managing director, invariably appointed with the agreement of General Motors in Detroit. As the story in this book opens in the mid-1950s, Vauxhall’s MD was Philip Copelin, an American who had arrived at Luton in 1955. He had earlier worked for General Motors Overseas Operations and had spent a lot of his life in Europe, and this experience put him in a good position to mediate between Luton and Detroit.




Big and impressive in the American idiom, yet British enough to appeal to the middle classes, this was the PC Cresta, new in 1965.
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GM’s grip on Vauxhall gradually relaxed after 1958, and so it was a Yorkshireman called William Swallow who replaced Copelin in 1961. Swallow’s many years of international experience stood him in good stead for what was undoubtedly a very difficult job; his replacement in 1965 by David Hegland, who was drafted in from Holden in Australia, demonstrated GM’s increasing focus on the globalization of its operations. Hegland was well liked, but by the time of his arrival problems were already setting in at Vauxhall, and he was unable to prevent their effects. A displeased GM removed him from the job in 1970 (Autocar of 17 September 1970 reported that he had gone ‘on special leave of absence’) and replaced him by another ex-Holden appointee, Alex Rhea. However, Rhea failed to bring about the necessary improvements, and his career at Vauxhall was sabotaged by the embarrassing failure of the HB Viva in Canada. In April 1974, American Bob Price was appointed as Chairman and Managing Director of Vauxhall, and he was responsible for a late turnaround that saw quality improve in leaps and bounds, and sales start to climb again; in 1976, Vauxhall sold more than 30 per cent more cars than it had in 1975, and market share increased at the same time.

Meanwhile there was much greater consistency among those responsible for designing new Vauxhall products. Maurice Platt had been appointed as Engineering Director in 1953, and rapidly earned considerable respect from his colleagues across the industry, introducing new American ideas where appropriate, but maintaining a conservative approach that reduced outlay on new models as far as possible. His second-in-command was John Alden, who moved up from Assistant Engineering Director to take over the top job in 1963. Alden was an innovative engineer who had distinguished himself in the Bedford truck division. He largely followed Platt’s established policies, although his hands were very much tied after 1968 when GM began to seek savings in product development to offset poor sales. Alden himself retired in April 1971, having overseen design and development of the last new models covered in this book, the HC Viva and the FE Victor.




The PC Cresta had introduced ‘coke-bottle’ styling to the Vauxhall range, but its biggest success was undoubtedly on the HB Viva, introduced in 1966.
VAUXHALL HERITAGE



Equally important in shaping new Vauxhalls was David Jones, who was Chief Stylist and had been with the company since the 1930s. Jones had some very strong views about the way a car should look and was not afraid to express them, although he sometimes lost his battles with GM management in Detroit. He was responsible (as far as GM allowed it) for the looks of all the cars covered in this book, and retired from Vauxhall in May 1971, just after John Alden. He had nevertheless been in failing health for some time after a nearfatal accident in his Chevrolet Corvette, and his replacement Edward Taylor came from Opel to work at Luton alongside him in June 1970.

Quite obviously, 1971 therefore brought something of a golden age for Vauxhall to an end. That is not to underestimate the achievements of the men who succeeded John Alden and David Jones, but they had far less impact on the models covered in this book than their predecessors. John Alden was replaced by William K. Steinhagen from Holden, but Steinhagen died suddenly in December 1971 and was in turn replaced by another American, W.B. Larson. David Jones’s replacement Ed Taylor was replaced in turn by Wayne Cherry in March 1975; Cherry was an American who had arrived at Luton in a more junior capacity in 1965 but had stayed, and he went on to have a valuable impact on later iterations of the HC-series models. By 1977, according to an interview with Bob Price in Motor magazine, Vauxhall’s engineering department was busier than ever before, ‘but they are doing parts of programmes rather than whole programmes on a small scale just for the United Kingdom.’

DESIGNING AND BUILDING THE CARS

Throughout the period that this book covers, Vauxhall’s headquarters and primary factory were at Luton in Bedfordshire. Although the company had started building cars in the area of south London from which it took its name, it had moved to Luton in 1905 when it outgrew its London premises. It was from Luton (and the nearby Bedford commercial vehicle plant in Dunstable) that Vauxhall established its strong reputation, and the plant gradually expanded to cope with new higher-volume family saloons that appeared at the end of the 1930s.

It was probably the success of those new family saloons that persuaded GM to steer Vauxhall away from the more expensive areas of the car market and into more direct competition with Ford when car production resumed after the 1939–1945 war. At this stage, the limitations of Luton’s production capacity became evident, and one result was that the first post-war Vauxhalls were based on a single body structure that was turned into two separate models by a choice between 4-cylinder and 6-cylinder engines, with associated variations in trim and equipment. When these cars were replaced in late 1951 by the new E-series models, the same production restrictions applied, but by 1954 Vauxhall had obtained agreement to build new assembly halls at Luton that would allow future 4-cylinder and 6-cylinder ranges to be built as separate models with different bodyshells. The story in this book begins as those new assembly facilities came on-stream.




In the late 1960s Vauxhall created better equipped and more expensive variants of their mainstream models. This is a 1970-model Ventora, essentially an FD Victor with a 6-cylinder engine and improved trim.
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Yet Vauxhall was still in expansionist mood by the end of the 1950s, and it rapidly became clear that more new factory space would be needed to manufacture the third Vauxhall range planned for the early 1960s: this materialized in 1963 as the Viva.This was a time when the British government was pursuing a policy of creating employment in depressed areas of the country, by encouraging manufacturers to build new factories there and refusing planning permission for new factories in existing prosperous areas. So Vauxhall were steered towards a former airfield at Ellesmere Port in Cheshire, south of the Wirral peninsula, which had once been the site of RAF Hooton. The new factory the company built there was initially developed as a sub-assembly and engine production centre to supply the Luton factory (and that of Bedford at Dunstable), but as planned, it soon became the Vauxhall centre of small car production, and Viva production was transferred there in summer 1964.

Vauxhall was also the first British company to develop its own full-scale proving ground. The pioneer facility of this kind was opened by MIRA at Nuneaton in 1949, and was deliberately set up as a shared centre for British motor manufacturers. Vauxhall came up against the inherent problems early on when details of the new E-series models they had tested there leaked out to the press. So when Maurice Platt became Chief Engineer at Luton in 1953, he argued for Vauxhall to have its own dedicated Engineering Research and Test Centre, and this was constructed in a former gravel pit at Chaul End Road in Caddington, a few miles from Luton. Wisely, Vauxhall bought much of the farmland around the Chaul End site to improve privacy and provide scope for expansion.

Chaul End opened in February 1956, and the first Vauxhalls developed there were the F-series Victor and the PAseries Velox and Cresta (although in their case early testing was done in the USA at GM’s Milford proving ground in Michigan). Almost all the Vauxhall models covered in this book were developed at Chaul End, although the last one wholly developed there was the FD Victor. Initial work on the HC-series Viva was also done there, but all later work was done at the new Millbrook site.




Construction of estate cars had once been sub-contracted to specialist companies, but from the early 1960s Vauxhall began to build their own.The sloping rear and one-piece side window pioneered on the HB Viva estate were carried over for the HC-series seen here.
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Work on that new site at Millbrook began in 1968, and the facility opened in 1970. It was built on former agricultural land near Bedford, once again close to Luton, and was deliberately modelled on the GM facility at Milford. Its name of Millbrook (it was actually at Lidlington) may well have been derived from that. GM made Millbrook available for use by all its European subsidiaries during the 1970s. However, as a result of major changes within the American parent company’s European operations, Millbrook became independently managed in the mid-1980s. Like MIRA, it has since become available for use by all manufacturers on a commercial basis, and more recently it has also been used for driver training and track days.

LABOUR RELATIONS AT VAUXHALL

Vauxhall enjoyed very good labour relations at the end of the 1950s. It operated a Management Advisory Committee that enabled management to respond promptly and appropriately to grievances among the workforce, and in 1965 it appointed four ‘troubleshooters’ (who included people with shop-floor experience) to help handle labour issues that arose in the workplace. Even a sharp increase in union activity in the early 1960s did not upset the happy balance at Luton, although the trades unions at Ellesmere Port refused to co-operate with the MAC system and instead chose to work through shop stewards, as was common elsewhere – to the general decline in good relations between management and workforce.




The coupé derivative of the HC-series Viva was called a Firenza, but did not sell well. Refitted with an aerodynamic ‘drop snoot’ front end and a tuned engine, it became the classic HP model – but a downturn in sales after the 1973 oil crisis torpedoed the HP’s chances.
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Ian Coomber recalls in Vauxhall, Britain’s Oldest Car Maker, that ‘life with the unions was a lot cosier at Luton than at Dagenham [Ford] or Longbridge [BMC], but Luton was not immune to problems when sales were poor and overtime was withdrawn.’ At Ellesmere Port, ‘labour problems were common, and with the two plants now providing components to each other, the potential for major disruption to production was multiplied accordingly.’ As labour relations in the British car industry gradually unravelled in the early 1970s,Vauxhall was hit hard.

WHAT WENT WRONG?

Encouraged by the regular facelift policies of its American owner, Vauxhall in the 1960s changed its basic bodyshells with alarming frequency. Life cycles of no more than three years were exceptional in the British motor industry, where Ford generally worked to a four-year life cycle and BMC relied on extremely long production runs for many models. There were two key results: one was that the Vauxhall models in the showrooms did tend to appear fresh and new most of the time, but the other was that very large production volumes were needed to amortize the cost of these regular model changes. Failure to meet those large production volumes led to financial problems.

From 1965, Vauxhall profits were on a downward trend. From 1967, sales in Britain more or less collapsed, only the Viva remaining a success. Cost-cutting measures were introduced in 1968, and that year the planned PD Cresta was cancelled (it had been scheduled for an October 1969 introduction) and costs for the planned FE Victor were drastically reduced by arranging for it to share a platform with Opel. But the losses continued. In 1969, Vauxhall reported a £2.1 million deficit – a very large sum in those days – and in 1970 the loss was £9.4 million. That cost the much liked Managing Director David Hegland his job.

During the 1960s and 1970s, Vauxhall’s key rivals as makers of family cars in Britain were BMC and Ford. BMC was perpetually on the edge of bankruptcy, a fact that only really came to light when it was forced by the government into a shotgun marriage with the Leyland Group in 1968 and it became clear that it had next to no new models in the pipeline. Ford, meanwhile, went from strength to strength, and by 1972 had opened up a huge lead on Vauxhall. British sales of the mid-sized Victor peaked that year at 36,651, a figure thrown into sharp relief against the 187,159 Cortinas that Ford sold.

The cancellation of the PD Cresta also meant that Vauxhall model ranges were reduced from three to two after 1972, when production of the PC Cresta ended. The potential impact of this was to some extent mitigated when large cars in the Cresta class became nearly impossible to sell after the 1973 Oil Crisis – but a very noticeable feature of the Vauxhall model range for the rest of the 1970s was that it became very confused and untidy. New models that originated elsewhere within the GM empire (the Chevette and the Cavalier) arrived in 1975, but although the associated model sharing among its European subsidiaries may have made for a tidier approach at GMOO, it also led to difficulties for Vauxhall.These were particularly manifested in the HC range: after 1973 some models were moved up-market to become Magnum types, but there were enough exceptions to confuse the customers about where exactly they sat in the Vauxhall hierarchy.




The last of the new models covered in this book was the FE Victor. It is seen here as a 6-cylinder Ventora from the mid-1970s.
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Some commentators also put blame on to ineffective marketing in the early 1970s. In the same period a decline in labour relations – not unique to Vauxhall by any means – ended with a long and damaging strike in late 1973. Meanwhile Britain had entered a period of economic recession in the early months of 1973, and of course the Oil Crisis at the end of that year, and its effect on new car sales, was another blow to Vauxhall. It was not that Vauxhall was alone in suffering such a downturn, it was more that the company suffered perhaps disproportionately because it was already in a severely weakened state.

A hard-hitting article in Car magazine for February 1973 summarized Vauxhall’s problems at the time. It described the company’s trouble as ‘loss of identity’ and noted that:

Vauxhall’s share of the British market has declined, and its never outstanding export performance has fallen off. Even in markets in which it was traditionally strong, such as Benelux, its sales have dwindled. In other vital areas it is doing virtually no business at all (Vauxhall sales in Italy last year were less than 200 cars!). Meanwhile its reliability figures remain the worst in the industry. Something, surely, is wrong… If Vauxhall is to go on making cars, it needs ideas, and it needs the will to push those ideas past a barrage of committee men steeped in the tradition that only the cheapest and showiest solutions match up to the research statistics.




Reshuffling in the HC-series range from 1973 resulted in the larger-engined models being turned into a separate Magnum range. This is the top model 2300 saloon.
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That such things could be said of a company once so well respected in the motor industry highlights how bad things had become.

Not surprisingly, GM lost patience with its British subsidiary. In 1974, Vauxhall was brought closer together with Opel, GM’s German subsidiary. Opel would take the lead in designing all future European models for both companies, and Vauxhalls would gradually become badge-engineered Opels – although the full impact of the change did not become apparent until the early 1980s. In the meantime, the last of the old Vauxhall-designed models were updated – as far as they could be – to keep them alive until the end of the 1970s. And with their demise ended a golden age for the Vauxhall marque.


CHAPTER TWO

THE VICTOR RANGE

The Victor range started out in 1957 as Vauxhall’s smaller family saloon, taking over from the old Wyvern model. It remained the staple of the Vauxhall range until 1978, when the final variants were replaced by the new Vauxhall Carlton, which was a rebadged and slightly reworked Opel Rekord E. The Victor started out as a 1.5-litre model, to meet the expectations of those who bought medium-sized family saloons in the 1950s, but as the rest of the Vauxhall range evolved around it, the range was adapted to meet other market requirements as well. As the new and smaller Viva models became established after their introduction in 1963, the Victor range was able to expand upwards. So from 1967, the 1.5-litre model (actually a 1600) was just the entry point of the range, and it was possible to buy Victors with engines of 2.0 litres and even a 6-cylinder of 3.3 litres.

There were five distinct generations of Victor: the original F-series (1957–1961), the FB- (1961–1964), the FC- (1964–1967), the FD- (1967–1972) and the FE-series (1972–1978). With each successive generation, Vauxhall pushed the envelope a little. There were saloons and estate models from the beginning, but the FB range introduced a performance derivative in the shape of the VX4/90. The FC came with an automatic gearbox option (not for the first time, although the original Newtondrive type in the first F-series had been a failure). The FD added a 6-cylinder engine at the top of the range and a luxury variant called the Ventora, and the FE would have included a V8-engined variant if that engine had not been cancelled.

From 1967 Victor sales in Britain slumped – only 34,722 were sold.

THE F-SERIES VICTOR, 1957–1961

Once General Motors had agreed that Vauxhall should build a new assembly hall that would enable them to build separate 4-cylinder and 6-cylinder models, the next stage was to map out what those new models were intended to achieve. To that end, during January 1954 Maurice Platt and David Jones visited Detroit, where GM had already developed a clear idea of what it thought Vauxhall should do.

The brief for the new 4-cylinder Vauxhall that was handed down at that meeting called for a saloon with its own dedicated monocoque bodyshell, and together with it an estate variant that would become the first such model ever built in-house by Vauxhall. It was clear that GM intended to take a close interest in the development of the new range, at this stage known only as the Model F, and indeed Detroit soon sent Jones some sketches of corporate design themes that were then going through the system.

Styling

So David Jones had no choice but to prepare a new design that incorporated these ideas. By British standards of the day they were radical, and perhaps the most radical and distinctive element was a wraparound windscreen that (among other things) gave the driver a better view at junctions. To provide an element of choice, Jones also prepared a more conventional British design, ‘notably simple and (admittedly) far from glamorous’, as Maurice Platt later remembered. Even so, it was a foregone conclusion that the US-influenced design would win the day when the recently appointed GM President, Harlow Curtice, visited Luton for a viewing of the full-size clay models in September 1954.




The styling of the first Victor was a shock to conservative British taste.This early publicity picture shows the bulges and chrome strips that reflected transatlantic practice.The swage in the rear door is nevertheless quite well concealed by the single-tone red paint. This is a Victor Super, with the name at the leading edge of the rear trim strip.
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Curtice at this point made clear just how closely Detroit intended to monitor Vauxhall’s progress. Not only did he suggest some changes to the selected clay model, but he also responded to Platt and Jones’ concerns about timing of the development programme by handing the Model F programme over to GM’s Fisher Body Division in Detroit. Vauxhall would, of course, have to fund this work, which would allow them more time to develop the new 6-cylinder cars in Luton. At the time, the plan was to launch these between six and twelve months after the Model F.

The selected clay model and associated interior bucks were duly flown to Detroit in November 1954. Supposedly damaged in transit, the clay was repaired by GM staff, and modified at the same time with bulges along the front wings, and torpedo-style bumper ends.The following month, senior Vauxhall staff visited Detroit to agree liaison arrangements between the two design centres, and among them was David Jones. He was reportedly furious at the design changes, and insisted that the wing bulges were removed. The torpedo bumper-ends – with the exhaust exiting through the right-hand rear one – nevertheless remained unchanged.

Interior

Even though the Victor was a smaller car than the E-series Wyvern that it replaced, space in the passenger compartment was not compromised very much.The most noticeable differences were in the width, as the Victor was planned as a roomy four-seater while the Wyvern had been a six-seater. There certainly was enough room to squeeze six people into the Victor’s passenger cabin on its two bench seats, but if those six people were all large adults they were going to be uncomfortable. Upholstery was designed around various two-colour combinations, and Elastofab (a plastic material carried over from the E-series range) was chosen in pleated form for the lower-specification models, and combined with rayon for the more expensive ones.




Underneath the brash exterior, the F-series Victor was very much a conventional design, with a 1.5-litre 4-cylinder ohv engine, three-speed gearbox, wishbone-and-coil front suspension, and semi-elliptic springs on a live axle at the rear.
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The acres of body-colour metal on the dashboard were typical of car interiors at the time. When a radio was fitted, it replaced the cover panel with three vertical pressings at the top centre of the dash.
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The original instrument panel incorporated all the essential functions into one simple assembly.
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To make maximum use of the space on the front bench seat, the change lever for the three-speed gearbox was mounted on the steering column. Instrumentation was very simple, and was all contained in a small pod mounted directly ahead of the driver, leaving the rest of the dashboard as plain metal in the body colour (which was standard practice for the time). Space was made for a radio, and was filled by a blanking panel when none was fitted. A fresh-air ventilation system was designed and would be made standard, but the heater that Jones’ team designed into the F-series Victor was not: it would be an optional extra. Its controls were located in a strange protuberance in the centre of the dashboard that was unquestionably American in inspiration, and there was a glovebox with a drop-down lid on the passenger’s side.


Engineering

Some of the engineering of the new cars was established more or less by default.Vauxhall already had a fairly modern 4-cylinder engine of the right size, which had been used in the Wyvern model from 1952.With appropriate updates, this would do the job admirably, and so would the company’s existing three-speed gearbox, updated with synchromesh on all three gears. Among the advantages of retaining these mechanical elements was that they were already well proven and known to be reliable.

For the front suspension, Maurice Platt chose a simple wishbone-and-coil arrangement, attached to a rubber-mounted sub-frame (really little more than a cross-member), and there was no reason to change the familiar Vauxhall rear-end arrangement with a beam axle mounted on semi-elliptic leaf springs.

As far as development was concerned,Vauxhall did second several engineers to GM in the USA, but then had to sit tight and see what came out of the work being done by the Fisher Body Division. There is no information about how Fisher coped with engineering the bodyshell, which would have been a challenge to them because they were used to working with separate chassis frames. It might be true to say that some of the Victor’s later durability problems were a result of their inexperience.

One way or the other, the first prototype of the new Model F was built in Detroit and first ran there in mid-October 1955. Seven more prototypes would be built in the USA, of which five were shipped to the UK in February 1956 for the test programme to begin. This was undertaken at Chaul End and on the European continent, especially in Switzerland, during the rest of the year. In the meantime, the new name of ‘Victor’ was chosen for the Model F – and it certainly had more appeal than the somewhat obscure Wyvern name used on the Vauxhall model it would replace. The Handley Page Victor was, of course, the latest of Britain’s long-range bomber aircraft, and the resonance of the name would not have been lost on Vauxhall buyers at the time.




Whether the Handley Page Victor V-bomber was the inspiration for the name is not clear, but Vauxhall publicity certainly did not fail to make the association between the modern aircraft and the modern Victor.
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At this stage, the real difficulties of direct involvement by GM in the development of the Model F became very apparent. First, GM had redesigned the door seals after prototype testing at Milford had revealed their inadequacies, but somehow the news had not reached Luton, which had committed to tooling for the original type. Then Harlow Curtice paid another visit to Luton, and on learning of the good progress being made with the new assembly buildings, he ordered the launch date for the new car to be pulled forwards by six months to April 1957. Not long afterwards, he lived up to his reputation for shortening development times by insisting that the car should be ready for the 1957 Geneva Show, which required the launch to be pulled forwards by two more months to February 1957.




The F-series was rushed into production, and early examples suffered from inadequate development. Here is the first production car coming off the assembly line at Luton on 1 February 1957. At the wheel is Managing Director Philip Copelin.
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Having no real choice, Vauxhall complied, but the drastically shortened development programme meant that Maurice Platt’s engineers had to take some shortcuts, and these inevitably showed in the finished product. Even though the new assembly buildings would not be finished until August, production of the new Vauxhall Victor began on 1 February, and the first car was driven off the line by Philip Copelin, Vauxhall’s American Managing Director. The Victor was then announced to the media on 28 February, with a press launch in Britain at Woburn Park. However, the two cars displayed on the Geneva Show stand a week later had to be carefully fettled by hand to ensure a level of quality that the lines could not achieve at that stage.


THE 1957–1958 CARS

The 1957 cars were introduced as two models: the standard (known internally as an FS) and the Victor Super (FD). The Super came in a wider range of colours than the standard model, and had three two-tone interior options instead of two. It also came with extra brightwork: around all the windows, on the rear lamp bezels, and in a flash on the rear wings and doors. The rear doors carried ‘Super’ badges and the front wings had ‘Victor’ badges. The Super was the only variant to have its exhaust emerging through the right-hand rear over-rider – which quickly caused the chrome to tarnish unless it was regularly cleaned.

Inside the passenger cabin the Super name was justified by courtesy lights operated by the front doors, by two sun visors (instead of one on the standard model), by a two-spoke steering wheel with a horn ring (instead of a three-spoke wheel with centre push), by a rear ashtray, and by somewhat gratuitous ornaments on the sides of the front bench seat. That horn ring also operated two-tone horns instead of the single-tone horn on the standard models.

The early cars did not go down well, and the results of that truncated development period were only too apparent. Autocar magazine mentioned teething troubles that had delayed the availability of its road-test car, and was unable to publish driving impressions until 21 June. That the new Vauxhall had its good points was undeniable, but the testers were not impressed by the appearance of the Victor Super they were lent. ‘The variety of exterior curves and mouldings,’ they wrote, ‘coupled with the very wide application of chromium plate, give a flamboyant effect to the exterior which may appeal in export markets more than to the more conservatively minded British motorist.’

Nor did they think it had been put together very well, commenting on the poor fit of the doors and on ripples visible on both front wings. At high speeds the engine was noisy and there was front-end shake; the throttle linkage was not smooth, and the gear selector was sometimes sticky; the rear axle growled, and there was an unpleasant resonance; and the bonnet opening seemed unnecessarily restricted. Their overall conclusion was that ‘further development work is required before the Victor may be recommended without reservation.’

These reactions were neither extreme nor uncommon, and the Vauxhall dealer network soon began to receive some quite damning criticism of the cars from customers. Sadly, it would take a long time before these problems were sorted out – and some of them never really would be.

There were no major changes for the 1958 season in the autumn: Vauxhall were too busy trying to improve build quality as the new assembly buildings were completed in the autumn. At the same time they had to cope with the introduction of the new 6-cylinder Velox and Cresta models. So important changes were held over until early 1958, the estate model (see below) being introduced in February, and an optional semi-automatic gearbox arriving a few weeks later.
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