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MG



First of a New Line – the MGA


FOR THE ABINGDON WORKFORCE the prospect of working on an all-new modern sports car was a cause of great excitement. At last here was a chance to give the world the MG car they had deserved for so long. There was only one place the designers needed to look for inspiration – the record breaking EX175. The intention was to take the car from the drawing board to full scale production within a 12-month window.


Roy Brocklehurst’s original prototype chassis needed little modification to become suitable for the road and the TF developed independent front suspension and rack and pinion steering were more than capable for the new car. The Midget’s adapted XPEG motor was, owever, deemed inappropriate having already been pushed to its physical and performance limits. Instead, the durable 1489cc BMC B-series four-cylinder OHV already fitted to the ZA Magnette was to be used, as was the saloon’s four-speed gearbox. Although hardly the most inspiring of engines in standard form the MG technicians were able to weave their magic and add some sparkle with the addition of a second carburettor and an increase in compression. The result was a hike in power from 50bhp to a more impressive 68bhp – an increase of 36%!
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Pierre Levegh driving his Mercedes at Le Mans just before his fatal crash, which resulted not only in his death, but also that of more than 80 spectators








A plan was hatched to launch the TF replacement to the public early in June 1955 and then to immediately take three of the machines to the Le Mans 24 Hour – a brave test of any car let alone an untested one fresh off the production line – and Abingdon may well have achieved the near impossible in turning the car around within a year had it not been for production problems beyond their control. The new sleek, streamlined Enever bodywork was being manufactured by Swindon based Pressed Steel who were, at the time, experimenting with new production techniques including the use of plastic dies to shape the metal body panels. For all of their efforts this technology proved infeasible and only served to hinder manufactur.


Rather than show an unfinished production car the three Le Mans racers were quickly finished and revealed as the new EX182 racing prototypes. This decision may, in the long run, have acted in MG’s favour; softening the blow for the MG traditionalists for whom the marque stood for squared-off bonnets, long running boards and that upright radiator grille. Under the guise of being the Le Mans MG racer it was easy to introduce the sleek radical shape with the minimum fuss and maximum exposure.
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The wreckage at the Le Mans racecourse the day after Levegh’s Mercedes crashed through the barrier into the crowds








Whilst never in serious overall contention, the three MGs performed admirably on the Le Mans tarmac, causing quite a stir on their arrival at the paddock, resplendent in British Racing Green with polished wire wheels, low screen and additional radiator-mounted spot lamp. However, the race itself had a far less glorious outcome when, after two hours of racing, a works Mercedes-Benz 300SLR driven by Frenchman Pierre Levegh crashed after clipping the Austin-Healey of Lance Macklin which in turn was braking heavily to avoid the Jaguar of Mike Hawthorn. Levegh’s car was launched into the air before ricocheting off a bank and into the densely packed spectators. At about the same time one of the EX182s also crashed at White House before catching fire and seriously injuring its driver Dick Jacobs. Despite the accident, officials decided to allow the race to continue ostensibly to prevent any further panic and to keep the access roads clear for emergency vehicles. Only when reports confirmed the death toll to be in excess of 80 people did the leading Mercedes-Benz team withdraw as a mark of respect. The two remaining MGs were among the 21 cars that finished from 60 starters, achieving 86.17mph and 81.97mph averages.


At last the production MG was finally launched to the public in September 1955 before being taken to the premiere motor shows in Paris, Frankfurt and London. The name Midget had been dropped in favour of a new designation and so the MGA was born. In a perfectly staged test, five production cars were pitted against a Le Mans racer in a one hour test on the Montlhéry track: the EX182 recording an average speed of 112.36mph with its road-going cousin covering a remarkable 102.54mph. Even the usually sceptical motoring press were full of praise; Autocar and Autosport both making top speeds approaching 100mph with acceleration to 60mph of around 15 seconds, some 20% quicker than the TF. Autosport commented that “if you want one, hurry up and get in the queue” and even their more conservative rival, Motor, agreed that the MGA “must be summed up as enthusiastically as it was everywhere received”. This was more than enough to convince the public that MG were back on track and once again making true sports cars.
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A 1960 MGA 1600








The MGA was a resounding and immediate success. At just £595 it comfortably undercut the opposition for price (its BMC stablemate, the Austin-Healey 100 cost £155 more before tax) whilst offering equal, if not superior, performance and driveability. Over its first year of production 13,410 cars were produced, over 3,000 more than were constructed during the entire four-year lifespan of the much lauded TC Midget. Of these, nearly 10,600 machines were exported to the up-and-coming United States market. Combined with sales of the Magnette, Abingdon was now producing well over 20,000 cars per year.
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The MGA with its beautiful streamlined body








By this time, the ZA Magnette had been modified and renamed the ZB. Externally the reworked saloon was instantly identifiable by a tapered chrome side strip on the front wing and doors. More significant changes were hidden away under the curved bonnet. Larger carburettors fed an enhanced B-series engine with an improved cylinder head and raised compression to generate 68bhp – a 13% increase in power – which, when allied to a higher final drive ratio improved top speed and acceleration. Also available to ZB owners as an option was the ill-fated Manumatic transmission – a primitive version of the modern Tiptronic gear-change found on many luxury cars. Using a complex system of vacuums, servos and hydraulics it offered the driver the ability to change gear without the need for a clutch. However, its fragile and over-complicated construction led to many reliability problems for the few motorists brave enough to specify its inclusion, and it was soon abating.


1957 and there was no sign of interest in the MGA dropping off; in fact, quite the opposite was happening. Production increased to an amazing 20,571 cars with an unbelievable 17,195 of the sportster finding their way across the Atlantic. The nation so used to the heavyweight Detroit steel had taken the little MG to its heart.


With increasing speeds becoming available to everyday motorists it became apparent that the rag-topped roof convertible cars were starting to reveal their shortcomings with drafts, leaks and wind-noise being all too common. In addition to working on a new hood design, MG decided to first offer a detachable hard top roof before launching a fully closed in coupé. An altogether quieter and more civilised car, the new slippery shape gave an instant increase in performance with speeds in excess of 100mph being easily attainable.
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The MGA represented very good value for money in the mid Fifties








If records were being broken in sales and export, it was nothing compared to what was being achieved by the competitions department. EX179 had made another successful appearance stateside taking 16 international records during August 1956 including a flying 10 miles at 170.15 and a marathon 12-hour run at 141.71. The car returned again in 1957 and, powered by a smaller 948cc OHV based on the type used in the sedentary Morris Minor, recorded a 118mph average for the 12-hour run whilst returning an enormous 49.8mpg. The icing on the cake for the MG team was a 143.47mph flying mile with driving ace Phil Hill at the wheel.


Aware that EX179 was nearing the peak of its development potential, Syd Enever had once again put pen to paper and designed what he believed would be the next generation of MG record breakers. With a tubular chassis and mid-mounted engine the driver was positioned much further forward than in previous EX cars. In fact, so far forward that his toes would all but graze the inside of the elliptical nose cone of the amazing lightweight aluminium teardrop body – a form so aerodynamic that it created 30% less drag than EX179 and sat with the line of its bodywork a mere 76cm from the ground with the top of the cockpit just 20cm higher still. To power it a modified twin-cam 1489cc B-series engine was fitted with a Shorrock supercharger, an immensely powerful unit designed for use in commercial vehicles. Stopping power was provided by a single rear-mounted brake which, when activated, was cooled by air channelled via a small bodywork flap mechanically linked to the brake pedal. The result was a super-slippery record car with almost 300bhp on tap with the stopping power of an ocean liner!
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This MG displays the soft top version with its high roof and large windscreen








Enever and his MG colleagues had two clear targets in mind for EX181 as this new car was christened. The first was to break the class F record for 1500cc cars that had been set by Goldie Gardner back in 1939 and, as yet, stood un-bettered. The second objective was to push the record further, much further — and to achieve four miles per minute! To their mind there was just one man suitable for the job: Grand Prix hero Stirling Moss.
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The 245mph EX181 — last of the classic MG record breakers








After a number of delays, 27-year-old Moss started his record attempt on the afternoon of 23 August 1957. With speed calculated using the average of two runs in opposite directions the records fell one by one; first the flying kilometre at 245.64mph, then the mile at 245.11mph and next the five kilometre and five mile at 243.08mph and 235.69mph respectively. Finally the 10 kilometre was taken at an astounding 224.70mph. In all, five international records had been bettered by at least 20% - a remarkable achievement in a sport where improvements are usually measured in hundredths of a second.


A further boost in MGA performance came in 1958. Finding themselves well in favour with their BMC masters, MG decided to create a high-performance version of the phenomenally popular MGA with a view to once again enticing the amateur racers who had provided the marque with so much pre-war publicity.
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1958-1960 MGA Twincam Roadster








The beating heart of this special, the brainchild of the ZA Magnette designer Gerald Palmer, was a 1588cc DOHC developed from the same 1489cc OHV utilised in the existing MGA. By using this same cylinder block it negated any need to change the chassis or gearbox arrangement – the modified twin-cam unit with its cross-flow head and huge 1¾" SU carburettors instead dropping neatly into place. Dunlop supplied both the braking system and the wheels; the standard drums being abandoned in favour of an all-disc system and the wire wheels being replaced by race inspired centre-locking steel ones with light-alloy centres to save further weight. Other than the different wheels, the only distinguishing marks of this performance model were “Twin Cam” badges located neatly on the boot lid and adjacent to the bonnet vents.


The MGA Twin Cam went as fast as it looked with a top speed of around 114mph and acceleration to 60mph in a shade over nine seconds. With handling undeniably improved, MG should have been on to an instant winner. Its £854 10s price tag, although £180 more than a standard MGA was still considerably less than other less exotic marques of the day and once again the motoring press rained praise over Abingdon’s latest achievement. But the car soon gained an unwelcome reputation for unreliability with holed pistons being a familiar problem due to pre-ignition caused by the use of low octane fuel. Despite constant modification by the factory it was not enough to reinstall public confidence. Less than 2000 MGAs were produced before the model was retired late in 1959.
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The MGA Twin Cam’s distinctive bonnet vents








To the disappointment of the Abingdon staff the ZB Magnette was discontinued in 1958. It was replaced by the uninspired Magnette Mark III which, to the indignation of the MG staff, was nothing more than a rebadged 1½ litre Wolseley and was the first of the marque to be constructed outside of Abingdon since the company had moved there way back in 1930.


MGA production continued to go from strength to strength. On the back of the Twin Cam project the standard A was uprated to a 1588cc OHV known as the MGA 1600. The increase in capacity generated an additional 7.5bhp. Little else changed with the model save for some minor cosmetic differences such as redesigned lights and optional coloured fabric hoods. A Mark II update was to come in June 1961. With the reshaped cylinder head bored out to 1622cc and the use of modified pistons, con-rods and crankshaft, the engine was stronger than ever producing over 90bhp – an increase of 10.5bhp over the MGA1600 MKI – making the last of the pushrod MGAs as fast and capable a motor as the doomed Twin Cam but without the problems of reliability.


MG had at last lain to rest the ghosts of its past; the MGA having sold an incredible 101,081 cars in its seven-year life. However, the marque was about to turn over another chapter in its history and one that would see the creation of the most iconic MG of all time.









Return of the Midget


AT THE TURN OF THE 1960s MG dealers were forced once again to look on with envious green eyes at the Austin-Healey showrooms just as they had done eight years before with the launch of the Healey 100. They were all too aware how Leonard Lord’s lack of commitment to the company had forced them to produce an inferior model, the TF Midget, long past its sell by date and threatening the company’s very existence. Only with the production of the MGA had the balance been redressed. But now Austin-Healey had something new in their arsenal that served to fill a bright new gap in the market and what’s more it was being constructed in MG’s own Abingdon workshops.


In its first full year of production the Austin-Healey Sprite, as this new sportster was called, had sold over 21,000 units. The design brief had been simple from the outset – to produce a compact, cheap sports car capable of recapturing the adventurous young spirit that, in pre-war years, had made cars like the M-type Midget so popular. Based on the 42.5bhp 948cc BMC A-type engine, gearbox and front suspension of the little Austin A35 saloon and combined with the pinpoint rack-and-pinion steering of the Morris Minor, the Sprite was the first BMC sports car to be constructed around a monocoque body whereby the chassis and body panels were built as a single unit – rigidity being created by integral box-section members and the transmission tunnel. The resulting package, which had quickly become nicknamed the Frogeye Sprite due to its protruding “pod” headlamps which gave the car the appearance of an amphibian, albeit a very fast one, was light, fairly quick and immensely fun to drive. However, it was not without fault. In some respects the body shell was too rigid for the size of car – on an uneven surface high-speed cornering could be described as a series of hops, skips and jumps – and remarkably the body itself was without external access to the boot. (Perhaps in these modern days of car crime this is a design feature that should be revisited?)
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A race-prepared Sprite driven at speed in the Scottish Highlands








Word soon got around of the problems and with the vociferous motoring press capable of praising and damning in equal measure, these criticisms caused a drop in sales during the model’s second year. The solution in the eyes of BMC was to build a Mark II Sprite which would serve to address these faults whilst giving an opportunity to improve power and handling. The man chosen to lead the project was none other than MG’s own Syd Enever. The creation of a redesigned car created another opportunity for BMC – to use this new model as a platform to create a comparable MG.
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