Abingdon’s

Is the MEB GTV8 really the uitimate MG sports car? Or was it short-lived because
it was deeply flawed? Mike Huber wrestled with both car and thorny question...




© to any classic car rally and
the one thing that will not
escape your notice is the
sheer number of MGBs
there are around; Roadsters
and GTs, old and new, pristine concours
cars and cars still providing reliable

daily transport. They have to be the
nation’s most popular sporting classic by
some margin - after all just look at the
number of them appearing every month
in the for sale columns, and the success
of the various owners’ clubs throughout
the country.

Whether the original designers at
Morris Garages could have foreseen the
almost unique esteem in which British
sporting classic aficionados hold the )
ubiquitous B is open 1o question, burt the
fact that they managed to shift over half 2
million of the things in a production nun
of cighteen years is a testament 10 the
fact thar the original design really had got
it right first time.

The B's few detractors will often point
to the ‘one on every street corner’ image
as a point of weakness in terms of
desirability This criticism is unfounded;
surely a testament to overall success has
to be in the number of units sold when
in production, and latterly in the number
of enthusiasts who are prepared to lavish
the increasing amounts of time and
encrgy nceded to keep their own car on
the road?

That the MGB was a success is in no

doubt, although the strict financial
constraints applied throughout the BL
conglomenate starved it of any major
development jn its later years, and
arguably it was allowed to continue in
production when in reality it was way
past its best. With hindsight one may
suggest that BL management would have
been better off investing more in
developing a true replacement for the
popular B, than in diverting the huge
sums of money needed 1o set up the new

Speke plant to accommodate their new .

corporate sports car under project
‘Buller’, which was eventually to emerge
as the controversial Triumph TR7.

With a car capabfe

of in exeess of
120mph the brakes
needed improving foo,
hut the basic MGB
system was retained...

The reasons for the B’s success, and
hence the numbers that survive today, are
down to the robustness of the body shell,
and the overall simplicity of the
mechanics. Put simply, it is an easy car to
live with. Avoid any teominally rusty ones
and you will be pretty sure of getting a
reliable, stylish, and relatively practical car
(if you buy a GT), which is well served by
a huge number of marque specialists
who can offer all the major parts you are
ever likely to need at competitive prices.

Observant readers (that’s you, surely?)
will have noticed that so far we have not
mentioned much about the B's
performance, Sadly, the dear old MGB in
standard form really isn’t going to get the
blood pumping much, putting out only
95bhp from its 1800cc B series engine.
Don't get me wrong here, the standard
car is no slouch, but as tinee progressed
the need for a more powerful engine

became increasingty clear, if only to
exploit the car’s full potential. Look under
the bonnet of any B-series powered
MGB and the space in the engine bay for
a bigger unit is all too obwvious.

The MG boffins were also aware of
their car’s performance shortcomings
and work commenced on rectifying this
as early as 1964, a year before the GT was
announced.The big problem they faced
was deciding which engine to fit, since
the B had been designed with only the B
series engine in mind, Various options
were considered before they made their
choice:a ‘new’ 3 litre straight six, partty
based on the design used in the
Austin-Healey 3000.

Although this unit did produce a
healthy boost in power at 145bhp, it was
a big, heavy engine that required
substantial alterations to both major and
minor panels on the MG's body, as well as
dictating a completely redesigned front
suspension set up.

The resulting car, badged as the MGC,
was unveiled in 1967 and was available
in both Roadster and GT body styles.
Although initially successful, the model
was reladvely short-lived, not least
because most of the performance gains
were negated by the large increase in
weight from the engine, and the resultant
tendency to be nose heavy. The MGC
was withdrawn in 1969 with less than
10,000 having been sold.

So,it was back to the drawing board,
and MG produced four cylinder cars only
over the next four years,

Meanwhile, in the US there was little
incentive for innovation in engine design
at that time as petrol was so cheap.This
led to the commercial failure of a new
all-aluminium medium capacity V8
engine developed by Buick for their 1961
Buick Special. The US buying public
were wary of 2 ‘new fangled’ engine, and
tack of investment in casting technology
resulted in an unacceptably high scrap
rate during manufacture.

Almost by chance, Rover's then —)
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é Managing Director, William
Martin-Hurst, came across the engine in
a fellow engineer’s workshop in New
Yok while he was in the US during 1964
to de up a deal for the rights to 2
Chrysler V8 to power his company’s rs
saloon After much negotiating with GM,
Buick’s parent company, a licence to
produce the VB engine was granted 0
Rover ...a deal that was to have 2
profound effect on British performance
car engineering for over three decades.

Thankfully the smaller production
nunihers envisaged by Raver enabled the
manufacturing problems experienced by
Buick to be overcome, and the engine’s
first UK appearance in 1967 was under
the honnet of the Rover P5 saloon, now
named the 3.5 litre.

The fact that the Rover V8 eventually
made its way into the MGB is i no small
part due to the small engineering
concern run by Ken Costello at that gme
and based in sleepy Farnborough village,
Kent. The first Costello conversion was
finished in 1969 and, despite the very
tight fir of the engine the car was a great
success. So much so that within a year
the first car had beer built for a
customer, Word soon spread, and before
long ‘preduction’ achieved two cars per
week just to keep pace with demand.
The standard Rover V8 was used,
complete with the twin SU apex inlet
manifold, which entailed modifying the
bonnet with a suitably muscutar bulge to

provide clearance for the carburetors,
with the engine being mated to the
standard MGB gearbox through a special
bell housing. In order to suit the
characteristics of the new powerplant
the rear axle ratio was changed to 3.07:1,
which was also the choice of the Leyland
engineers for the later factory cars.

BL management eventually asked
Costello to produce a car for them
to assess, and although officially they
appeared disinterested work was in fact
already underway on a factory prototype.

One of the most obvious differences
berween the early Costelio conversions
and the factory car is the lack of bonnet
bulge on the latter. This was thanks to a
unique inlet manifold arrangement
devised by Hounslow, which mounted
the twin $Us side by side ar the back of
the manifold, connected to the inlet
tracts by twin Ichster claw’ pipes.
Individual zir filters, connected to the
exhaust manifolds to improve cold
weather running were also inchaded.
Needless to say these unigue parts are
now extremely difficult to obtain if
replacements are needed.

Limited funds meant a major
suspension re-design was not possible,
50 the springs were simply uprated to
cope with the extra power. With a car
capable of in excess of 120mph the
brmkes needed improving too, but the
basic MGB system wias retained using
different callipers and thicker front discs.
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A major criticism that plagued the V8s
throughout production was that they
were very hard to distinguish from the
standard MGB. Badges (borrowed directly
from Rover) on the grille, tailgate, and
front wings were pretty much the only
real clues for the uninitiated. The same
can be said of the interior, which was
already dated by the V8's launch at Earls
Coutt in 1973, where the only changes
were the adoption of head restraints and
stightly different instrumentation.

About the only thing that really made
the car stand out was the adopton as
standard of smart new alloy/steel wheels
shod with 175HR14 tyxes.

Although the lack of differentiation
hetween models may have cost sales,
my personal view is that the company
did a fine job in the circumstances and
created a real wolf in sheep’s clathing
with the MGB V&, and that it retained all
the right elements of character and
charm that enabled the B o carry on
selling well enough for years after the

V5 drew its kast breath,
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The adoption of rubber bumpers in
1975 to meet US legislaton still causes
much debate in MG circles, and certainly
the raised ride height did nothing to
improve handling. However, on a tight
budget they needed to keep selling the
cars in the US and probably did as much
as could have been expected.

The car featured here is nuniber 1930,
and is one of the last chrome bumper
V8s, being registered in October 1974,

Martin Grover from Hampshire has
owned this car for 23 years, and has
covered over 100,000 miles in it since he
purchased it in 1980. Martin had long
been a fan of MGBs and his wife alceady
owned one when he happened w0 read a
review of 4 V8 in a magazine...

With his appetite suitably whetted, he
asked his boss who owned a glacier
white example whether the car might be
for sale, never thinking the answer would
be yes, burt to his great surprise a deal
was done and Martin became the proud
owner of a 45,000-mile, slightly tatty
MGB GTVS.

The joy of ownership was short-lived
however, when the alternator blew soon
after purchase and it was found that parts
for the Delco unit were very difficult 1o
track down. In fact some of Martin's
strongest memories of those carly years
with the car were of the unhelpfulness of
his local BL dealer when asked 1o ty and
find those parts unique to the B VS,

When Martin moved to Reading the B
Wils pressed into service as an cveryday
commute to London car, and although
the 19mpy fuel consumption was not

ideal, the smooth gearbox and overdrive

combined wirth the immense torque
made up for the chores of London traffic.
Martin singles out the gearbox for
particular praise, stating;‘it’s one of the
best gearboxes ['ve ever used, and [ can't
imagine why anyone would ever convert
these cars o a notchy S-speeder from
the Rover!

During this period the main problem
was thar the electric cooling fans kept
blowing their single relay, thus leaving

the engine with no cooling. This is far

The car featured
here is pumbep 1938,
and is one of the last
chrome bumper Vas,
being registersd in
Boloher 1874

from ideal in the capital’s wraffic with an
all allov engine ... to sav nothing of the
melted fuse box! The solution was to
re—wire the fans so that each had a relay,
with power taken directly from the
battery rather than from die igniton
switched circuit. The fans have proved
utterly reliable since.

By the tme a change of job meant
Martin was using the B as a daily
commuter berween London and
Portsmouth (a wonderful drive, and all
against the wruffic, which really showed

the tre class of the car’, the V8 was

beginning to show its age. Rust was
appearing in the sills, rear arches, wing
tops and around the wing beading. This
needed sorting, and quickly.

Then an accident reinforced the idea
that it was time for a hard think about
what 1o do with the car. The accident
damage was not too severe, but given the
rust problems with the bodywork it
woulld take a great deal of effort and
expense to fix.

The decision 1o undertake a complete
rebuild was helped by the chance
discovery that his local MG specialist had
unearthed a transporter load of factory
bodyshells that had never made it onto
the assembly line. One was his for £600 if
he wanted - a bargain. and #n alntost
unique find in the days before Heritage
shells exsted. )

Knowledgeable readers (that's yvou.
surely?) mayv already be starting to see
that this was not going 10 be a
straightforward rebuild, since the shell
was onc of the last produced, and
hence was for a 4-cylinder car with
rubber bumpers!

Now Martin i 2 man who is not easily
put off by most rechnical problems, but
he was certminly not prepared to convert
his car to rubber bumper spec. He ended
up fabricating all the necessary extra
bracketry and panels to convert the shell
back to chrome bumper fitment.

As many original parts as possible
were re-used to retain authenticity,
but a few modifications were made,
namely a conversion to a single 12volt
bartery, and the addition of the rubber

bumper spec dash in order 9
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9 accommaodate an ammeter.,

Once back on the roud the car was
used sporadically as a hack, loaned to
friends, left unused for periods, and then
pressed into service as need dictated -
the MG was a classic built 1o use, and not
ta be cosseted. This fine philosophy was
bome out by the decision to take the car
on a rally from Beaulieu to Prague in aid
of a cancer charity.

“The car performed absolutely
fautdessly throughout the rally, despite
only having a basic scrvice before we left
the UK’ said Martin. ‘In a week of hard
driving we covered more than 2000
miles across all sorts of termain, and i
remember the roads in Eastern Germany
were absolutely terrible, but the B ook
everything in its stride and never missed
a bear’

Despite this sterling service the B then
sat largely unused for a period as Martin
concentrated on various other classic
projects, and as it was stored outside the
rust eventually began to take hold in the
outer panels.

Yet another rebuild was called for,
although this time around it was much
less drastic thanks to the extra
rustprooling Martin had used when
building up the new shell. Basically the
car needed a pair of new front wings and
one outer sill, and after stripping the shell
and fitting the new panels the car was
taken o Phil at Autobodies in Lavant near
Chichester for final prepartion and
spraying. Martin had used the firm before
for the paint on fus Stag, and yet again
they did a superb job, which was right on
the original cost estimate, too!

While the body was away, the engine
was rebuilt using new camshaft and
followers, and new rocker gear. He also
had the crank polished, the bores honed,
and fitted new piston rings, as despite the
mileage covered the bottom end was still
in fine shape.

Although the end result of the rebuild is
an immense credit to his restoration
skills, Martin did comment on the poor
quality and fit of many of the
components he was sent during the
assembly process - surely inexcusable for
an MGB. He did however single out V8
conversions in Farnborough, Kent for

special praise, @5 they were invariably

able to help out with quality parts where
others could not (if you've read the rest
of this article this address should ring
some bells!y,

Since the car has been back on the road
it has covered only a few hundred miles,
and when Martin handed me the keys for
a drive I was a [ittle nervous at first.
Whatever, the intoxicating note of the V8
soon banished the burterflies and in no
time we were making swift progress
along a stretch of beautiful country lanes.

The difference over the standard B is
almost immeasurable, with the power
coming through instantly yet predictably,
allowing the driver to shift through the
silky smooth gearbox and evennually into
overdrive top, Martin told me the car can
be a bit of a handful in the wet, but
during my test drive it remained
resclutely dry and the handling felt very
secure, if a litdle harsh over undulating
road surfaces, probably due to the
antiguated suspension set-up, especially
at the rear.

The steering was precise, and despite
the lack of assistance was not unduly
heavy, to the extent that 1 really could
concentrate on soaking up the wonderful
flexibility of the motor.

The after-market leather seats did an

excellent job of keeping me in place.
Thcy were far more supportive tuan the
factory originals, as well as contributing
to the air of opulence that arguably the B
V8 should have had from the ourset.
Instrumentation is comprehensive and
well placed, and all the switchgear had
the feel of a well maintained machine.
The thing that really struck me was the
lack of rattles and squeaks that often
drive you mad, signailing that the qualicy
of the rebuild is not what it might be.
This car felt very together in all respects.
There is no doubt that this is one
impressive carand I was surprised
therefore that Martin had not used it
more since its rebuild. The sad truth is
that pressures of work and other
demands on his time have mecant that he
is now sadlv considering selling the B. So
if you're interested in a sorted GTVS then
you can ¢ rpai! Martin at:
mlgrover@doctors.org.uk. e quick
though, as T may just have to pay a visit to

my bank manager? w‘ﬁs\_

Adl the classic

clichés insist
that the MGE
GT 05 everso
practical with its
trend-setting
Lailaate.
Unsurprisingly,
the VB 15 just as
iinedy, although

sing the sate
Mides one of the
tevy VI badses,.
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