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Introduction


FEW PEOPLE COULD HAVE KNOWN it at the time, but after 26 August 1959 the motoring world would change dramatically, in fact in the long term it would never really be the same again. 26 August 1959 was also the day when the traditional notion of the small car was turned on its ears, and when the layout that now dominates mass-production car design was first thrust into the mainstream. Because 26 August 1959 was Mini Day – the day on which one of the most significant, successful and best loved cars in motoring history was first introduced to the public.


It was a very different kind of car indeed, and looking back at it, a very brave one. By any standards it was genuinely small (on the outside at least), it was mechanically way different from the late 1950s norm, and it had a look like no other car on the road – a look that was all about function and had very little to do with fashion. Incredibly, though, one of the first leaps towards this little car’s massive future success was that it would very soon become a fashion icon. And perhaps equally unlikely for a car that was launched with an 848cc engine and just 34bhp, it would become a sporting legend, too - its giant-killing performances in racing and rallying completely overturning yet another motoring convention.
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The original Mini remained fundamentally unchanged throughout its life. This is a 1965 example
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From the start, the Mini has been a favourite for motorsport





But perhaps most unlikely of all in an industry where change is the life blood, the Mini in almost precisely its original shape survived for more than forty years, and at the end of those four decades the concept and image were still so strong that one of the most prestigious car makers in the world, BMW, took the reins and in 2000 turned the Mini into the MINI – a totally new second generation unmistakably drawing on the spirit of the first. And just as in 1959, it took the motoring world by storm.


In between, the original Mini -far from standing still as a superficial glance at its almost unchanging looks might suggest - had actually gone though literally thousands of improvements and dozens of widely differing models. There were booted Rileys and Wolseleys, half-timbered estates, vans, pickups, convertibles and the Moke. The Mini had sold more or less around the world (with the notable exception of never conquering America), and before the very last example of the original Mini rolled off the production lines at Longbridge, near Oxford, in October 2000, it had sold almost five and a half million copies. It had become the first-car of choice for whole generations of cash-conscious young and new drivers, a car for families, and a car for celebrities, even for royalty.
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The Mini has starred in countless films and TV shows. This is the car Rowan Atkinson drove as Mr Bean





It became a film and television star, in roles from The Italian Job to Mr Bean. It had become a genuine sports car alternative for hundreds of thousands of enthusiasts who either bought their Mini performance off the shelf with the various Cooper and Cooper S variants, or bought the basic car then bolted the excitement on later. And that coincidentally created a whole new industry for aftermarket tuning, body-kit and ‘car improvement’ specialists. Its creator insisted that he never intended it as a sporting car, but the Mini won dozens of major rallies including three victories in the great days of the Monte Carlo Rally, and it won the European Rally Championship outright. On the circuits it won the European Touring Car Championship outright, against far bigger and more powerful opposition, it won the British Saloon Car Championship outright – the final time in 1979, an incredible twenty years after the car’s first appearance. In fact over the years it has won literally thousands of events in every branch of motor sport from driving tests to hillclimbs, rallies to races, and at club level at least, original Minis were still winning long after the new generation MINI had been launched (and started its own sporting career).


But what the Mini won most of all was a kind of affection and iconic reputation that was way out of proportion to its diminutive size. And that’s what makes the story of the Mini (and the MINI) one of the most fascinating in the whole history of motoring.
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An impressive formation of MINI Ones, soon after the new car was launched in 2001







Chapter 1


The Seeds


NOW SPOOL BACK FOR A MOMENT to August 1959 and consider the world that the original Mini was born into – a world very different indeed from that which would welcome the second generation MINI, 42 years later. In Britain the year had started badly for motoring enthusiasts when newly crowned British World Champion racing driver Mike Hawthorn was killed in a road accident in Surrey in January. The hovercraft was the cutting edge of invention, and rock and roll was still in its infancy. Harold MacMillan was Prime Minister, and about to be re-elected as Britain enjoyed a generally affluent end to a decade that had had enough international unrest to create the need for a car like the Mini in the first place.


By the mid-1950s, when first thoughts for a car like the Mini were hatched, World War II, which had only ended in 1945, was still a relatively recent memory, and Britain’s motor industry (which at the time was a far more important part of the country’s industrial make-up than it is now) was only just getting properly back into its stride. For some time immediately after the war there had been no genuinely new cars, only rehashes of pre-war ones, because there simply wasn’t the money or the resources to start from scratch. You also had to have government authorisation to buy one, and if you did it could cost you around twice what an essentially identical car had cost before the war – including a tax bill of two thirds the basic cost of the car. And, on government orders, much of what was being built was strictly for export only anyway, to earn the money to pay for the imported raw materials to put British industry back on its feet. Even for those who could buy a car, either a ‘new’ one or a second-hand one, necessities like tyres and fuel were still in short supply – and in fact petrol rationing, introduced early in the war, wouldn’t actually be scrapped until May 1950. By which time, the effects of the World War were fading, but the problems of Korea and Japan, the tensions between the USA, Russia and China, and the ‘Cold War’ threat of the atomic bomb were all never far from people’s minds, even in Britain.
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With Queen Elizabeth II newly crowned, Britain was in an upbeat mood in the 1950s





That said, Britain in the early years of the 1950s was pretty upbeat, and reasonably well off. In 1951 the Festival of Britain showcased our technical and cultural strengths, and in 1952 the launch of the Comet, the world’s first commercial jet airliner, showed that it wasn’t all just froth. There was a new, younger feeling in everyday life, too. A young queen was crowned in 1953, and an entirely new species, the teenager, began to make life a bit more exciting and a lot less staid. They even had a reasonable amount of money to spend as Britain found its way again, and gradually, as postwar restrictions lifted, there were things to spend it on.
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De Havilland Comet, the world’s first jet airliner, showcased Britain’s technological prowess in the postwar years
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Teddy Boys represented a new species - teenagers. These young people had money and independence and were eager for change





In the car world, even that was getting better – well, marginally better. The early years of the 1950s had seen the market for new cars starting to grow again, and the main manufacturers getting increasingly aggressive about chasing sales. So in 1953 the £390 Ford Popular (admittedly still in a pre-war shape and very basic indeed) was the cheapest four-cylinder car in the world. In the mid 1950s you could also have the homegrown Austin A30 for £475, the Morris Minor for £529 or the Standard 8 for £481, and they were all, in the broad sense, small cars.


Even while the country and the wider world were recovering, though, a new problem was emerging that would have major implications for the motor industry – and these political developments were the single most significant trigger to the start of the Mini story.


Only months after petrol rationing had officially ended for British motorists in the early summer of 1950, a situation began to emerge which would bring an entirely new threat to fuel supplies from the middle east. In November 1950 King Farouk of Egypt demanded that British troops should withdraw totally and immediately from the Suez Canal Zone that they had occupied and protected since the end of the war. Britain refused, officially because the Zone was part of its defence programme, more practically because the Canal was the only way that oil from the Arab oilfields could reach Europe without going halfway round the world. Oil, then as now, was an essential product, and a political minefield.


In November 1951 more British troops flooded into Suez as the Egyptian government declared a state of emergency, and they were still there in July 1954 when it was announced that they would finally leave the Zone by 1956 – which they did. But any thought that the Suez problem was over was short lived. Almost immediately, the president of the new Arab Republic of Egypt, Nasser, seized control of the Canal, and soon after he nationalised its operation, then cut the oil pipelines to the west, making the Canal itself the only direct supply route. An alliance of British and French troops was formed to pressure Nasser into accepting international control of the Canal, but on 31 October after a negotiated solution had clearly failed and Egypt had refused an ultimatum to withdraw, they invaded the disputed area – a move which wasn’t universally welcomed either in Britain or by the USA, and which led within nine days to a ceasefire being imposed by the United Nations.


So, as the stand-off continued into 1957, Britain’s (and much of Europe’s) only oil and fuel supplies were coming the long way round, via the Cape of Good Hope, and petrol was rationed again. At much the same time, the inflation caused by the increased spending of the past few years had put pressure on the pound, and in 1956 the British government had started a ‘credit squeeze’ - to try to control spending and to make buying luxury goods in particular more difficult.


And luxury goods, of course, included the motor car. So between fuel shortages and credit controls, the new small car stage was set.
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The Suez Crisis led to petrol rationing in the UK during the late 1950s. The country was crying out for a new small car







Chapter 2


The Alternatives


THERE WAS NO DENYING THAT, before the Mini appeared, unusual postwar circumstances had already created some very strange solutions - or rather attempts at solutions. The economic situation around Europe, not only in Britain, was becoming so difficult through the mid 1950s that a new breed of even smaller small car had appeared, and while there were one or two honourable attempts at designing something genuinely innovative, the vast majority of them were crude and in almost every respect awful. Echoing the shape of some of the worst, they were generally called ‘bubble cars’, and the Suez crisis gave them new life.


Far removed from ‘real’ small (or affordable) cars like the British Austin and Morris and the basic but conventionally designed Continental equivalents like the Citroen 2CV, the Renault 4, the VW Beetle and the Fiat 500, the bubble cars were motoring reduced to the absolute minimum. The classic goldfish-bowl bubbles were designs like the Italian Isetta and the German Heinkel, typically powered (if that’s the word) by air-cooled motorcycle-type engines of less than 250cc and rarely more than a single cylinder. A rare exception was the later 425cc four-wheeled Tiger version of the Messerchmitt Kabinenroller, which had serious performance and quite a dramatic look with its aircraft-cockpit shape, where neither performance nor looks were really a bubble car thing. Some had three wheels, a few had four; some sat the passenger (there was usually only one) behind the driver, others sat them side by side; some had access via the whole front of the body swinging open, others had removable tops, some had no tops at all so you just stepped over the side into the seats.
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Bubble cars, such as the Italian Isetta, were a novel but far from practical alternative to conventional small cars in the 1950s
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