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				A 60-YEAR STORY 9

			

		

		
			
				oPPOSITE: The Mini was built to take on microcars like the

				Messerschmitt bubble car. Another small car from the ‘50s, the Fiat 500, reached similarly iconic status.

			

		

		
			
				Britain, Beatlesand BMW

				It’s often said that the best things come in small packages – and, in terms of cars, things don’t get much smaller than the classic Mini. Measuring just three metres (nearly 10ft) long, the Mini was dwarfed by most of the cars it was on sale against and it feels even smaller now, as cars continue to grow and high-riding SUVs become increasingly popular.

				However, a car doesn’t rack up over five million sales worldwide just because it’s a tiny, novelty machine. Despite being so compact, the Mini could seat four people, take at least some of their luggage and entertain everyone on board while doing so. There are plenty of bigger cars that can’t manage these things, because the space inside isn’t used so efficiently. The Mini is a masterclass in packaging, and pretty much set the template for a generation of small “economy” cars that followed.

				Other manufacturers had plenty of time to check out the Mini and take inspiration from it, as it enjoyed one of the longest production runs in history. Cars are often replaced after a decade or so in European countries, but the Mini stayed in 
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				continuous production for over 40 years. The original 1959 design was, more or less, still being sold in the year 2000.

				The makers of the Mini couldn’t have expected such success, and at the very start sales of the car were slow. But the Mini caught the eyes of countless celebrities, and quickly became a central part of 1960s British culture. Sir Paul McCartney had one – a very swanky one, at that – and so did all of his Beatles bandmates. Actors and models such as Peter Sellers and Twiggy both enjoyed Minis, as did many members of the public, who liked the idea of driving the same car as their heroes.

				The Mini’s iconic status was further increased thanks to a number of film and TV appearances, in which it would often be the hero itself. Its most famous role came in the 1969 film The Italian Job, where three Minis were used as getaway cars for a bank heist – and they were integral to the film. There were special-edition versions of the Mini marketed off the back of the film, and a remake using three of the 

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: Mini trio Arguably its most iconic movie role, three Minis were used in the 1969 film The Italian Job.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				A 60-YEAR STORY 11

			

		

		
			
				new MINI hatchbacks when it launched at the start of the twenty-first century.

				Alternatively, you might immediately recognize the Mini from its starring role in the television comedy show Mr Bean, in which it’s the vehicle of choice for Rowan Atkinson’s well-known bumbling character. You could say it’s as unique as the character himself, with bright green paint and a black bonnet, plus a key and padlock and the option to steer it from an armchair mounted on the roof!

				Like Mr Bean, the Mini was a worldwide export – right from the start. It was launched in almost one hundred countries globally, and found buyers in nearly every corner of the world, including Japan, Australia and South America. That’s perhaps not surprising when you consider that the Mini was made in a number of factories; most were built in Longbridge, in Birmingham, but examples were also manufactured in Portugal, Chile and even New Zealand.

				The Mini sometimes went by other names in different countries – such as the Austin 850 in France and the Morris Mascot in Denmark – and even in the UK you could buy Minis with different badges. When it was launched in 1959, the Mini was sold as the Morris Mini Minor and the Austin Seven. Everything about the two cars was identical, apart from the wheel caps, grille and the paint colours you could choose. The Mini design came with plenty of different badges and names throughout its production; various ownership changes throughout its life meant that it was seemingly re-badged every few years. That’s probably why most people simply refer to the car as “the Mini”, as we’re doing here.

				You could also choose from estate, van and even pickup versions of the Mini, but its influence didn’t stop there. The Mini’s underpinnings would go on to be used for all sorts of aftermarket models and kit cars, where a different body style 
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				LEFT: The Austin Seven Countryman was one of the first Mini spin-offs – an estate take on the compact car that featured a pair of rear ‘barn doors’ for easy access.
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				could be put on the top. Many of these would be sports cars, which benefited from the Mini’s agile handling and low weight. A jeep-like model was even produced with a military application in mind, and that in turn led to the Mini Moke buggy, which found its place in sunny coastal parts of America and Australia.

				While it was sold and adapted worldwide, the Mini was always a symbol of Britishness – and indeed that’s a large part of why it found success. It was revered in Japan for its charming retro looks, and probably featured in the same stereotypes as cups of tea, cheery butlers and bowler hats.

				The Mini sits alongside other hugely successful small cars of the twentieth century such as the Fiat 500 and Volkswagen Beetle, but one thing sets it apart. While it might not look like an obvious contender at first glance, the Mini quickly became known for its appearances and wins in various forms of motorsport. It is particularly associated with the Monte Carlo Rally, as Minis won the time trial around the hills above Monaco three times in the 1960s – and another win was later disqualified. Many racing drivers who are now household names started in a Mini, and some would go on to win the Formula 1 World Championship. These include Sir Jackie Stewart and the late Niki Lauda.

				Its motorsport pedigree no doubt increased sales and helped the Mini live on for as long as it did. But as the car entered the 1980s and 1990s, it was becoming increasingly outmoded and long in the tooth. Buyers who needed a car that was cheap to run and easy to park still flocked to the Mini – and it was a popular first car to own – but many customers were drawn towards the Austin Metro, which made its debut in 1980. It was bigger and more spacious than the Mini, and gave British Leyland a model to compete with the Ford Fiesta and Volkswagen Polo, which were both introduced in the late 1970s.

			

		

		
			
				OPPOSITE: Minis rounded out the top three at the 1966 Monte Carlo rally, but all three were controversially disqualified.

				overleaf: The Mini’s cheery face is instantly recognizable thanks to its round headlights and chromed grille.
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				1984 marked the 25th anniversary of the Mini, so a limited edition was launched to celebrate the occasion. Special editions became a regular part of the Mini range, all with restricted production runs and unique combinations of colour and trim. Many were named after London boroughs, and others focused on a specific paint shade. These models helped to keep the Mini fresh and appealing until it was eventually phased out in October 2000. By the 1990s, the Mini was regarded as a retro icon, a symbol of nostalgia from the car’s heyday.

				BMW had bought the Rover Group (the company making the Mini in the ’90s, which had previously been part of British Leyland) in 1994, and let Rover still sell the classic Mini while it pondered how to create a successor. A couple of zany-looking concepts were revealed in 1997, as a build-up to the new MINI, and the car eventually went on sale in July 2001.

			

		

		
			
				ABOVE: The interior of the classic Mini was minimalist, and a handy shelf was created where the dashboard would normally be found in other cars.
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				The new MINI was a clean-sheet design, although it borrowed many of the styling details from its predecessor. A rounded grille, circular headlights, windscreens that were nearly upright and a slightly domed roof were all included to give a similar appearance to the classic model. It was a near-instant sales success, although it was often criticized for being too big – but that was necessary to fit modern safety features and allow more space. You would hear jokes like “it should have been called the Maxi!” and lots of sour remarks from classic Mini lovers. One stinger came from Dr Alex Moulton, who had designed the rubber cone suspension of the original 1959 car, and clearly wasn’t a fan of all the new safety equipment.

				“It’s enormous. The Mini was the best-packaged car of all time; this [new one] is an example of how not to do it. The interior space is not much bigger than the old Mini, 

			

		

		
			
				BELOW: By contrast, the contemporary MINI interiors are crafted with style, elegance and comfort in mind.
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				but it’s huge on the outside and weighs the same as the Austin Maxi!
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