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PREFACE
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In late 2012 I bought an Austin Healey Bugeye Sprite in poor condition, rusty and in pieces. Most of its parts were there. Most of my brain cells weren’t for then I spent lots of money, time and effort doing a ground up rebuild. In 2017 I finally got to drive it.
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A BUGEYE TALE

[image: ]


The pregnancy was long and protracted. Even longer than an elephant and what you would have expected from it would be something much larger and more earth shattering than an elephant, but alas it was just a Bugeye Sprite. Over four years ago I was randomly flicking through eBay and Gumtree when I came across it. I’d been in one for all of ten minutes when I was eighteen and I had to ask myself whether I was going through a mid-life crisis. Logically if I was to live to 110 it could be called a mid-life crisis, so I dismissed the idea. I had $6000 in the bank, time on my hands and the car matched the price. I figured that within six months I’d be driving around in one again, hopefully for longer than ten minutes. Needless to say, I bought it. It was 99% there. But as your footy coach tells you, it’s the one percenters that count and can be costly.

Overjoyed I put it on a trailer and stashed the myriad of bits and pieces that were unnamed and unrecognisable and in numerous boxes in the car, all the while trying to work out whether to call it Cartrina, Jessicar or Veronicar. After all that would be the hardest problem to solve. I should have just called it Moneypit and be done with it. When it comes to mechanical things, I realised I was all thumbs. If it was a left-handed thread, I’d snap the bolt off by turning it the wrong way. Anything that needed a fine touch was beyond my skill level and probably understanding. One thing I was good at though was cleaning and so I removed bits and cleaned them. I use the word bits because I had no idea what they were called and even their role. If it had dried up grease or caked on dirt it got cleaned. Three of the neighbour’s kids, I think, got cleaned in the process too.

The car itself was in pretty good nick. The outer sills (a technical term I learnt when I had to order stuff) and the floor pans all needed replacing and there was some rust in the wheel arches, but that I heard was standard. So, I bought replacement bits and went looking for a welder, not the machine but the person with a machine who could weld. Things that get hot, make sparks and that can blind a person should not be within arm’s reach of my limited skills. The car got sandblasted and etch primed and went away to someone who could weld. I kept feeding him money as he did more and more. He did a really good job, but months kept tumbling past in quick succession. In the meantime, I cleaned and derusted and painted. Some of the rust was more than my impatience could take so I used Google for inspiration. In my distant memory was something that I had nearly learnt in chemistry, electrolysis. I was a bit concerned though as it may remove all the hair from my body, and the little I had on top I wanted to keep. After some careful consideration I tried it. I attached a wire to an engine mount that had a little rust on it dropped it in a solution and attached the other wire from the battery charger to an old spade with a broken handle and turned it on. It was a shame the footy was on because I got distracted. When I did remember, I went out and checked the power of electrolysis. It worked!!! I had the cleanest spade and the rustiest engine mount ever.

I began to assess the missing parts and made a long list which tragically got longer when I found that the glass lenses on the indicators don’t bounce well on concrete. I managed to find a couple of people who had some stuff including a grill. One was brilliant tracking down bits because he said that the Sprite was made up of a lot of different parts from other cars. I began using eBay and buying stuff, only to find that some stuff on the Mark 1 Sprite was different to the Mark 2 and so I now have a supply of some Mark 2 stuff which I need to sell. I am not selling the seats though and am very happy with the Mark 2 seats which are in almost perfect nick. They were a magnificent accidental find. I was scanning Gumtree looking to waste more money, when I spotted them and rang the owner. She was unsure whether they were Mark 1 or 2, but I drove the hundred plus k’s to her place anyway. She wanted $250 for them. Someone had donated them to the garage sale she had run where the proceeds went to the Lost Dogs’ Home but they didn’t sell. She saw my hesitation and dropped the price to $200. I figured that it was going to cost me around $1000 to get new ones made up and so I negotiated and got them for $300. A Lost Dog’s Home is a worthy cause after all.

I took them home and decided to sell the seat shells and base that had come with the car along with a gear box. Who needs two of those? That is how I met Dennis who is a master at doing up old cars and had worked on twenty plus Sprites, owned and raced them. I became his incompetent apprentice as he helped me with my car. I finally had retaken ownership of it and had the body, now fully repaired and taken back to bare metal, sprayed a deep dark blue. We worked on and off, (mostly off) for eighteen months until it got so close, I could almost smell the exhaust fumes. The engine had been rebuilt and had lain dormant for three years so I was hoping when the key turned in the ignition it would actually work or I may find a labyrinth of caves at the bottom of the money pit that drew even more money out of my bank account.

Chasing down car parts is an artform and along with patience, it is a skill that I have learnt in the process of restoring my Sprite. I had some rare parts seemingly. The cowling on the steering column and a perfect left-hand drive dash were examples, except I have a right-hand drive car now. I even had the windscreen washer pump but it was jammed. Apparently though an old Hillman had the same part and I was able to find old unused ones of those still in their plastic. Actually, a mate and I now have five spares as it pays to buy in bulk. Just need to find the matching knobs. I have learnt about thread sizes and can even retap holes whether they need it or not. I also know that somethings are better outsourced such as fitting windscreen rubbers. Three and a half hours by three of us amidst copious amounts of swearing was probably not the most productive use of time, but hey, I have a windscreen and some sense of achievement. The car has a beautifully fitting hood, tonneau and sidescreens and I actually helped with that so I have learnt something along the way and more importantly retained it. I know where every single nut and bolt is on the car (except those inside the motor) and the ones that dropped between the panels that we couldn’t find and that will rattle as I drive along. They will make the same sort of sound as money being taken out of an ATM and, because of the Sprite, I know that sound well.

I had set myself a budget and even had a spreadsheet organised to tabulate the cost. It would never be to concourse standard – fibreglass bonnet, wrong seats, the Minilite wheels and the areas that you can see where I had worked on, would be a sure loss of points, but I figured that it was worth at least $25000 when finished. As the accounts were paid, the spreadsheet became dispiriting and as it clicked over the $20,000 mark including the original purchase cost, a while back, the spreadsheet seemed far less important than finishing the bloody thing. After all I had taken a rusted old car with a non-working engine and restored it almost to its former glory. “That in itself should be reward enough,” is my new line of thinking and justification. However probably what has been more important has been the friendships I have made, the wonderful people I have met along the way and the realisation that my skills are in driving cars, finding car parts and definitely not repairing and restoring them.

My biggest concern however was whether I would have to do yoga or Pilates just to be able to get in and out of the Sprite on a regular basis. See, the money pit is never ending!
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THE BEAST
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How do I plead your honour? That’s where I come into difficulties. Was it justifiable homicide, self-defence or merely assisting with euthanasia? As you are a judge, perhaps you might be the best judge of which. It happened during the second run in my Bugeye Sprite. Never mind that I had spent a lot of time and money coaxing it back to life, that was not behind my subsequent actions on the day. On its first run two weeks prior, I had put the hood up and the side screens were firmly fixed in place. I had hoped that somehow these might stop wind entering the cockpit and reduce the road noise. Oh, how wrong I was. The rattle of the side-screens drowned out any engine noise and, as they slid back and forth, they allowed air to rush through without hesitation. The hood bows needed adjustment and the flapping of the hood just added to the cacophony. Needless to say, it was a short run and I sent it to the naughty corner of the garage to think about things for a while.

The sun was shining two weeks later when I risked disturbing it again. Sulking miserably, it didn’t seem too happy to see me. No hood this time. Side-screens tucked away until I could figure what to do with them, I decided to drive the hundred kilometres to Melbourne to return some parts. It was not an auspicious start. Despite the new battery and being garaged, the beast refused to play ball. A cough, a splutter, some whirring and then it rejected any cajoling to actually start. When I tried jump starting from my other car, I detected a whine and a sneer. I called the RACV for the crash cart and soon two paddles were used after the word “Clear” was spoken. Awoken from its reverie, the beast snarled and eventually decided that payback would come later. Now an hour late I drove down towards Melbourne. The one thing I had forgotten was that all the noise and smell of traffic is literally in your face when the hood is not up. Even the beast spluttered occasionally in discomfort. Having dropped the parts off and had my prayers answered that my car would start and not embarrass me, I headed home hoping to beat peak hour traffic. I took a short cut through the back of Dandenong. It seems that every smoking diesel truck uses the same route. Going past the tip just tripled the smell of the open road.

Peak hour traffic hit and hit hard. The beast seemed to enjoy my discomfort. I think it was in collusion with the traffic lights that always hit red at the most inappropriate times. I could have walked faster but I was not going to give my Bugeye the satisfaction. Undaunted I pressed on. The sun was starting to set and it was becoming quite chilly as I drove on the freeway. As I was about to take my exit off the freeway, I glanced at the fuel gauge. Like a number of gauges, it had decided on this trip not to work. The beast must have sensed my anxiety for it suddenly spluttered and died. I eased over to the emergency lane a couple of kilometres from home and swore. This did nothing to make the car restart, but it made me feel better. I got out of the car and went around to the front and the supercilious grin on the beast seemed to be much wider. I rang the RACV for the second time that day and after a while they came with some petrol. The beast had proved who was boss, and started first try. Now with the sun completely down, headlights ablaze I drove through the quickly settling frost. It was a salient lesson my Bugeye taught me that day. It’s not about disconnecting your battery when not driving it or putting the battery on a charger the night before you want to drive your car. It’s not about not always trusting your gauges and topping up your tank frequently. It is all about revenge and how it is best served cold, bloody cold if not freezing!

So, your honour, I don’t know how to plead. I just think that the shotgun blasts add a certain patina to the bodywork.
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RECONDITIONED
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I have been busy checking the meaning of “reconditioned” having bought a gearbox that came with that word attached to it. I think it is akin to buying a house that has been labelled as having “plenty of potential.” I need to explain however that my mechanical knowledge is limited and as such people even have to point out what part is a gearbox. Anyway, I bought my reconditioned gearbox at the same time I bought the car a few years back and it was only in the last three months of putting the car together that I smelt the strong odour of lemon emanating from the aforementioned thing that goes on the back of the engine and joins on to a spinning thing that somehow makes the back wheels turn.

Who knew that Sprites had rib case and smooth case gearboxes? Not I for sure. I certainly didn’t know that there was a difference. The reconditioned gearbox was attached and the engine and gearbox were carefully inserted into my Sprite and all seemed well until the first gear kept popping out. The engine was taken out of my now very frustrated Sprite and amidst a certain amount of coarse language and unsavoury epithets directed at the seller whose details have, blessedly for him, been lost. What a surprise when the gearbox was opened up – a rib case cluster in a smooth case box. After some reorganisation of shims and some milling and lathe work, the problem was thought to be solved. First clicked into place and so the whole gearbox was rebuilt, mounted to the engine and reinstalled.... The gods didn’t smile down on us. With a significant almost derisive sneer, the gear lever refused stay in first and no amount of force, cajoling or swearing would make it stay in. I’d thought of a bungee strap but based on the wear on some of the parts that had been remilled, someone had tried that before.

Out came the motor yet again and the last resort we had was to look at the innards of a lately purchased smooth case gearbox that had the casing badly damaged. I was keener to have a close look at the entrails of the seller of the original reconditioned gearbox after he had been hung, drawn and quartered. Luckily the clusters and shafts were in great nick and a bronze bush was all that needed to be milled. When finally reinstalled in the car, the lever clunked beautifully into first (It now grinds a bit occasionally because I keep forgetting there is no synchro on first). I have finally found the meaning of reconditioned. It can mean restore, so perhaps I should get my sanity reconditioned. Anyone know a good therapist apart from someone called Johnny Walker?
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BEYOND ME
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Jealousy may be too strong a word. Envy is probably more fitting. There are geniuses out there who know so much more than I do. Whilst I am quite happy to run my eyes over a well-built body (we are talking about cars here), reading about them is an art in itself (still talking cars!!). I can’t absorb history. Never have and never will. I have secondary school results to prove it. The story line and plot in my Bugeye manual is really boring and the pictures don’t really help. The exploded view diagrams make me wary. I wonder if this is what happens to bits of my Sprite should it be put under extreme stress, similar to the stress I feel when I try to come to terms with the sections called Fault Diagnosis. I mean they don’t tell me whose fault it is. I would like to blame someone else if at all possible.

Then there’s the abbreviations: Is L/H half way between light and heavy and R/H stand for really heavy. UNF bolts are the UNFound ones that are missing when you try to put things back together, I assume. Apparently, there are threads and pitches too that go with bolts. It applies to my manual too because when I lose the thread, I pitch it halfway across the garage in frustration. The envy comes when people explain things and I nod silently. The nods are silent because there is nothing inside my thick skull that understands the foreign language that is being spoken.

There are actually people who can look at a part and tell you what it is, where it goes, what model it comes from and what condition it is in. I call these people savants, or a little bit cracked. My car arrived with boxes and ice-cream containers of bits and pieces. I had no idea what they were. There was even a vacuum gauge but my old Hoover had no spot to attach it to. I was asked why I had bits from a Mark 2 Sprite that didn’t fit my car. That was when I learned that there was more than just a boot and bonnet difference between the two. I have apparently lots of Mark 2 sprite bits that are surplus to requirements and I’m not buying a Mark 2 just to use them up. In fact, I’d love to get rid of them and gain some more room in my garage. It was suggested that I sell them, but when it came to describing them on eBay, the technical term, “thingy” didn’t look right. I have no idea what they are and what they are worth. My kids who think they will get my Sprite when I die don’t realise that it comes with leftover parts. They want to know who gets the car and I now check carefully the food I am served when I visit them and I remove sharp objects when they visit. I have told them that the car comes with an angle grinder and they can choose which corner of the car they want.

So, I listen to savants and feign interest and understanding. I wait until they aren’t around before I start my Sprite. That way the gear change crunch and inevitable finding of the wrong gear is missed Apparently it is not complicated to start my Sprite, but pulling the choke and the starter out at the same time as my right foot is on the accelerator and left is on the clutch in case it is in gear; is beyond me while using rosary beads.
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YOU HAVE TO BE MAD TO OWN A CLASSIC CAR
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There is a definite sort of finesse you need when you are driving an older car. You can forget all the fancy things such as ABS, ACC, AWD, CVT, DAC, DSG, EBD, ECU, ESP, HAC, PAS and PDC along with any other alphabet combinations except SOP which is Seat of Pants driving. The pants however may have some slight discolouration depending on the level of stress you go through. There are no other acronyms just acrimonious tension between you and the car. You fight the steering wheel which is begging the wheels to turn in the right direction as the motor pushes the rear wheels in a dead straight line. Isaac Newton was right. For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The car won’t turn because of sheer obstinacy and you swear for the same reason. You are trying to find out what the car will do and it is telling you in no uncertain terms just what it won’t do. This bonding with your car is in the form of a love/hate relationship. You love the idea of owning it and it hates you pure and simple.

There is no real science involved in driving an older car although engineers and motorheads would beg to differ, quoting physics and chemistry and advanced mathematics. The only science involved as far as I am concerned is psychiatry. You placate it, you raise its ego, you offer incentives; but it sees right through you all the same. Threatening doesn’t work no matter how big the sledge hammer you wield. It will meekly start and then when you least expect it, grind to a stop. There are no tantrums involved, if you don’t factor in your own that is. It lies in wait and merely smiles a knowing smile, because there is always something that can and will go wrong. A loose bolt, a pool of oil underneath, the water level in the radiator low for no appreciable reason or the timing somehow out. And always the tool you need to fix it just can’t be found and you have to get into your everyday car and drive down and buy a new one. The saying, “you can’t teach an old dog, new tricks” is very apt because that female dog of a car knows all the tricks already.

In the end you become a car whisperer. The swear words get uttered under your breath. You go down the path of not trying to master the car, instead encouraging it to believe it needn’t fear you. The trick is to wear dark glasses so that it can’t see the fear in your eyes. It will never be your faithful friend like a dog would be. It has more of a cat type nature, one of those big cats with sharp teeth. Turn your back on it and you are doomed. It will gobble up your pride and suck the soul and joy from your body. Some drivers have been known to keep whips and chairs in the toolboxes just in case.

Speaking of tools without actually referring to drivers; just what sort of tools and spares should you carry with you on an outing? Before you fill your car up with them so that the body is rubbing on the ground due to the sheer weight and volume, the answer is none. Whatever you need when things go wrong, you won’t have. It is a scientific fact based on years of anecdotal evidence from frustrated classic car owners. What can’t be fixed with fencing wire, chewing gum and baling twine is not worth fixing. That is why cars are often called barn finds. They have been shunted in them by frustrated owners who have had a gutful of wasting metres of good wire and string trying to cajole their vehicle back into life. Forget droughts and voracious bank managers, it is the lack of hay and the stripped fencing that forces people off the land.

So that’s why it takes finesse along with a high degree of stupidity to drive an older car. You have to be subtle, tactful and diplomatic. Losing your temper is a sign to the car that it is winning and has got you where it wants you. It already knew that anyway, but appreciates the affirmation and enjoys a so-called superior being reduced to a raving lunatic. For those of us who drive older cars, road rage is a real concern. The fact that it is directed at our cars is neither here nor there, so my psychiatrist tells me. I am not so sure. I never had to take medication until I bought that car.
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ACCESSORIES
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You’ve finished your bare metal rebuild and the thing is now on the road. Now, to personalise it. You give it a name and once the expletives are removed you can say it in public. But that’s not enough. You decide to celebrate its completion with a few accessories. I’m not talking about really pimping it out here, but a bit more than the fluffy pink dice on the mirror and a plastic holder for your beer can. It’s the love of your life we are talking about here.

Well-meaning friends have bought you a hat, the keyring and lapel badge but they are for you not for the most important member of your family. You can’t even chrome plate the grease nipples because they have already been done. Your partner, who used to be the one you once placed above all others and all things, had suggested a Navman simply because you seem to get lost for hours in the garage. (What didn’t go down well, was when you explained that it was more a personal choice on your part.)  Besides in reality a Navman would be a waste as your car knows where to go and it often tells you that as well.

There is no point in putting in a high-quality stereo for obvious reasons. With the noise your convertible makes as it rattles and roars/splutters along the road, no amount of wattage in the speakers will allow you to hear. Another reason is that your car will simply and literally blow a fuse because it feels that you’d prefer some other tune than its own. In a car that is almost sixty years old, a Bluetooth MP3 player seems anachronistic. More in keeping would be a driver with a blue rinse and ill-fitting false teeth.

There is no point in adding air conditioning. In this convertible, the engine will invariably run hot and with the firewall uninsulated and very thin, it is perfect for winter driving. If it gets too warm then tilting your head to the side allows the slipstreamed gale force winds to contort your facial features into an icy wrinkled styled grimace. If you do that, you soon realise that bloodhounds and shar pei dogs were probably brought home in convertibles.

So, what do you do? It already gets washed more than your own underwear and people are noticing that. Smashing a bottle of champagne over it may make it seek legal recourse for physical abuse. No point pouring it in the radiator instead. Drinking and driving has always been an issue since you put the anti-freeze in it. AA for it doesn’t stand for Automobile Association anymore. You have already bought a hood for it, but it refuses to leave the garage if there is any chance of rain after it took you twenty-five minutes in a torrential downpour to put it up. Even then it looked like a vinyl origami sculpture you were carrying back from a surrealist art convention.

You can’t lower it because it is all but scraping on the ground anyway. Adding extra lights would just drain the battery and it would wonder whether you were converting it to a clown car to match the driver. So, what about a new horn? Perhaps one that plays a multitude of sounds. Not a good idea as you realise that your mastery of electrical wiring skills may have it just playing a loop of the one tune.... the dirge that is the funeral march. You’ve tried the nodding dog on the back-window ledge. In a convertible that wasn’t a good idea. Your neighbour really loved her pet, so you still get the occasional pangs of guilt.

In the end there is only one course of action and that is to take a myriad of photos of it and plaster them all over the garage wall. As you do, you notice that the grill on your car has a smug superior look on it. You hope that by stroking its ego, it may come down off the pedestal and car stands you have placed it upon and deign to let you drive it without it having a hissy fit. Covered over are the near naked pictures of bimbos. Photos of children and other family members are now gathering dust somewhere. They have been supplanted by the only thing that you think brings joy in your life anymore. The accessory that you have finally got for it is there for the entire world to see....... The accessory is the remaining marbles that you once had.
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IT’S A SMALL WORLD
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Some people are so surprised by just how tiny Austin Healey Sprites actually are. It is no wonder that after the Bugeyes were released, they crossbred with MG’s and their progeny were called midgets. From the moon, deep space and even from the roof of a two-storey building they are practically invisible. I can imagine my Bugeye’s headlights swivelling side to side when it hears someone say, “Oh it’s so tiny isn’t it.” It is very confident that people can’t be referring to it and that it is more likely they are speaking about my brain or another part of my anatomy.

One of the benefits of a two-seater Sprite, apart from being able to have two park side by side in a single car garage, is that there is no back-seat driver. Unfortunately, that person now sits next to you and, as much as I’ve tried all the many and varied knobs, I haven’t come across the ejector seat one yet.

The boot on a Bugeye is inaccessible and rarely has room for anything once the spare tyre, side windows, hood and tonneau get put in. The benefit is that you rarely have to do a full grocery shop. It is perfect for avoiding the dreaded supermarket trip and parking next to shopping trolleys that dwarf your car.

Sprites are notoriously good for height challenged people. Here’s an unknown fact, Peter Jackson bought Sprites for the hobbits in the Lord of The Rings and Hobbit movies so that they wouldn’t feel small. He also found that watching someone over 180 centimetres tall get into a Sprite was uproariously funny. Prising them out with a crow bar, much less so. My own youngest son is yet to drive the Sprite because his knees hit his chin and that is with the seat as far back as it goes. I can’t even have him in the passenger seat when it rains or he complains of a sore neck as his head has to tilt to get under the hood.

The most noticeable thing about a Bugeye is that its ego is far bigger than the car itself. It’s like a tiny terrier that thinks it is a Great Dane. It has no idea how small it is. Prudence tells the driver that the B double truck is way too big to overtake and the windshear that is felt after you have overtaken the truck will throw you off the road. Nevertheless, the driver finds him or herself flying by the truck. Unlike the little engine that said ‘I think I can, I think I can,’ the Sprite says, ‘I know I can, I know I can.......... and nothing will bloody well stop me.’ That’s why most Sprite drivers seem to be quite old. They have gone grey before their time, due solely to the overinflated ego of their car.

You don’t need a sports muffler on a Sprite. Magically somehow the tiny engine produces a roar similar to a V8. However, that comes at a cost. All the energy that goes into the sound production has been diverted from the engine delivering power to the wheels, especially up hills. That doesn’t deter the Sprite one bit. It has no concept of height and so, to it, a little rise is a mountain.

My Sprite has all the right curves in all the right places. Its nose isn’t too big and regally asserts that everything else is beautifully proportioned. It is hugely vain knowing that it will never need to ask if the luggage rack makes its boot look too big. My pint-sized bug certainly isn’t small in another area as it has the largest superiority complex of any car, although it would argue the contrary saying it used to have one, but now it is perfect. So, you can keep your Ferraris, Lamborghinis and other super cars, my little bug looks down and spits upon them all from a great height............... as long as the jack stands are set at their maximum elevation.
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A SOB STORY
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Those of us who drive historical vehicles are seen by the younger generation to come under the banner of Silly Old Bugger. Worse still, out on the road, we silly old buggers are often described as such or much worse because of the pace some of us are now forced to travel. It isn’t because we want to, or have to because our guide dog is leading the way in front. Nor is it that we lack bravery or that any risk taking may escalate an ailing heart condition. It is because much has changed since we first started driving.

As far as bravery goes, we have it in spades. The cars we drove had V8 engines loosely fitted to tin can chasses. Any reverberation went straight through the sub-frame and through your whole body. A pump on the accelerator could break your jaw. There were no headrests on our cars to help prevent whiplash. They weren’t needed as there were no inertia-reel, or any other type of seatbelts. When you hit something, you either, went through the non-safety glass windscreen, smashed your head open on the metal dash or impaled yourself on the steering column. You were dead before any whiplash could occur.

Risk taking, we were good at. It was cool to walk around topless if you were a bloke or if a woman you wore halter neck backless tops and hot pants. That would be risk taking in itself for today’s youth given their
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