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To SFfD




Introduction


I feel that a book full of secondhand newspaper columns about motoring should begin with an apology, so here goes.


I’d like to apologise for that shirt I’m wearing on the cover. I know, from reading comments on the electric interweb, that many people feel quite strongly about that shirt, log its appearances on TV, discuss its sartorial merits, and implore me to get rid of it. But it isn’t that simple.


You will see, if you read ‘Old bag dies after 25 years as my friend’ on page 165, that I had hitherto regarded my deceased Adidas rucksack as my constant fabric companion on this uncharted journey we call life. I now realise that it was the shirt.


That shirt is now me. It is the means by which my friends recognise me, and next to which my face performs only a secondary reserve role. It would be missed if it wasn’t there.


Other shirts come and go quite quickly, because they shrink, tear, get left in hotels, sustain a curry injury, and so on. But this shirt refuses to give up its shirty duties. It has at least two holes in it, it’s pretty threadbare, and the cuffs are badly frayed, but it just carries on. One day I will cough and it will turn into a puff of vapour to be carried away on the breeze, but until then I might as well wear it.


I could never discard a perfectly good shirt, or even a perfectly awful one if it still fits and covers up my unsightly nipples. My cleaner has taken the executive decision to turn other old shirts of mine into dusters and car polishing rags, but I have expressly forbidden her ever to do such a thing to this one.


It is the first shirt I ever bought specifically for TV appearances, and has now lasted so long, and been to so many places around the world, that it has become talismanic, like a raven at a historic building. I now take this shirt on every trip, even if I don’t actually intend to wear it. For Top Gear’s North Pole trip I obviously had to pack a lot of noisy and unflattering cold weather protective clothing, but The Shirt was in my rucksack all the same, to protect me.


A shirt, I suspect, is a little like a cat that is allowed to go outside. There’s always the risk that it will be run over, but if it survives the first six months, then it’s wise enough to survive into old age. Some shirts live only for a few glorious weeks before they are cruelly snatched away by the unforgiving and indiscriminate hand of shirt fate. This shirt has already lasted for six years of almost uninterrupted use, so I reckon it will be with me until the end.


At a rough guess, because even I’m not boring enough to keep a record of this sort of thing, this shirt has been washed and ironed over 500 times and has travelled at least 125,000 miles, or about half way to the moon. Yet by my calculations it is only one third of the way through its projected life, which means it should last for another 12 years. But I can easily eke that out to 15.


What really amazes me though, is that until I saw the cover design for this book, I hadn’t really considered the significance of the blue flowery shirt in the formation of my character. I now realise that I don’t really have any sort of job at all. Only my shirt does. I am not my body. I am not even my mind. I am merely the vessel that my shirt is wrapped around, and, as Oscar Wilde might have said, if this shirt goes, then so do I.


I hope you enjoy the motoring adventures of the blue flowery shirt as much as my shirt enjoyed writing it.




May’s Britain, a broad sunlit upland


When I’m in power, there are going to be some changes around here, I can tell you. May’s Britain is going to be a better place to live.


It’s all a matter of passing some very simple and patently quite overdue laws. For a start, there will be strict penalties for any eating establishment that serves normal food in a bowl, and indeed for anyone who writes ‘eating establishment’ instead of ‘restaurant’.


Now: food in a bowl is quite acceptable if it’s one of those one-utensil, one-implement meals. Some pastas, for example; chilli con carne, cornflakes, stew, Spam and beans. But anyone caught presenting a pork chop and vegetables in something clearly intended for soup will go to prison for one year.


Similarly, the proprietor of any local who arranges sausage and mash in an artful way, instead of forming the mash into a neat Mount Fuji and inserting the sausages into it in the style of the Dandy, will be made to eat pizza and work in a municipal scullery until he or she renounces gastropubbery. No one can deny that this will make the country a better place.


And it’s not just about food; there’s more, from the field of retail. This week, with a mate, I have tried camping for the first time in many years, and, having disposed of my childhood tent long ago in a part-exchange deal against some bicycle spares, decided to buy a new one.


The man in the camping shop described the one I eventually chose (from a picture in a book) as a two-stroke-three-man tent. I believed him. He may have believed it himself. But once it was erected it became quite clear that it was barely big enough for one normal bloke, or at a pinch two who like each other a lot. It tapered towards one end, causing unwanted intimacy, and was very low. Furthermore, the sleeping bag he sold me was also tapered, and quite patently based on a sleep-deprivation torture designed by Chairman Mao to make political prisoners confess.


Apparently, these features enhance the chances of survival in sub-zero temperatures and howling winds on the north face of a mountain. Yet the purveyor of tents must have known, when he saw me, that I was the sort of man who never imagined that a tent could be anything other than triangular in section, and who would assume a sleeping bag to be rectangular.


Fine. In May’s Britain he will be allowed to continue selling such tents. But only after he has lived in one for six months.


See? Some simple rules based on jeopardy will cure our society of many of its creeping blights while ridding it of the hideous spectre of liability-based legislation. I’m not going to concern myself with the funding of the health service, immigration or the housing crisis. I’ll use the appropriate experts for these. I will just concentrate on those small, nagging irritations that ruin our lives out of all proportion.


Here’s another one. A man outside my window has just started using one of those petrol-engine leaf-blowers. This is a truly fatuous piece of kit. The leaves are all over his garden because nature blew them there in the first place, and blowing them around some more will achieve nothing other than the complete ruination of my day. He’s just making a horrible noise and annoying everyone within a two-mile radius, which means he’s caused more distress in the community than a burglar who merely robs one house. Prison. One year.


Obviously, I have some plans to make life better and fairer for the motorist, too. I’m not going to clamp down on speed cameras or road tolls, I’m not going to ban caravans, there will be no punishment for driving in the middle lane of an empty motorway, and I’m not going to do anything at all about untaxed vehicles. These things are not bothering me much.


But traffic wardens seem to be more aggressive, more pedantic, and more superior than ever. The ‘parking enforcement officer’ has become almost untouchable in Britain, and has been elevated to some spurious moral high ground that brooks no contest and admits no latitude. So I have a plan.


If you apply for a job as a traffic warden, you will immediately be sent to one of my new prisons. There you will sew mail bags, slop out for your colleagues, and take part in a weekly day-release programme of community service activities to help the old, the infirm, and the disadvantaged.


And when you have proved yourself to be honest, socially upstanding and of spotless character, you will be released, given a hat, and permitted to stand in judgement on others’ fallibility.


But not before.




Italian engine, charismatic, would like to meet small Japanese sports car for shed frolics


A car I still admire, even after the twelve years that have passed since I had one as a company car in a proper job that I went to every day, is the Alfa Romeo 164 3.0 V6.


Even if you noticed them at the time, you may have forgotten that the 164 ever existed. There certainly aren’t many of them around any more, and whenever I’ve tried to find a good one during an attack of car fever, I’ve only ever been able to locate a complete snotter. So I forgot about the 164 as well.


But then, a few weeks ago, we devised another of our Top Gear challenges; one of those that requires us each to buy a car for £1000. I suggested – silly, really – that I’d quite like an Alfa Romeo 164 3.0. So the researchers, who are pretty good at this sort of thing, went to work on the World Wide Web of Lies and came up with a tidy-looking top-spec Cloverleaf model even before I’d got back from the newsagents with Autotrader.


So we bought it, I took it for a drive, and it’s still pretty good. The undercarriage of this 170,000-miler was perhaps a bit sloppy, and I’m sure the gearchange was crisper on the one I had, but it was still quite magical. What’s more, and contrary to the reputation old Alfas have, everything on it still worked: the air-con, the curious keyboard controls for the fan and heater, the interior lights, the seat motors – the lot. The interior was excellent.


Next, we put it up on ramps and had a good look around underneath. Very solid. No leaks. No signs of crash damage. I found a small patch of rot, about the size of my thumb, where a door seal had perished and created a water trap, but it represented no more than two hundred pounds worth of repair work. Here, at last, was a good Alfa 164.


And so, in accordance with the rules of the challenge, I sawed it in two. From a technical point of view this was quite difficult, and I was obliged to wear some safety glasses in case I was hit in the eye by half a car. It was even more difficult emotionally, as I wanted to keep it the way its maker had intended and even in my garage.


Exactly why I had to saw it in half I can’t tell you, because it’s secret and I don’t want to spoil the forthcoming moment of ‘TV comedy gold’ when it rolls on to your screens∗. You can be reasonably certain, though, that the whole episode will not end elegantly and that the two halves of the 164 will never be satisfactorily reunited. I’m fairly heartbroken.



∗ It became one half of my Alfa-Saab push-me-pull-you limo.


On the other hand, I do know the rules of this competition and I’m fairly confident that the best bit of the 164, the engine, will survive. And this had me thinking. A week later I drove an original Mazda MX-5 around a small racing circuit, and was reminded of what a great car it is. Then I wondered how much better it would be with the Alfa engine installed.


Would it fit? The wit of man when it comes to forcing things into places where they weren’t designed to go – anchovies inside olives, for example – knows no bounds. From a practical and geometric point of view, my piano should never have made it up my dog-legged staircase and into my sitting room. But it did and so, under the terms of the deal I struck with the piano shop, I had to buy it.


I really like the idea. The balance and rear-drive response of the little Japanese roadster, the vivacity and muscle of Italy’s most charismatic V6. I’m sure there would be a few dimensional and weight issues, but it’s no more ridiculous than shoe-horning a big V8 into the AC Ace to make the Cobra, or yet another big V8 into the Sunbeam Alpine to make the Tiger. It must be possible.


Of course, Mazda or Alfa Romeo would never consider such a thing. They’re rivals, they have no tie-ups, and the process would be fraught with the sort of legal and logistical obstacles that only massive corporations can put in their own paths.


But Britain is festooned with the sort of business that thrives on this sort of thing. I’m not talking about Lotus or Prodrive, or even Williams engineering. I mean men in sheds.


Men in sheds were the cornerstone of this nation’s industrial greatness, and men in sheds are its most enduring legacy. They’re still there, mending, making, inventing and confronting accepted practice. Some of them are even making cars, and one of them could build me a Mazda Romeo.


Morgan, I mean you.




Old things – not as good as they once were


A common feature in a Sunday newspaper supplement is the one in which some person of significance describes his or her typical day. You know the sort of thing: get up at such and such a time, unlock the kids’ bedroom, eat this, do that, meet these people, and so on.


These articles drive me up the wall. For one thing, no one important ever seems to do anything, which makes me wonder how they came to be so influential that a newspaper wants to talk to them. Secondly, they’re always thinly disguised boasts about how Fairtrade the coffee is, or how sophisticated the home appliances. There’s always far too much mention of the juicer for my liking.


So, by way of contrast, I bring you a life in the Sunday of a slightly sad middle-aged bloke with a debilitating enthusiasm for mechanical items powered by internal combustion engines. It’s not good and is intended as a warning.


The plan was simple. Make my way to the local flying club, using one of the nine modes of personal transport available to me, and go for a flip in the tenth, my little light aircraft. So we begin in the garage with my modest collection of classic motorcycles.


Most recent addition to this lot is my 1968 Honda CB250 twin. I like old Hondas a lot, and had been looking for one of these for a bit. Eventually I found one that a bloke had restored beautifully but couldn’t make run properly, and so, exploiting his despair, I knocked him down substantially on the asking price on the basis that I’d be able to sort it back home.


And I did, after about three months, eventually tracing the fault to a tiny missing rubber bung inside one of the carburettors. The 250 burst into life, after a spot of fooling about with jump leads and a booster pack. It was even running on both cylinders! So off I went.


But within a mile I was rewarded with a damp leg, the result of petrol spouting from the carb assembly like some ornamental fuel fountain. But not to worry, because I have two more old Hondas. My early-60s C200, for example; a simple machine of 90cc and an uplifting, prosaic experience. The least a motorcycle can be while still technically being one. This turned out to be as dead as Jacob Marley in A Christmas Carol, that is, as a doornail.


So I turned to the 1972 CB500 Four, one of the finest products ever to come from Soichiro Honda’s bid for two-wheeled world domination. After reassembling it and extracting it from the back of the garage, I pressed the starter button and something exploded in the bowels of its complex four-pot motor. But at least moving that out of the way had given me access to the Moto Guzzi V11, which I’ve owned from new for many years and maintained fastidiously.


Obviously that didn’t work, because it was built near Lake Como in northern Italy, a place famous for ice-cream and ancient chapels dedicated to St Anthony, the patron saint of things that are lost. So finally, after several hours of trying, I was forced onto the seat of my Triumph Speed Triple which, being new, started immediately.


But then Woman turned up and demanded to be taken to the airfield as well, and as she hates motorcycles this meant turning my attention to the cars. The old Bentley is a nice way to travel on a sunny day of fun, but technically it’s for sale as I’ve bought an old Rolls-Royce instead. And the fuel gauge is broken. Meanwhile, the Royce isn’t here yet because it’s away with a man who’s re-lacquering the cracked dashboard, after which it’s in for some engine work.


The Porsche, then. It’s my poshest car and a convertible to boot, and just the sort of thing in which a chap and his gal might arrive at an airfield. No, not the Porsche, because one of the windows has stuck in the open position so it can’t be parked anywhere. And so, some three hours after I stepped out of my front door, we set off in the Fiat Panda.


And it didn’t end there. At the airfield, I uncovered my Luscombe 8 monoplane, an American-built machine of 1946 vintage. In its time, it was a radical aeroplane, the first all-metal light aircraft, something that could live outdoors without fear of the wings rotting away or anything like that. It is in excellent condition and has been rigorously serviced for its entire life, as you would demand of an aircraft.


I spent the usual half a lifetime on my pre-flight checks, fuelled up, strapped in and ran through the start-up pro-cedure. The 100hp air-cooled flat-four roared into lustful life. I taxied to the end of the runway, did some more checks for full power, oil pressure and all the rest of it and then opened the throttle.


Halfway down the runway I was rewarded with what I regard as a porthole to the sublime; a view of a perfect English heaven, seen through the screen of a classic aeroplane in the moment it lifts from the grass at the historic White Waltham airfield. And then, at 800 feet, the engine cut out. Not permanently – it just faltered for a few seconds and then picked up again – but even so I nearly soiled myself. Five minutes later I was back on the deck covering it up again.


The message here is quite simple. All this old stuff is rubbish. None of it works properly. After almost a whole day of fart-arsing around with machinery I was forced to conclude that the only dependable things in my life are an Italian car and a British motorcycle. No one would have bet on that.


And here’s the advice. Buy one new car, any car, and use that for everything. Then you can devote the rest of your life to something useful.




How not to drive like an Italian


As I’ve always understood things, there is only one way to drive a small Fiat; and that is without mercy.


Here’s how to do it. Select first, lift the clutch abruptly, mash the throttle pedal to the floor and when, and only when, the valve gear bursts through the bonnet, select second. Repeat the process until all the gears are used up.


A small Fiat will thank you for this, because that’s what it was designed for. The original Cinquecento, the 124, the 126, the 127, the first Panda, the Uno, the Tipo, the second Cinquecento and the Seicento – they all gave of their best when they were giving of their all. You may not actually have gone very fast, but that is the Italian way – noise, drama, quite a lot of arm waving but very little actually being achieved. It was endlessly entertaining and endearing, like a waiter’s arithmetic in the Lira Era.


I have a small Fiat, a Panda. I love it. The 1.2-litre engine may as well be set up to idle at 4000rpm, because using any less than that is an affront to the memory of Dante Giacosa, the man who showed us the way forward with the original Fiat 500. Drive a good one of these and you will never believe that a car is underpowered. Power per se is not the point; it is the nature of the performance that counts, and the 500 had the heart of Caruso.


This brings me to the new Fiat 500, which I’ve just been driving. Like the Mini and the Mustang, it leaves me a little uneasy, because I don’t think pastiches of old cars work very well. The design language of the 1950s does not sit comfortably with the demands we make of a modern car; for airbags, electric windows, crash-worthiness, rollover protection, proper seats, and so on. In an original 500 it doesn’t matter that the windows are so small – because you sit so close to them, and because the side of the car is only the thickness of a stout coat away from your shoulder, the bodywork impairs the vision no more than the frames of a pair of specs would. But the new one is too big for its shape and actually feels more claustrophobic as a result. Visibility is quite poor, and the chunky interior trim seems to crowd the cabin and leave it bereft of air and light.


However, I accept that this is largely a matter of fashion, and I acknowledge wholeheartedly that I am not in a position to comment on such things, as what I know about fashion could be written on the label in my brown sports jacket. In any case, the 500 is merely a Panda like mine under its shamelessly nostalgic skin, so at least it would be a hoot to drive.


Imagine my dismay, horror, abject misery, self-doubt, spiritual paralysis and even downright disappointment when I turned the key and discovered that I’d been sent the diesel version. I’ve never known an engine so ill-matched to the imagined temperament of the car to which it is fitted, and the human psyche does not admit of a demon more chilling than that conjured up by the unexpected clatter of compression ignition.


I can just about accept the dieselists’ argument for Rudolf’s evil invention in a large luxury car, where low-range torque can ultimately add to the sense of sophistication and calm. The petrol V8 in my old Rolls-Royce is a diesel to all intents and purposes – it redlines at 4500rpm and I’ve never used more than about 3500. It doesn’t bother me.


But in a small car? Never. A small diesel does the job for you, but a small petrol engine demands that you enter a pact in which you must work together for the furtherance of meagre performance. The diesel grumbles and has bad breath; the petrol squeals with delight and is as fragrant as one of John Donne’s mistresses. Who, in fact, could possibly even consider specifying the new Fiat 500, a car built in honour of the most under-endowed but effusive Fiat of all time, with a diesel engine? Why is this noisome instrument of the eternally tiresome even offered? Here is a spiritual sprite amongst cars, and only a serial miserablist would want it propelled by the heel-dragging drudge that is a diesel.


I know a lot of you are interested in this car. I know, too, that the diesel propaganda machine is a persuasive one. Just say no. Of course the diesel model will work out cheaper than the petrol one in the long run, but so it should. It’s not as good.


And yes, there’s some chance that you will melt the petrol engine, but it’s all in a good cause. You’ll be saving the soul of Italy.


Not to mention a large chunk of your own.




The rot stops here


Not for the first time in history, the motor industry is in a position to show the rest of commerce the way forward.


It’s happened before. Henry Ford may not have actually invented mass production – we can look to the clock and gunsmithing businesses for that – but he did show that something formerly considered totally inaccessible to the normal people could actually be affordable.


In the 50s and 60s cars showed that high style and fashion could be had in an everyday consumer durable. They also encouraged the acceptance of new materials such as plastic, vinyl and even – in the door trims of the Rover P6 – Formica. More recently, and despite what the miserablists would tell you, car manufacturers have led the way in improving the dependability of the product as well as the efficiency of the means by which it is produced.


But there’s still more to be done, so now I’d like to have a look at shops. When I was a small boy, shops were pretty much the way they had been since the turn of the century, which was usually closed. If they weren’t closed, there was a good chance they wouldn’t have what you wanted, even if it did all cost a penny.


Sadly, I’m old enough to remember the advent of the supermarket, at least up in t’north where I was living. I mean real supermarkets; huge Sainsbury’s with great Babel-like towers of fruit and bog roll stretching away to eternity. I loved the supermarket when I went there with my mum to stock up for our family of six: its inconceivable inventory of stuff from all over the world, all under one roof and seemingly always open.


I still like a good supermarket, but these days it’s just me and Fusker the cat, and there’s the problem. It’s a bit facile driving two miles to the great grocer’s colossus to stand in line with my meagre basket of Whiskas and pies. A smaller, closer shop would do.


Sainsbury’s realised as much, and now provides a miniature supermarket only half the distance away of the big one and probably only about a twentieth the size. Tesco have gone even further. They have really big Tescos in the wilderness, quite big Tescos on the edge of towns and town-centre Tescos called Tesco Metro. And now, at the end of my road and on the site of a former petrol station, is Tesco Local. I can almost shop there in loose robes.


But it’s still not enough, because I go to Tesco, buy things, then bring them home and store them in my own cupboards. No matter how localised the supermarkets seem, there is still, in effect, an even more local one in a corner of my kitchen. Here, food goes off.


The car-making business would never allow this, because for years it has been working to the principle of ‘just in time’, which means that a factory carries no significant stock of parts and that all components are delivered terrifyingly close to the point in time when they will be needed.


Take Ford’s Michigan Truck Plant, where its big 4x4s are assembled. An articulated lorry from a seat supplier will roll up at one door of the factory building. Its tarpaulin sides are lowered, and there, in the trailer, are enough seats for maybe three cars. They are in sets of different colours, and stacked in the correct order. They are simply loaded onto a branch of the moving assembly line and, by some miracle, end up in the right position in the right cars. This happens constantly throughout the day.


Wheels arrive at Mazda’s Hofu plant in the same way. On this line, everything from a small sports car to a large panel van is made, and wheels for all of them arrive in small batches in some uncharted corner of the complex. But with minimal intervention, they all end up on the right vehicles. If it went wrong once, every car thereafter would be wrong. But it’s always right, and I’ve never seen an MX-5 running around on the wheels from a Bongo Friendy van.


How this industrial brinkmanship is effected is one of the great mysteries of the modern world, but effected it is, and the space and overheads associated with sitting on piles of parts are saved. Once, in one of Toyota’s factories, I was truly appalled at the tiny number of mounting screws available at any one time to a man whose job it was to fit headlights to Corollas. But every time I looked again, the little tub containing them had been replenished. Later in the day I discovered that I’d inadvertently put one of these screws in my pocket, and spent the night worrying that I’d brought the whole Japanese industrial engine to a shuddering and screwless halt.


Back to the local shop, where sausages are still sold in packs of six when I only want two. I buy six, and leave four in the fridge to rot. Why? Someone should hand me two sausages in the last yawning moment before I fire up the frying pan. And that gives me an idea.


I have in mind a new kitchen cupboard, one that opens into the house but also out onto the street, guarded by a simple security device. If I decide I want a fryup, I simply turn to my computer and enter exactly what I need. Ten minutes later, when I step into the kitchen and open my just-in-time cupboard, the ingredients are there: two sausages, two rashers of bacon, one egg, one piece of bread for the toast, half a tomato, two heaped teaspoonsfuls of baked beans, and a small sachet of brown sauce. How they get there I need not worry, and I need never worry that they won’t be there either, just as headlight man doesn’t need to fret about screw supplies.


This wouldn’t be too difficult to arrange. Supermarkets already deliver, but they deliver huge piles of food that then go into a fridge, which is something Nissan would never tolerate, and rightly so. They’ve just come from a fridge. Why put them in another one? My scheme represents salvation for the bachelor and would free large families from the tyranny of trying to decide on Saturday what they might want to eat on the following Friday. And without the need for a fridge or all those tiresome cupboards, the kitchen can be smaller and a more agreeable room, such as the garage, a little bigger.


Apparently Honda is quite flush these days. Perhaps it could buy up Spar and set to work.




Join the police and look really stupid


Two bits of interesting reading this week. The first was an article in the Daily Telegraph about the future of British police transport, and the other was Mad Frankie Fraser’s Underworld History of Britain.


On the whole, I preferred Mad Frank. I know the glorification of common criminals is supposed to be a bad thing, and I know he and his mates Cruncher and Scarface (or whatever they’re called) are essentially bad men, but the trouble is that the crims come out looking a lot cooler than the rozzers. They’re better paid as well, although they can only spend it in Spain.


I sense a looming crisis in police recruitment, and I’m afraid it’s largely down to the image of the profession. If you’re a ned, you at least get a crowbar or a knuckle duster as an entry-level badge of office, and if you turn out to be any good the firm might stretch to a dodgy drinking club in London’s West End, where you’ll occupy your own office with a couple of nice brasses on your desk. Join the police and you get . . . well, let’s take a look.


The first sign of rot was the widespread adoption of fluorescent safety-style policewear. This makes the police look a bit soft in my view, because the impression is that the personal safety of police officers is more important than pursuing the miscreant in a westerly direction and apprehending Mad Frankie in the act of doing over a pawnbrokers.
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