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INTRODUCTION

Anglia, Cortina, Minx, Wyvern and Zephyr, Zodiac…

These and many more car names like them were familiar to anyone growing up through the 1950s and 1960s. If, in those decades, you were at all interested in cars – as I was – then the passing parade constituted a rolling treasure trove. Fifties’ models were well represented on the road, of course, and there was still a healthy population of cars from the forties. It was also not unusual at all to see pre-war vehicles. But the sixties, especially, was a fabulous flowing stream of ever more marvellous cars. The net result was an extraordinarily rich ecosystem that, while consisting in the main of British stock, also included American makes such as Chevrolet and Rambler, European models like Peugeot, Fiat and Citroën – plus, from the middle of the sixties, the first of the Japanese exports.

More than simply the vehicles themselves, there was a lot of interest to be found in the wide-ranging diversity of mechanical configurations that went with them – water-cooled, air-cooled, rear-engine rear-wheel drive, front-engine rear-wheel drive, front-engine front-wheel drive, inline, slant, transverse, 4-cylinder, 6-cylinder, V8, column change, floor change – and in the continuous invention of excitingly-named automotive technologies – TorqueFlite, Powerglide, Hydramatic, Hydrolastic. Shift-Command, Ford-O-matic, Flash-O-Matic (Flash-O-Matic!).


It was car nirvana. You couldn’t wait to get your driving licence and get in amongst it.


It is this age of British motoring – from about 1950 through to 1970 – that this book presents; it’s a field guide to a host of wonderful British makes and models of those years, drawing particularly on the evocative images used in sales brochures of the time (also largely the source of the quoted material in the text). Such catalogues, more than just providing details of the respective cars, also provide a snapshot of social, technical and design trends.


The selection of cars presented here includes many that Britons of a certain age are likely to be familiar with: cars that they, or their parents, or grandparents, drove – cars that we came to know well (some readers will say too well). In those days, people tended to buy their cars for the long term and didn’t treat them as the disposable assets we know today. They were cars we kept for years, and cars that for years carried us on holidays, to football matches, to the shops and the pub. While the selection, in the main, is made up of commonly owned cars, it also includes the likes of the higher-end Jaguar E-type and the Sunbeam Alpine: if, like me, you are not able to say ‘We had one of those’, you might well be able to say ‘We would have liked one’.
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Early sixties – the new range from Ford.
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Certain cars of the period hold a special place in our automotive hearts.

What makes the period covered in this book so unique is the standout diversity of design and styling. Rising prosperity following the end of World War Two fuelled a rapidly growing car industry worldwide that reflected the latest in technology and fashion. (In those years Britain became the world’s largest motor vehicle exporter, in 1950 exporting some three-quarters of our car production and making over half of the world’s exported vehicles.)


In this post-war period, innovative mechanical and design features quickly found their way into manufacturers’ latest line-ups, while car styling became bold and distinctive in order to catch the eye of the expanding market of buyers as competition increased from other manufacturers. For example, cars released in just the four-year period between 1955 and 1959 included the landmark 1,000-cc version of the Morris Minor, the knife-edged Triumph Herald, the absolutely revolutionary Mini, the A40 Farina (whose Countryman version was a first early dip into the waters of the hatchback), and the Mk II Jaguar which set the standard for grace with speed.


There was a real fascination and enjoyment generally with cars back then. Never before had so many people been able to own a car – it was all continually new and driving was fun. We were fond of our cars and their details became ingrained into our lives (first cut being the deepest). Years later you would still be able to identify the unique sound of a Morrie churning up through the gears, or tell, from a split-second glimpse of rear lights at the periphery of your vision, whether it was a Mk I Austin 1800 or a Mk II.


And because cars were expensive then, we made them last for as long as possible. We washed and polished them at the weekends and did as much of the maintenance and repairs as we could. For those keeping alive second-hand (or third- or fourth-hand) cars, that often meant hours spent, oily-fingered and bloody-knuckled, dealing with rust, blown head gaskets and serial disappointments.


Cars of the period, certainly of the fifties, needed regular care and maintenance. From necessity and for the sake of economy, you learnt to change the oil, do the greasing, adjust tappets, do a valve grind, dry out a distributor (Minis!), while all the time keeping an eye on the holy grail that was (from 1960) the next MOT test. Fortunately, it was a time when the rules were less stringently applied, and more readily circumvented. So that, for instance, should your A30 develop great rust holes in the front passenger-side floor, you might consider repairing this, not in a way that was going to cost a lot and that would put the car out of action for a week, but instead by application of wire netting and concrete. A spot of paint, a rubber mat and the rust had disappeared. While it may have meant a bit of extra weight, the car wasn’t good for more than 45 mph anyway – and that was after a valve grind. (As for the brakes, well, Monday to Wednesday they were fine because you’d just spent the weekend fixing them.)


They were all fine cars in their way, even the congenitally unreliable and the rotters, and looking back one is able to appreciate even more their often flowing lines, their simple mechanics, their ornamentation, and their more human attributes. Attributes that have been lost with today’s cars, with their concerns for efficiency, more economic manufacture and often over-cosseted safety. Lost too, to a degree, is the level of engagement that we had with these old cars – not just from the way that their foibles and failures demanded we pay attention to them, but also in the awareness of their operation through the control we had with them, control that is increasingly becoming automated and less personal.


Most of the lovely old cars included here are on the endangered list; with many there are only a few hundred examples left on the road. But when you have the good fortune to come across them, they tend to bring a smile to your face – for their charm and simplicity. They don’t make them like that anymore.


1947 STANDARD VANGUARD


“ The Standard Vanguard Saloon is the ideal family car. Already popular with motorists in every part of the world* it offers, at a moderate price, the best in modern car performance and appearance. Its 2-litre engine assures high cruising speed with a moderate petrol consumption.



The Standard Vanguard was a fantastic looming thing, a huge (it seemed) strange-looking, slug-like machine. When I first saw an early example it was with a perturbed awe – I hadn’t yet seen an early streamlined American Plymouth, the car which influenced the Vanguard’s sloped rear (the Standard company’s designer had apparently sketched a Plymouth parked outside the American embassy in London during the war and taken it back to the office). But those first Vanguard ‘beetle-backs’ have grown on me since, their immensity shrinking with time.


Named, it is said, to evoke the spirit of victory in Britain following the end of World War Two, ‘Vanguard’ recalled the last of Britain’s battleships, the HMS Vanguard, and it can’t have been a coincidence that the first cars were painted battleship grey. The Vanguard appeared very modern in the context of 1940s Britain and quickly became popular.


The Vanguards were big strong cars: no great shakes in the acceleration stakes but there was torque aplenty. As you’d expect from a 4-cylinder engine derived from a tractor. Gutsy workhorses, their torque meant that you could go for ages in top gear, only occasionally having to change down. And the engine’s tractor heritage meant it was reliable and low maintenance. They may not have broken many speed records (though a Vanguard tested in 1949 showed a top speed of 78 mph) but they kept on going. The 4-cylinder Ferguson unit continued to be used with the Vanguards up until the new (non-tractor) 6-cylinder engine, introduced in 1961, which went on to be used in the Triumph 2000.


A facelift in 1952 saw the bonnet line lowered and the rear window widened as well as some new cosmetics upfront. At this time, too, the column gear change was moved to the left side from its original and awkward position at the right side of the steering column. This facelift model would become known as the Phase I.


The release of the Phase II in 1953 saw more substantial changes. Gone was the beetle-back body and now in its place the more usual notchback design at the rear. Gone too were the spats, and there was a new tail-light arrangement.


The Phase II offered a diesel engine option – yet another tractor motor – with this version requiring some chassis strengthening in order to take the weight of the heavier engine. Sales were very modest and the diesel version disappeared before long.


Out in Australia the local company had all sorts of ideas for the Vanguard, including a coupe utility version, first made with the Phase I model, and continuing with Phase II and III utilities as well. When the Phase II model was released, Australia named it the Spacemaster in respect of the much bigger boot compared with the old Phase I. The bonnet emblem on the Australian-built Phase II was a kangaroo rather than the rocket used on the fully imported cars. The name Spacemaster was used with Phase III cars as well.


A mechanical overdrive had been offered on the Phase I version on second and top gear but now there was an electrically operated system. Overdrive was a boon for those driving long distances, enabling a cruise speed of 65 mph to be achieved easily.


New in 1955, the Phase III now moved away from having a separate chassis to the more modern unitary construction and a lower roofline. There was curved glass for the windscreen and a slew of new features that included leather seats, electric windscreen wipers and flashing turn indicators. The unitary build saved weight for the car, resulting in improved fuel consumption and performance. A twin-carb Sportsman facelift version of the Phase III was good for a 90 mph top speed and an acceleration time for 0–60 mph of a bit over 19 seconds.
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The marvellous-looking ‘Beetle-back’, in the manner of a Plymouth. The first of the Standard Vanguard models was distinguished by its long doors that covered the door sills and the unusual placement of the steering column gear change on the right-hand side of the column. Most early Vanguards seemed to have been grey and the one pictured here may have been the marketing department’s imagination.
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Phase I Estate car showing the detachable rear-wheel spats. Spats – or ‘fender skirts’ in America – were both a styling note and intended to improve a car’s aerodynamics. In the case of a heavy Standard Vanguard trundling along city streets, the addition of spats was probably not so much to do with aerodynamics. The idea was that while some of the air that flows rearwards along a car’s body becomes caught up in the rear-wheel areas, creating resistance, the spats meant air continued to flow smoothly right over the bodywork. Early versions often covered car wheels to nearly the bottom of the tyres.

There were two other facelift versions as well: the Vignale and the downmarket Ensign with a 1,670-cc engine.


The final Vanguard model, the Vanguard Six (1961), was hugely popular and regarded by many to have been the best of all the Vanguards. Its body shape was essentially the same as the Phase III, but the big change was the engine, now 6 cylinder and 1,998 cc, so a smaller-capacity engine than the previous model but now with much more horsepower. This was the engine being developed for the Triumph 2000, which would eventually replace the Vanguard.


On the passing of the Vanguard Six in 1963, so disappeared, after 60 years, the famous Standard name, due in part to the changed connotation of the word ‘standard’ which had occurred over the years. Previously used to convey the notion of ‘the standard’, it was now better understood as ‘basic’ – not what a car manufacturer wanted to be known for.
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The Phase II
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