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To Penny, for saying ‘Yes’ across the gearstick of UMU 431F in 1978 and for everything since
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Introduction

[image: Book title]TO HAVE ONE IS TO LOVE ONE. That sounds soppy, I know, especially when we are talking about a mass-produced car, but it has been so for at least four generations now. I have particular reasons to believe it, as the single most important decision of my life was taken in a Morris Minor, but this book stacks up the wider evidence, from Pease Pottage to Ulan Bator, that the claim is true.

Not just that, either. The Minor has firmly established itself as the most iconic of all British cars, ever. As recently as February 2008 it beat the Mini, the Rolls Royce and the Triumph Spitfire to the top of yet another poll, conducted for the website motorinsurance.co.uk by National Opinion Polls. The cultural world has embraced the little, rounded runabout as eagerly as the social world. Noddy drives a Minor lookalike, and James Bond travels in a Traveller in Thunderball. A ‘sense’ of the Morris Minor is everywhere, and no one needs to be prompted by reminders of what the car actually looks like: it has entered our unconscious because of its long and varied role in sixty years of real life.

The first generation to fall for the Minor was my parents’, young in the late 1940s and eager to rebuild a world which had been harrowed by the Second World War. Everything in them looked for the kindness, warmth and gentle concern for others that the dictatorships had so nearly destroyed. When Lord Nuffield issued primary-coloured advertisements for the new little car from Morris Motors, solid but soft-looking, cheap but made to last, then ordinary, decent family people reached for their wallets.

The second generation is my own, students in the 1960s and 1970s on grants so generous that we could use them to buy cool clothes, Top Twenty vinyl and even a deposit on a second-hand, good-condition Minor costing less than £60. There were masses on the market, all of them supposedly from careful owners. There has seldom been a friendlier car for a learner, or one less-resented by other drivers, even when a long-haired teenager was at the Moggy’s wheel. They were blessedly easy to start – the crank handle was a piece of simple genius – or to repair, with a stocking for the fanbelt, or a screwdriver and wire wool for a temporary decoke.

The third generation is busy these days behind those abnormally large steering wheels. These are the enthusiasts who buy and restore old Minors and take them on enormous excursions – thirty or more in a convoy – to rallies here and overseas. Check out the internet for the staggering number and enthusiasm of Morris Minor Owners’ clubs and the intensity of their knowledge of the cars. Split-screen, side-and overhead-valve engines, semaphore indicators or blinkers: it is all meat and drink to them, or grease and oil.

And the fourth generation? It is thriving thousands of miles away, in the Indian sub-continent, where the Minor is an unremarkable feature of daily life, a workhorse, taxi or family car that can be mended by a jobbing mechanic almost anywhere it chooses to break down. Sri Lanka, in particular, is a stronghold, and on the outskirts of Galle in the south of the island two small factories make body panels for British renovation enthusiasts, who can order pretty much everything else from suppliers at home. In so doing, the little plants keep alive hopes that fifth and future generations may in due course enjoy Minor motoring.

There are three other reasons to believe this will happen. First, the abiding strength of the principles behind the car’s design. The Minor’s main creator, Sir Alec Issigonis, is often credited with coining the description of a camel as a horse designed by committee. There are other claimants of that honour, but I hope it was Issigonis, because the saying is so appropriate for the Morris Minor. Sir Alec’s genius was tempered by the common sense of practical colleagues such as Vic Oak and Reg Job, as well as the post-war economic squeeze and the famous ‘poached egg’ reservations of Lord Nuffield. As a result, the car ended up as a compromise, not entirely gainly but brilliantly adaptable to circumstances, and, like a camel, it has always plodded tirelessly on.

Secondly, the affection; here I can step aside to allow a practical chap from Unipart, Patrick Fitz-Gibbon, to tell you that the sentimental claims are true. Cajoling the Church of England’s high command when they were dubious about allowing the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Morris Minor to enter the 1980 rally in the Himalayas, he put the prospects of national interest and support like this: ‘There is not one person in the country who has not ridden in a Morris Minor at some time in their life or known someone who has owned one. It is universally loved as a friendly sort of car.’

Finally, the chances of a New Minor. Instead of the diminished UK car industry, the power to decide on reviving the marque has moved since the takeover of MG Rover by the state-owned Nanjing Car Company to the Chinese ministries of industry and transport in Beijing. Is it curious or alarming that the fate of an English icon rests so far away and with the Chinese government? Far from it. Remember who gave the world tea.

More on that in due course; but meanwhile, I would like to thank everyone who gave me their time, hospitality, memories and/or a look inside, underneath or into the boot and bonnet of their Morris Minors. Rather than list them here, let’s meet them as we travel along. Special thanks also to Graham Coster of Aurum Press, whose idea this was, and to his colleague Dan Steward, who supervised production. Also to John Wheelwright, for spotting infelicities and bungles in the manuscript, and to Penny, my wife and Minor mate, who used her exceptional skills as a former chief sub-editor of Cosmopolitan on the proofs. Marie Lorimer not only indexed the book but gave me a happy ending (see here). I have benefited greatly from reading the books and websites described in the select bibliography and from browsing some of the millions of other references to the Minor online. That is the way to go, if this book whets your appetite for more.



Chapter 1

A Marriage of Minors


I claim my saloon Morris Minor

For petting just couldn’t be finer.

But for anything hotter

A Traveller has gotta

Be found. It’s a total recliner.

Traditional



[image: Book title]MY FIRST CAR WAS A MORRIS MINOR. I had managed to sponge off my parents for a while after passing my driving test, borrowing their Triumph Herald from time to time, but that was inevitably a temporary arrangement, practicable only while I was living at home in Leeds. I enjoyed it, especially the minimal space between first and reverse on the floppy gearstick, which made journeys exciting. In a boy-racer moment I beat someone off the lights at the bottom of Infirmary Street in what is now Millennium Square. Except that I had slipped into reverse and so shot off backwards, luckily into empty space. The other car’s driver was so surprised that he stopped to find out where I had gone.

A motorbike was briefly the answer, but that had the twin disadvantages of being cold and anti-social. None of us took the bike-riding test, which was scorned in those student revolution days as an Establishment way of getting money, because you had to pay each time, and no one knew anyone who had passed on their first attempt. On L-plates you were not allowed to carry passengers, and the police were vigilant wherever there were students. I was caught, and, while my friend was done for riding pillion on an L-plate bike, I was convicted of aiding and abetting, counselling, soliciting and procuring: a badge of shame which I wore with wrongful pride.

So it had to be four wheels, and for less than £100 – and that meant waiting until I got a job. The day came, and as a young journalist on the Bath & West Evening Chronicle, I started looking at the small ads in my own paper. I havered over an Austin A35, which was on offer in Combe Down at a very reasonable price and had sentimental attractions for me. My great aunty Kate had one, called Honey, which she drove round Leeds in a carefree fashion on her work for the Girl Guides and Methodist Sunday school at Roscoe chapel. She was caught on several occasions turning the wrong way or missing a traffic light (in days of much quieter roads) and was, as they say, known to the magistrates. But her evident good works and a very sweet nature (and face; she was a spinster only because the love of her life died in the ’flu after the First World War) meant that she avoided serious punishment. Honey also played a part in softening the magistrates. She (for, like a ship, she seemed to be of that gender) was named after her colour; and, like a Morris Minor, she was curvaceous with big headlamps resembling eyes.

But then a Minor appeared in the Chron’s small ads, and I went to see it, on one of Bath’s many steep hills winding up to the Georgian terrace named, with every justification, Perfect View. Like all my generation, I was fond of Morris Minors although I had not been in many. An uncle and aunt had a series of Travellers, but they were always too full of their six children, potties and all, to tempt me in. The only trip which had stuck in my mind was in a very different Traveller – in Rhodesia, where in 1967 I taught between school and university and went on marathon weekend hitch-hikes. Almost all of these led to lifts with partisans or opponents of Ian Smith, who had declared independence illegally two years earlier. An English teenager was just the audience they wanted to explain why their views were right. The Traveller was a glorious exception. It belonged to a Chinese couple who picked me up between Bulawayo and Que Que and passed the long journey in friendly silence. They just turned occasionally from their front seats to smile at their dusty guest in the back. It was a wonderful Minor. There were thick, tasselled curtains on the side and rear windows, a red lantern with gold tassels swaying from the rooflight, and a small Buddha behind smoking joss sticks in the ash tray. It was like travelling in a temple.

The car for sale in Bath was very different: trim and black and without any luxuries inside. The inevitable rust on the front wheel arches was evident as a kind of acne, but it was smartly painted, and I didn’t know a lot about such things. I was twenty-two and badly wanted a car, and £80 didn’t seem a huge amount – although I am sobered by checking the changing value of the pound and discovering that it would be about £750 in 2008. So I paid the retired railwayman who was selling PMV 143 and drove straight off, managing both the bends and the plunge back down to the valley bottom safely.

I had belatedly joined a huge extended family of Morris Minor owners. Second-hand models were popular among students, and I could identify the sound of the clunky doors and farting exhaust as naturally as I could identify a blackbird’s squawk. My first cousins in Bristol had shared an old Moggy saloon and made an unexpected small fortune out of its sale. A couple knocked on their door in a street in Clifton, where the car was parked outside, and offered twice its value (like most of the Minors we knew, it was rust-dappled and the engine knocked). The couple didn’t care, because they wanted not the car but its numberplate, DAD 59, for a parental birthday. My cousins sold on the spot, and it was one of those happy deals where everyone ends up content.

By the time my generation achieved seventeen and the right to a provisional licence, the Minor was fighting off its cliché reputation as the choice of vicars and little old ladies who peeped at the road ahead through the space between the dashboard and the top of the steering wheel. We knew about that sort of driver, though; indeed I played a small part in giving one little old lady an exciting surprise by helping to carry her Minor bodily for fifty yards. Once a year the whole of my school took part in a mass run for some four miles through the local suburbs, and the lady’s car was caught up in the huge throng. On the spur of the moment, six burly sixth-formers seized the chassis and lifted the Minor off the ground. A stream of us smaller fry grabbed any spare handhold and the car accelerated away on boy power. The elderly lady enjoyed it greatly and thanked us when the car was gently lowered back on to its wheels.

But no. We are not talking Old Banger but The Love Bug, the Disney movie about a match-making car, which grossed more takings than any other film when it premiered in 1969. While I was Triumph Heralding and giving illegal pillion rides, a girl from London called Penny Cartledge worked her way through a succession of cheap but stylish cars. She started with one of the Minor’s antecedents, the Fiat Topolino or ‘Little Mouse’. This is a sweet-looking thing and since Penny was too, she was stopped on several occasions by the police on her way to Exeter University. Their reasons were usually spurious – vague suggestions that a tyre might be worn or an indicator light a little wonky. What they really wanted was to chat up a girl and see what on earth it was that she was driving. Topolinos were big in Italy but very rare in Devon in the late 1960s, and there was much of interest for a mechanically-minded policeman below the bonnet. The feature Penny most liked, for its functional simplicity, was the simple feed of petrol to the engine by gravity from the tank, which was above and behind it.

The Topolino was a relatively expensive car for a student to run, however, and it soon gave way to a Morris Minor; but not just any old model. Penny had the swish version, the convertible, which made a virtue of Minors’ general tendency to let in the air through cracks and not-quite perfect seams. After a bit of wrestling and tugging the whole canvas roof folded back, and you had something vaguely like the Spitfires and MGBs which belonged to better-off students. It was a little more matronly but safer and robust. In the swinging Sixties it also had style, and Penny’s went on to a distinguished film career. She sold it in the run-up to her final exams to a props company. Soon afterwards, she spotted its familiar numberplate in the comedy series Man About the House, which went down a storm between 1973 and 1976. Minor 9480 MP co-starring with Richard Sullivan, Paula Wilcox and Sally Thomsett – imagine!

So then came UMU 431F, one of the duck-egg blue Minor 1000s – officially Smoke Grey – which seemed at one time to have driven all other colours out of the Cowley paintshop. This particular one was a classic of its type, well-made, well-maintained by previous loving owners, solid and sturdy. It was so solid that when Penny locked herself out of it in Fulham, it resisted all attempts to break into it as firmly as a mediaeval castle. It wasn’t until a policeman came along, took a steel comb from his back pocket and did something which I cannot reveal here for security reasons, that we were able to use UMU 431F again.

I say ‘we’ because by this time Penny and I were an item, and the Smoke Grey Minor was the third party in our lives. It didn’t bring us together; we weren’t fellow members of a Morris Minor Club. But I think we were both reassured by the other’s choice of car. In due course I moved out of the dilapidated flat in Maida Vale which I had on a fixed rent from the Church Commissioners, provided a postal order for 4s 6d a week was paid in the name of Dr David Rawlings. There was just room for us both in Penny’s tiny flat in Fulham, which she actually owned. Then I moved into her car, where there was room for us both too. As Spring rain plink-plonked on its roof in the market square of Masham in the Yorkshire Dales, I leaned carefully over the gearstick and asked Penny to marry me. She leaned carefully towards me the other way and said Yes. Had the occasion been directed by Walt Disney, one of UMU 431F’s chrome eyelids would have dipped in a wink.

It was just as well that this didn’t happen in PMV 143, which we had sold as part of these romantic arrangements. The gearstick obstacle there was compounded by a domestic blow-heater that my ex-railwayman vendor had welded and wired into the front footwell. This was typical of modifications made to Minors of that era, which left the factory with interiors reminiscent of wartime jeeps. By the time PMV 143 went to her new owner, fortunately an enthusiastic restorer, she also had sections of front floor pocked with rust-holes which looked like a bone with osteoporosis. In wet weather such as the day of our engagement (although the sun came out after celebration Brown Windsor soup, roast beef and apple crumble at the King’s Head in Masham), this would have created a primitive, cold-water foot spa.

This threesome – Pen, me and the Minor – would have pleased Professor Colin Buchanan, the celebrated author of the 1963 report Traffic in Towns, who included the romantic side of car ownership in his thorough but enjoyable survey of the rise of the motor vehicle, Mixed Blessing, published in 1958. Much of this consists of dense statistics and tables, but Buchanan also passes on anecdotes including an overheard put-down by a young woman of a boyfriend who claimed to be an eligible bachelor. That would not be the case until he bought a car, she said tartly. Buchanan notes: ‘Certainly in the middle classes, the car has become an important part of courtship equipment.’

Was – is – the Moggy particularly suited to this? They certainly thought so at Morris Motors and then BMC, especially when the long-awaited 948cc engine was fitted to the new Minor 1000 in 1956. Testosterone time, but in a cosy way. Now you could steam off from the lights and manage 70 mph relatively comfortably, while young women didn’t think they were in the hands of a madman who would drive them to an early grave. An advertisement film for the new model summed the approach up neatly – a dainty girl getting into a Minor 1000 to an elegant if slightly complicated voiceover: ‘His sort of motoring in her sort of car. How nice that the sort of car he wanted was the sort she wanted him to want.’

Can we go further, and argue that the Minor’s feminine curves and masculine sturdiness create a combination which appeals to, and can even actually stir, both sexes? It is hardly an erotic car, for all that ‘Morris Minor’ is post-war Cockney rhyming slang for vagina. The nearest I have come to some sort of anthropomorphic feelings was when I visited Charles Ware’s Morris Minor centre in Bristol for the first time and stood in the workshop amid more than forty Moggies, both whole and in bits. They did remind me of something vaguely erotic. What was it? That impression of curves everywhere, of smooth rounded surfaces, of gentle mounds. A painting? Ah yes, Les Grandes Baigneuses by Cézanne. Two months later, the thought came back when I stood beside Sue Akrill, Chairman of the Bridlington & Wolds Morris Minor Owners’ Club, at a rally in Yorkshire; she looked at a row of the cars and burst out, ‘Couldn’t you just stroke them?’ Les Grandes Baigneuses swam back into my mind, and I agreed that you just could. Less erotically, another lifelong Morris Minor couple confided on the same occasion that they had always loved the car because of its resemblance to a jelly mould (a view shared by the Morris Minor Owners’ Club, the homepage of whose website calls the cars ‘lovable jelly moulds’.) The way to a man’s heart … Many partnerships have been built on the secure foundation of an ability to make and enjoy comfort food, and it is easy to see the appeal of travelling in a car that is a reminder of that.

By now I had discovered a lot about the car’s history, and decided with some excitement that it was the product of a love affair itself. Not one between people, which are commonplace, but the rarer sort of a brilliant individual sublimating all his energy and emotion into an idea. The Minor’s creator was brilliant indeed, Sir Alec Issigonis, the only car designer in the world whose name is known widely outside enthusiasts’ ranks. He was technically masterful, perhaps a genius, but he also had an exceptional understanding of British myth-making, the iconography of teapots and telephone kiosks which the Morris Minor was to join – because he was swathed in it at an early age while at the same time kept safely immune from the real, and much more humdrum, thing.

Issigonis was born not in Surrey but Smyrna, now usually called Izmir and the third largest city in Turkey. He is often referred to as a foreigner, a Turk or a Greek, in thumbnail sketches of his life. Most notoriously, Lord Nuffield described him as ‘Issi-wassi-what’s his bloody name?’ and ‘That foreign chap’, but all such descriptions were wrong. He was the British son of a British father and British grandfather. But that description is inadequate too: Issigonis’s true nationality was More British than the British. He was one of those distant foster-children of the Empire, raised on an ideal of the mother country that was credible only to those who never or seldom went there. I recently heard a talk by Lord Dholakia, the Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman in the House of Lords, who arrived at Tilbury in the late 1950s as a young student with all these illusions. He expected a warm welcome and thought he would make a good impression if he walked off the ship from Dar-es-Salaam wearing a bowler hat.

Issigonis’s family had Greek origins but became Levantines, members of the cosmopolitan community of the Eastern Mediterranean that was encouraged by the decaying but socially tolerant Ottoman empire and famous for producing many outstanding businessmen and engineers. By the time Alexander Arnold Constantine was born in 1906, the Issigonises were running a rich and thriving marine engineering works developed by Alec’s grandfather, who had been given British citizenship in the 1870s in return for supporting one of the Victorians’ international railway schemes. The little boy was surrounded from the start by the bits, pieces and terminology of engineering, with the factory an occasional playground, and all in the atmosphere of an ‘English home’, which was actually copied from models such as the Illustrated London News. He was Alec, not the more usual Greek Alex; he had an English governess; and his best friend was Donald Riddle, an English boy whose father worked in Smyrna. Together they devoured imported copies of Boys’ Own magazine. His favourite first cousin, May Walker, was the grand-daughter of a Derbyshire man who had gone to Smyrna to work on new Ottoman railways in the 1860s. Had war not broken out in 1914, and had Turkey not joined the ‘wrong’ side through an alliance with Germany and Austro-Hungary, Alec would have gone to Oundle public school in Lincolnshire. His father had put him down for a place some years before, as a proper upper-middle-class Englishman should.

These attributes all came together in the form of Meccano, the toy engineering kit that Issigonis used for his very first designs. When the idyll of his childhood collapsed in terrible circumstances in 1922, the year the disastrous Greek invasion of Turkey ended with the sacking of Smyrna, he was allowed to accompany his father on a brief and dangerous return to the city to collect a few extra possessions before returning to one of the Royal Navy warships which evacuated British citizens. He came back on board with his precious Meccano, and the family went first to Malta and then to London, where he soon realised that the fond hopes for his upbringing were wide of the mark. He was a refugee from an exotic but mistrusted part of the world, with a funny name and a German mother (Mrs Issigonis’s family moved from Stuttgart to Smyrna in the 1840s to start a brewery). However assiduously he ate marmalade and did the Daily Telegraph crossword every day, both lifelong habits, he would never entirely fit in.

This did not make life easy, as Issigonis struggled with engineering studies in his chilly new homeland and much reduced circumstances (his father had died in Malta), but it was important to his design genius. Like the first experimenters with marmalade (which originally came from Spain) or the archetypal English bungalow (actually from India), he naturally looked outwards for new ideas in a way that conventional young Englishmen raised in Britain were less likely to do. This was to come to fruition in the Morris Minor. Its marvellous suspension owed something to Issigonis’s careful study of experiments by Continental car firms. Its body shape, so soon to become iconically ‘English’, was the product of what Issigonis called his American period. He spent hours poring over streamlined American fridges, irons, railway engines and, of course, cars: late 1930s and early 1940s Buicks, Cadillacs, Chevrolets and Pontiacs. Everything was bulbous and rounded from new pressed-steel and die-casting methods. The watchwords were aerodynamic, sheer, flush and clean.

Watch an American gangster film from this period, and you are in a world of oversized Minors, cars like the 1939 Ford V8 ‘Woodie’, which has the look of an obese Morris Traveller, or the Oldsmobile range of early 1940s saloons whose bustle boot, domed bonnet and outward-curving doorsills are Brobdingnagian versions of the very same features on a Minor. America’s love affair with huge, tail-finned beasts in the 1950s blinded my generation to this influence, which at the time was an extraordinary transformation from the boxy, straight lines of most European cars. American? Our little Moggy? If you still have doubts, look at a Morris Minor front door and compare it with the recent retro marque boldly produced by Chrysler, the PT Cruiser. They are so alike, you could swap them.

There was something else about Issigonis which was added to this rich mix, and which adds to my belief that the Morris Minor is a love child. Issigonis never married and had no family, and, although he was a devoted son to his mother and a wonderful uncle, he had no known outlet for the sexual drive which is all but universal among human beings. He had some mannerisms which today would be called camp, such as using the term ‘My dear’ to men as well as women, and his friends included gay men. But those were very different times from today. Issigonis’s crucial patron Sir Miles Thomas, who forced the Minor into production against opposition from Nuffield, loses all his geniality when he discusses homosexuality briefly in his autobiography Out on a Wing, which was published in 1964. ‘Until this very day, I do not know the mechanics of the practice,’ he writes, continuing floridly: ‘Revelling in its freedom as a snake relishes a warm, moist, insect-strewn midden, it became fashionable among queer-minded fellows who, had they been kept in ignorance, would not have had the enterprise to ferret things out for themselves.’

It is hardly surprising that Issigonis’s assiduous biographer Gillian Bardsley, who examined his life exceptionally diligently during the nine years she spent preparing her book, found no evidence that he was gay. She echoes contemporaries who were sure that his work was his life. He had great and lasting friendships with men and women, but he appears not have wanted the burden of close relationships or the pram in the hall which Cyril Connolly describes as the ‘enemy of promise’. John Cooper, who worked with Issigonis on the Mini Cooper, says simply: ‘He was married to motor cars. His whole life was motor cars. Day and night he’d talk about motor cars. He didn’t talk about other things.’ I would respectfully adjust this slightly. He was married to motor car design. The cars themselves were his children, and the Minor was the firstborn.

As such, it gave him plenty of problems. Anyone familiar with a Moggy knows how they can misbehave, give a love bite or just kick out. My colleague at the Guardian, Lisa Darnell, has a very slight scar behind her left ear which was caused by her mother’s Morris Minor. Lisa was four at the time and, as she told me with feeling, ‘it was the era when you didn’t have to wear seatbelts. In fact you didn’t even have to sit down.’ Little Lisa was therefore standing on the front passenger seat when her mother had to brake sharply, and she flew forward and clocked the side of her head on the Minor’s distinctive door handle at dashboard height. ‘There was loads of blood but we were just near Wellingborough cottage hospital,’ she said. ‘They cleaned me up but couldn’t do the main stuff – careful stitching – so we had to go to Kettering.’ The detail she remembers is that they also had to find a faster car to get her there.

I never injured myself or anyone else in my Minor career, although Penny had one, similar, sharp braking episode through no fault of her own, which briefly left a student passenger with Botox lips from hitting the dash. But I was lucky. On a sunny day, in a happy mood, I was bowling down the Leeds ring road from Owlcotes to Rodley when suddenly everything went black. It was my most terrifying moment in thirty years of driving. I thought I had suffered a heart attack or brain haemorrhage, or somehow hit something enormous without there being any noise. How you have so many thoughts in what must be fractions of a second, I don’t know; but they were ended by a hideous screech of tearing metal and the sky reappeared.

I had instinctively swung on to the verge and braked drastically, and it was just as well. The black was the top of PMV 143’s bonnet, which I had clearly not secured when checking the oil earlier in the day. A huge thing, designed to swing back and up on its hinges when the engine needed inspecting, it had bounced up just enough to catch the slipstream like a clipper sail. One hinge simply ripped away – I was doing 60 mph – but miraculously the other held. The bonnet finished up on the Minor’s roof which it scored like a knife, but stayed clamped to the left hand wing by the hinge’s twisted arm. No wonder the Morris 1000 workshop manual makes a point about the bonnet lock, emphasising the need to almost slam the thing shut and give it a couple of pushes and pulls to check that everything is secure. I sure did feel stupid – albeit extremely relieved. There had been a line of cars behind me, and a flying, 60-mph bonnet could have done dreadful damage.

Many years later, however, I read Gillian Bardsley’s account of a similar episode involving Issigonis himself, which made me feel that I was in good company. Between the Minor and the Mini, Issigonis had a spell at Alvis, where he designed one of the great modern British cars which was never made, the TA350 four-door saloon with a 3.5-litre V8 engine. It proved too expensive for a small, specialist car company, but got as far as a prototype which was hurled round the Motor Industry Research Association’s high-speed test circuit at Lindley, near Nuneaton, at speeds of up to 110 mph. Lapping furiously on one occasion in 1954, Issigonis’s co-driver Harry Barber, Alvis’s chief body engineer, suddenly had exactly the same blackout experience as mine – and for the same reason. The bonnet reared up in the air, hung for a flash and then tore completely loose, walloping the roof and leaving a deep dent before flying off behind the car on to a fortunately empty track. After that the prototype was fitted with leather straps to back up the bonnet lock, and those involved never forgot the episode. When Issigonis was knighted in 1969 Barber wrote a letter of congratulation which recalled the happy old days of ‘bonnets flying through the air’.

I also noticed, when I came to inspect the millionth Morris Minor to be made, as described in Chapter Four, that its bonnet looked suspiciously loose. I mentioned this, and the car’s loving owner rolled his eyes, before we shared disapproving opinions of this flaw in our otherwise lovable cars. Note, too, the tragic picture on the back flap of this book. That is what happens when a trunnion goes. I have less reason to escape blame for this, because the trunnions of a Minor do not have the problematic slight dodginess of the bonnet catch. The workshop manual says that when they do go, it is usually the result of a lack of regular maintenance.

I confess. I had never heard of a trunnion at the time; I didn’t even know what one was, let alone how to ensure it was properly maintained. Penny and I did get UMU 431F repaired after that episode however, even though the caption to the picture in our photograph album records that ‘various shady people made us offers for the car’. It was one of the only occasions that either of our Morris Minors let us down, and the trunnion did at least manage to keep going to within a ten-minute sprint of Penny’s Fulham flat. (This was crucial, because we were due to meet an Army officer there who subsequently made an offer on the flat, which Penny accepted and which allowed us to buy a terraced house in Chiswick together and so start respectably on married life.)

We did not involve UMU in our big day, however: a shame in retrospect, because Penny’s big hired limo was held up on the way to the church by the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace. A picture of a Morris Minor with white ribbons waiting for the redcoats in busbies would have been a nice souvenir for the tourists as well as ourselves. We drove around in UMU every ordinary day, but this was not an ordinary day; there would have been nothing special about going to our ceremony in a Morris Minor. Goodness, how that has changed.

The love child of a genius. A Cézanne nude made metal. Now, I discovered, as I met Minor after Minor while writing this book, the car has become as totemic of the modern British wedding as the cake and posy tossed to guests for the next nubile young woman to catch. Car after car has been used to take a bride to her groom, or booked to do so, from Tony Manos’s heroic Moggy just back from Ulan Bator (see Chapter 9) to Max the Saloon and Milo the Traveller fighting for the honour in the children’s book Meet the Moggies, where a wedding disrupts life in Mr Grubby’s garage. Above all, there was Gladys, whose smile and lidded headlamps pouted out at me from an advertising postcard on the wall at Charles Ware’s Morris Minor centre. She promised ‘to add glamour and style to your wedding day’, adding coyly: ‘with the top down and the sun out, you will certainly enjoy the ride’.



Gladys the Wedding Car lives in Dorset and had always had women owners until Guy Gilding decided to pay for her restoration by hiring her out for other couples’ happiest days. The omens weren’t specially good; times had been difficult for him after a divorce so acrimonious that he set up a website encouraging others to describe the horrors of their ex-partners, satirical but with evident feeling behind it. Still, Gladys was an excellent way of cheering himself up.

‘You have a nice drive to collect people who are pleased to see you; they’re excited on the journey; they come out of the church even happier than before; and you have another nice drive to take them away. It’s just a day of happiness,’ he says. For his clients, arrival and departure in a Morris Minor is the icing on the cake. They are almost always fans specifically of the Minor, rather than people who want a classic or funky car regardless of the make.

Gladys went to the Bournemouth wedding fair this year, and it was an instructive experience. Parked between a Rolls Royce and a horse-drawn carriage, she got Guy three bookings, all from couples who wanted a Morris Minor and nothing else. Across the way was a VW Kombi camper van, the type used by young Australians to tour Europe before getting sold on to other travellers at informal street markets in central London:


They were much busier – ended up with nineteen bookings. But not from people who had a passion for VWs or camper vans; it was just a fun thing. Our people really, really want a Minor.



He likes it that way.

The car was made in 1961 and bought for Guy’s mother in Christchurch by his father who was an inveterate haggler. ‘He got the price down to £130.01 but the seller wouldn’t budge from that. Not even over the penny.’ Gladys hadn’t been about much; her registration 1623 LJ was a Bournemouth one, and she pootled decorously around Dorset with Guy’s mum. Her most exotic travels were to Kent, when Guy’s sister went to work there and took Gladys with her, eventually running the car into the ground. Gladys spent two years in a garage before Guy rescued her for his then wife, taking the car to Charles Ware’s to get her fit for the road.

But Gladys continued to get run into the ground, among other things. ‘She got reversed out of the garage with one of her doors open, which was a mistake.’ It was too much, and seven years in mothballs followed, until a big clearout at the time of the divorce.


I had to decide: do I scrap Gladys or keep her. I couldn’t bear the thought of scrapping, even though she was in a real mess. So I took out a loan to do her up, hiring her out for the weddings to pay the money back.



Guy also had Gladys turned into a convertible, a common practice in modern conversions of Minors, with the bodywork strengthened and cannibalised parts from scrapyard cars used for the hood with its notorious butterfly clips. ‘OK, purists will scream and say that we’ve committed sacrilege,’ says Guy. ‘But everything under the bonnet is original, including genuine mushy Morris Minor brakes.’ These have held up to now, conveying half-a-dozen brides and grooms safely in the business’s first year, although there have been other hazards in Gladys’s forty-seven-year life. As Guy waited outside one North Dorset church to chauffeur the couple to their reception, the bell-ringers who had come over to admire the car noticed that one of its tyres was gently going down. Guy had forgotten the jack, but a ringer – also a Moggy owner, dashed home to get his – and together the group of them just managed to change the wheel before the bells rang and the couple emerged from the church.

They would probably have been delighted by such a typical piece of Minor behaviour. Guy has had several brides and grooms who settled back as the engine started running with a contented sigh of: ‘Just listen to that wonderful noise.’ The general atmosphere of joy is often supplemented by passers-by coming up and saying, ‘Aaaah, my first car was a Morris Minor,’ just as I did at the beginning of this chapter, or ‘I taught my kids to drive in one of these.’ Even the fuel pump gets some clients going: turn the ignition and you get a faint tick-tick-tick as it pushes through some petrol before ignition starts. ‘Actually the fuel pump is Gladys’s least reliable point but I know what to do if it stops,’ says Guy. ‘Lift the bonnet and tap the pump with something sturdy.’ It’s a ceremony that has yet to happen in front of a wedding couple, but Guy is sure they would consider it part of the Minor experience if it did.

Gladys has much less room than a Rolls Royce or horse-drawn carriage – or VW Kombi – but the Minor’s simple interior works well for brides. Guy usually seats them in the back with the front passenger seat folded horizontal and flat. ‘If the top’s down – which it usually is for a summer wedding – they can literally step inside.’ It took me back to Fulham days with UMU, after a broken leg ended my motorcycling career. We took out the front passenger seat altogether and I sat in the back like royalty with my leg – plastered up to the hip – stretched out straight in front of me.

I also thought of The Love Bug again. If only a bigger engine and more punchy marketing had been used for the Minor in the United States in the 1950s, Herbie the VW Beetle that starred in the film and its six sequels (the most recent, Herbie – Full Loaded, as recently as 2005) plus a TV series, might have been Moggy the Minor. It would have had the same effect as The Italian Job did on the fame of the Mini, only much greater. Just imagine where my favourite car would stand in world opinion now! And, come to think of it, where does it stand in Britain today? My next job was to find out.



Chapter 2

Minor Meetings


There has never been a bad Morris Minor.

Motor magazine, 1956



[image: Book title]I TURNED FIFTY-EIGHT THIS YEAR – two years younger than the Morris Minor – and, although I continue to feel like a twenty-year-old, I appreciate that the world has changed. This struck me when I started to research this book, and it was a lesson repeated when I encountered cars such as Gladys the Wedding Minor. To some extent, I still live inside my head in a world where Morris Minors are part of the everyday roadscape, as they were when I was genuinely just out of my teens. How common are they really now, today, in 2008?

I decided to observe in a scientific way, keeping a record in a pocket notebook of every Morris Minor I met. It was easy through Google to discover that statistically there are reckoned to be 30,000 still running in Britain, but is that reflected on the roads? I started looking at the beginning of January, and by the end of the month I had seen … none. Was my project a farce? Would I have to fall back on describing the cars I met at Charlie Ware’s factory and later, in April, when I went out on the North York Moors with the Bridlington & Wolds Morris Minor Owners’ Club?

I was almost reconciled to that sort of cheating when I had to take my mother and an uncle to a golden wedding in Wiltshire, and we picked up an aunt on the way at Hungerford railway station. The three of us were sitting comfortably in the car, chatting before the aunt’s train from Paddington arrived, when I saw an unmistakable, sweetly rounded shape tuck into a parking space. It was a Morris Minor at last, and not just any old Morris Minor but a convertible apparently made in heaven. Its condition was immaculate and its livery a beautiful and clearly bespoke combination of buttermilk cream and a dark, viridian green.

Inside was a friendly financier from London called Charles Hansard, and there was a bundle of appetising lunchtime shopping on the back seat plus an orchid in a pot. I caught the scent of leather and there seemed to be a particularly fine carpet. I apologised for being nosey, but cars like this seldom get away without attracting rubberneckers and Mr Hansard was courteous and happy to help. ‘It’s actually my wife’s car,’ he explained, ‘and these are colours which she often recommends to clients of her interior decorating business.’ Soon after, I was enjoying the website of Joanna Wood and then chatting to Ms Wood herself.

‘I’d always liked them,’ she said.


My PA had a lovely one, and there came a time when I was fed up with either my husband or someone in the office borrowing my car, so I thought: I’ll get one which nobody wants to nick.



She checked trade adverts and bought a 1955 Minor unseen from a vicar in Leicestershire. Excellent. The first on my list of sightings conformed to traditional type. But not for long. Joanna sent it away to Charlie Ware to have a boot-to-bonnet restoration, and it came back not just with its pristine looks but with a Chevrolet gearbox and powerful Cortina engine as well. ‘People get quite surprised when you razz it up at traffic lights and steam away on green.’ She’s got used to twenty-year-olds coming up to her and saying ‘Cool car.’ At the other end of the spectrum, what she calls ‘120-year-olds’ potter by misty-eyed and say: ‘I remember them.’

The car’s carpets are indeed snazzy. Joanna had them made up specially by a friend at Hugh Mackay, the Axminster specialist whose carpets also cover floors at the Houses of Parliament and Windsor Castle. She also compares notes with another friend from the world of interior decoration, David Linley, the furniture designer and son of Lord Snowdon and Princess Margaret. ‘He has a lovely Morris Minor in black, red and cream,’ she says. ‘He’s been keeping it at his house in France, but we swap anecdotes.’ As for Ms Wood, her car tends to make only gentle journeys round Wiltshire these days, occasionally refusing to start. ‘We use it for things like meeting trains at Hungerford railway station,’ she said. ‘Once we’ve got going, it has never let me down.’

I decided to add the semi-royal Linley car to my notebook as sighting number two, reflecting on the fact that a master of woodwork had gone for a convertible rather than a Traveller. Maybe that is to come. This change of policy came just in time, because my next meeting was also not literally with a Morris Minor but with a former owner of three of them: a saloon, a Traveller and – relatively unusually – a van. Bridget Johnson was next to me in the queue to get on to the Bristol-bound train at Birmingham New Street when I was on my way to see the photographer Martin Parr to talk about his pictures of abandoned Morris Minors in the West of Ireland. The electronic reservation signs were not working, and there was a certain amount of milling about and confusion before we settled down correctly, Bridget by the window in 33W and me by the aisle in 34A. So we got chatting, then we both worked for a bit and then we both wanted a coffee at the same time and so we got chatting again and my mission emerged. ‘Oh, we used to have Morris Minors,’ said Bridget in a fond way that was by now familiar. And then (as I could have predicted): ‘I can tell you a tale or two about them.’ And she did.

The first involved the family’s Traveller and a primary school project, when one of her four children was asked to bring a fungus for the class’s nature table. Central Stoke-on-Trent, where the Johnsons were living, wasn’t blessed with toadstools but Bridget and her husband Tony knew where to find some. ‘A little colony of them grew on the Traveller between the wooden struts and the windows where it was always damp,’ she said. The children scraped samples off, and they went down a storm. ‘What type were they? What were they called?’ I wondered. ‘Come on!’ she said. ‘This was only primary school!’

The Johnson children also played an important role on journeys to school in the van, a properly workaday vehicle like a mobile allotment shed, whose sides had a habit of bulging out and so were fixed together with rope, in the manner of a tie-beam through an old house. This caused delays when Bridget was loading the van with clay slip for her work at the time as a potter, as the heavy bags had to be hoicked over the rope or slid underneath it. But when the children piled in the back on a heap of cushions, it was useful to grab on corners. This was before the days of safety belts. Anyway, one of the four had to be handy to jump out quickly, because the van had an intermittent fuel pump problem, which could only be solved by sharp knocks.


We kept a cricket stump in the van, and when we stopped, which could happen three times just on the short journey to school, I slipped the bonnet release, the chosen child nipped out, did the catch and gave the pump a series of whacks. It always worked.



Bridget was a mine of information, and not just on Morris Minors. I had no idea that an early edition of the VW Golf suffered from gradual rusting of the metal cap on the fuel intake, so that tiny flakes gradually starved the engine of petrol. The Johnsons puzzled this out from a German manual which came with their model, a right-hand drive car built in Germany for a British army officer. (They got it after finally moving on from the Morris Minors, a heady period which also saw the children stylishly conveyed to school in an old Daimler, until its brakes and steering failed simultaneously, luckily without hurting anyone.) But Bridget remains an authority on Minors, picking me up when I referred to one I’d met as being ‘a sort of creamy colour’. (‘Snowberry, you mean! Ours was Snowberry.’) Their Traveller, however, was a sort of grey unknown to the Morris paintshop at Cowley, and the Johnson van was resplendent in gloss green salvaged from Tony’s former job at one of Stoke’s famous potteries. He and Bridget did the whole job by hand and thereafter considered the vehicle to have been carriage-painted.

When the train pulled into Temple Meads, Bridget had to scoot off to get a taxi to the nursing home where her mother was recovering from pneumonia. I wandered over to the stop for the Zoo bus which used to take us up to Clifton where my cousins lived, the ones who sold the Morris Minor for its DAD 59 number plate. It wasn’t a huge loss for them because their parents had one of those wonderful old Humbers which swallowed you in leather upholstery – probably the most comfortable car I’ve ever travelled in, certainly as a child. A number 9 bus was waiting but the bus company man said that it wasn’t going for quarter of an hour, which would have cut it fine with Martin Parr. So I went back to the taxi rank and sailed off into the Bristol traffic.

The driver quickly discovered why I was in Bristol and was pleased about it. ‘Morris Minor?’ he said. ‘Everywhere in Pakistan. Easy to look after; do pretty much all the repairing yourself. That’s a car that lasts a long, long time.’ We got on to his family, four children all now qualified medics, after university respectively at Oxford, Cambridge, London and Edinburgh. I was busy paying compliments when he whooped out ‘Morris Minor, sir!’, and there among the cars parked along Cornwallis Crescent was a duck-egg blue saloon. There wasn’t a chance to leave one of my notes under the windscreen wipers because the driver was intent on getting me to Martin’s in time for my appointment, so we zoomed on past.

The next Minor meeting was also high-speed and with no chance for anything but a beam and a wave. En route to a friend’s sixtieth birthday party in Salisbury, we passed a crack-condition Minor van being ferried down the M1 in state on a trailer; maybe on its way to a rally somewhere near Northampton, where it turned off. Penny was specially pleased. ‘That’s the Rose Taupe I’ve been on about,’ she said. I had read about it and Googled a picture, but this was the first I’d actually seen in the pinky, moleskinny colour (‘taupe’ being French for ‘mole’).

And then, on the wall in the undercroft at Salisbury Cathedral choir school, there was the next sighting: a child’s pencil sketch of a Minor looking a bit groggy but still on all four wheels. I’d been discussing Morris Minors with some of the other guests, gently so as not to appear obsessed, and since we were pretty much all of an age, half-a-dozen of them turned out to have owned second-, third- or more-hand Minors in their student days. We gathered round the drawing murmuring approval of the young artist’s picture. They’d really got the sense of the car, the friendliness, the anthropomorphic face. When I was back in Leeds, I got in touch with the school to ask who had drawn it and why.

‘It was fabulous. It was thanks to Gillian Bathe, our art teacher,’ said a cheery voice at the other end.


One of the parents has a Morris Minor, and they brought it in for the children to sketch. They loved it. They did all different angles, some from far away, some really detailed. It was one of the best exercises of that sort that the school’s had.



Excellent. Minors might be scarcer than I hoped, but they weren’t appealing just to fogeys of my age. Mrs Bathe let all 250 kids in the school, from three- to thirteen-year-olds, have a look at the car, and the overwhelming response was: Aaaah.

Back in Leeds, I surveyed the roads daily, with their everyday lines of oval modern saloons, boxy people-carriers and brutish pretend-Jeeps. Nary a familiar rounded top. How rare the old Moggy had become. And then – as I drove down Tinshill Road in Cookridge, after interviewing the Environment Secretary Hilary Benn in a carbon-saving ‘house of the future’ on nearby Green Lane – an absolute beauty, a dark blue convertible, turned out of Hillcrest Drive. This is a steep little hill where we used to go to post letters from the house on Tinshill Road where I was born. It is also famous in the family for an episode on our daily walk back from primary school, when we saw a mole surface in the field which then flanked the road, and a woman waiting at the bus stop told us it was a baby cow. A memorable spot to meet a Minor so many years later! But before I could catch the driver’s eye, it showed a clean pair of heels and shot off down towards Horsforth railway station. Should I flash it? There was rather a lot of traffic tanking along in the opposite direction, and the usual slow-up where shoppers park before the Old Ball roundabout for once didn’t happen. I lost him.

More disappointment followed. In town two weeks later a beige Morris Minor saloon was parked beside the Henry Moore Institute. It didn’t seem to be part of one of their challenging exhibitions, and I stuck a note under the wipers with my ‘phone number and a brief explanation of my Minor-hunting quest. It apparently wasn’t eloquent enough because nobody rang (although I noticed that the car was in a disabled parking bay, so its owner may have thought that I was part of the traffic wardens’ ever more cunning – and justified – methods of imposing the law).

Disconsolate after a week with no response from the Henry Moore Minor, I turned on the TV one evening and found a documentary about my famous namesake, the fell walker Alfred Wainwright, under way. It was one of many repeats of the programme, and I had a personal interest because the producer, Eric Harwood, had got me to write a BBC book to go with the series when it first appeared in the summer of 2007. I watched with half an eye but then sat up straight as – guess what – a fine old green Morris Minor trundled into the centre of the screen, and the actor playing Wainwright uncrumpled his six-feet-plus and got out. Just a minute, I thought. I remembered this episode very well from Hunter Davies’s biography, because it was a momentous step for the cautious and conservative A.W. He had always previously taken buses. But the love of his life, Betty McNally, who gave him happiness after a disastrous first marriage, finally persuaded him to accept her offer of lifts. Their romance was clandestine but word got out, and Wainwright’s wife was told by friends that something was going on with ‘a woman in a Mini’. But it wasn’t a Mini (and it wasn’t a Minor either). Betty had a VW Beetle.

I emailed Eric out of interest; not because it was a significant issue (although Wainwright himself was fastidious over detail) but because I sensed what Eric was likely to say. And he did. The car was wrong because the TV team could not source a Beetle of the right period in the Lakes in the limited time they had. But, in Eric’s words, ‘It was strange how many people felt that a Morris Minor was just right.’ More right, indeed, than a Beetle. His assistant Philippa Page, who was handling the emails at his end, also chipped in. ‘I love Morris Minors,’ she wrote. When she was five or six, her Mum had an eggshell blue Traveller, and she had a great time stirring the puddles in the footwell when it rained, and using her fingernails to scrape moss off the wood, like Bridget Johnson’s children and their fungus. She fell for a maroon convertible when she was twenty-one and too poor to afford it, and missed out again when she was working in the Western Isles on the BBC TV series Castaway. She swore that she would reward herself for the long, cold and isolated days by getting a Minor at last when filming was over. But the BBC posted her to London, where it was too expensive to keep a car. ‘I still live in hope,’ she said. ‘In the meantime I can just admire them. I saw a beautiful one last week driving through Bridport, with a split screen, immaculate condition – Poop! Poop!’ I decided that it would be fair to add that one, and the Wainwright film car, to my faltering list.

Events then led to a meeting with renowned London bagpiper Stuart Murray and his wife Carol, or Bunny. Bunny had looked out of her bedroom window some years before, after a discussion with Stuart on her inability to drive. Below in the street was parked a Traveller, all friendliness and curves as ever, and Bunny called Stuart over and said: ‘That’s the car I’d like to learn to drive in.’ ‘That’s lucky,’ he replied, ‘because I bought it for you yesterday.’ The gift proved an inspiration. Nicknamed ‘the Bumpy Car’ by the Murrays’ growing family, it got Bunny through the test and conveyed their three children round London for years. ‘It did what it said on the tin,’ says Bunny, who is no more likely to want to look under a car bonnet than I am. ‘It had four wheels, and it started when you turned the starter thing.’ The only anxious moments were when the Traveller, with Bunny at the helm, embarked on the rapids of the Shepherd’s Bush roundabout near their home. The Murrays’ small daughter Holly had accompanied her mother on driving lessons and picked up Stuart’s urgent shouts of ‘Go!’ As the Traveller nosed out of Shepherd’s Bush Road, Holly would command ‘Go!’ in the same tone, and Bunny would oblige. The ‘Morris Minor effect’ of disarming all but the most impatient drivers always saw them safely through.

The Bumpy Car might have been a little primitive for the 1980s in its seating comfort and suspension, but it could put on a brisk turn of speed. One night Bunny answered the phone after 2 a.m. and it was the police asking for Stuart. ‘What’s he done now?’ she asked blearily (although Stuart is actually an entirely law-abiding company secretary). ‘It’s not him, it’s his car,’ said the police, who had done a handy bit of detective work when they saw the Bumpy Car out after midnight driven by a couple of young men with an empty child seat in the back. This wasn’t normal Morris Traveller behaviour, they reasoned, and on went the blue light. Off took the Traveller, which had been stolen from outside the Murrays’ home and used to rob a Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet. ‘They can go quite fast, those Travellers, can’t they?’ the officer on duty told Stuart when he arrived to collect the car. The chase had gone round and round Holland Park and Notting Hill for almost half-an-hour. The Bumpy Car was undamaged and indeed, in Bunny’s opinion, had probably only benefited from a brief spell of the sort of driving it never normally got in her hands. It was certainly more impressive than a 1961 Minor that featured in Weekend magazine in April 1983 because of a misunderstanding over its theft. After it was recovered, police told the owner that the car had been used in a bank robbery.

‘Wonderful!’ he said. ‘To think that a 1961 Moggy was used as a getaway car.’

‘You misunderstand,’ said the officer. ‘It was not used to get away. It was used to block the road.’

Bunny remembered, too, a university friend who threw anti-rust and -fungus caution to the winds with his Traveller by growing African Marigolds in the summer in soil packed into the lip at the sides of the roof. This romantic gesture attracted young women, although the car had disadvantages in that respect. One particularly sought-after date started getting cold on the way back from a party and asked if the heater could be turned on. Thinking quickly, the marigold-grower said ‘Of course,’ and went through a short pantomime in the dark of flicking switches and turning knobs on the dashboard, which had few of either, while encouraging her to wrap her shawl more tightly round her and to borrow his coat. In accordance with Sir Alec Issigonis’s aversion to filling his cars with ‘domestic appliances’, the Traveller didn’t run to a heater.

At the function where Bunny told me this, there was another friend listening, just in his sixties, so I asked him if he had had a Morris Minor too. His two-word answer spoke volumes about the car’s incredible penetration of our generation. Looking at me as though I had asked if he had eyes or was wearing shoes, he said simply: ‘Of course.’



April arrived, and Penny and I went walking in Farndale’s wild daffodil valley with the rally drivers from the Bridlington & Wolds Morris Minors Owners’ Club. I raised my concern about the general absence of the car. ‘Ah,’ said Richard Hall, a fifty-seven-year-old retired engineer from the British Aerospace factory in Brough. ‘That’s because they’re all inside during the winter, because of the salt.’ Talking about the cars as though they were flowers like the daffodils, he went on. ‘They’re not out yet. It’s too early in the year. Mine’s just come out today for the first time.’ So I continued to scan the roads, not just in Leeds but on Tyneside and in Manchester, trying to avoid motorways where possible on the grounds that most Minors by now are more comfortable on A- and B-roads. At last, in May, I spotted the familiar shape turn out of New Adel Lane into Lawnswood Road and accelerate off in the direction of Headingley and Leeds with the familiar farting growl, or what another Moggy driver described to me as ‘doing a raspberry in overdrive’. It was the same, beautifully kept convertible that I’d chased unsuccessfully through Horsforth. Once again, I was frustrated, blocked by three cars so I couldn’t nip through the forecourt of the Esso garage opposite Lawnswood cemetery and cut him off. ‘Next time,’ I said out loud, to the surprise of a mother and child on their way to post something in the letterbox. By then, like the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, the Minor had scuttled away.

I got a new one, though, two days later, again impossible to stop, but a distinctive specimen in the same blue as our old UMU and with a very large, customised roof rack. I was stuck in the jam on Headingley Lane going into Leeds and he (for again the driver was a man) was enjoying the open road in the opposite direction. And then I struck gold. Penny and I had been to a wedding in Richmond Park, of the daughter of a friend, Pat McGowan, former crime correspondent of the London Evening Standard, who in his fifties fulfilled a life’s ambition by retraining as a driver for South West Trains. Loyally, we went and came back by SWT, on the line which threads through the suburbs via Clapham Junction. Returning to Waterloo in the gloaming and with plenty of alcohol consumed, I suddenly jerked awake, grabbed Penny and said: ‘God! A police car! Is it real?’ There was only one other dozy passenger, who gave us a glance as we rattled into Wandsworth Town station, and I wondered if I had been dreaming. But I was absolutely sure that I had seen the once-familiar pale-blue-and-white stripe pattern of a Morris Minor panda car, complete with a rooftop ‘taxi bubble’ saying Police, in some sort of yard not far from the railway line.

I guessed it must be a film lot or a company which hired out old cars, like the one which bought 9480 MP from Penny when she left university. A fortnight later, I had the chance to truant from work on a visit to London. It cost £3.20 return on SWT and took a couple of hours to do the round trip from King’s Cross, with time built in for a little investigation at the Wandsworth end. I stayed on the train past Wandsworth Town and … Yes! – there it was: just a shy curve of rear wing and boot peeping out from a row of parked emerald green lorries and vans. A few more of these, or a slightly more disciplined parking system, and the Morris Minor would have been hidden. But now I was on the trail. I backtracked at Putney, saw the car again momentarily, and used my Lake District fell-walking experience – a quick gap in the mist, suss out the landscape and take your bearings – to work out the best way to walk from Wandsworth Town station. Ten minutes later, in boiling sunshine, I was at the deserted gates of Wandsworth Borough Council’s Frogmore transport depot.

The yard was slumbering in the heat, the only movement in the sea of green council vehicles coming from a lazy black-and-white cat and two gardeners planting red geraniums in window boxes in front of the office building. Their faces softened when I explained my odd mission and, using the gentle tones everyone seems to adopt when talking about Morris Minors, they said: ‘Ah the police car. She’s Trevor’s. You’ll find him over there, that door next to the joiner’s shop.’ Trevor Critchell, the council’s transport manager, was out at a meeting, but his deputy Ricky Cousins was only too pleased to show me the old car. Unlocking a glass-fronted cabinet on the office wall, he picked her keys from rows of bunches hanging on hooks and we pottered over to SYT 671F, or Milly as she has been known for the last fifteen years. ‘Milly and Billy – they were a great draw at fairs round here,’ he said, explaining that Wandsworth bought the Minor and a flashy old Jaguar XJ6 – Billy – in the mid-1990s as part of a crime prevention programme. Neither cost a lot, although a sticker in Milly’s back window proudly proclaims that she took part in the London to Brighton fun run under the banner of the West Sussex Morris Minor Owners’ Club. Her role in displays at fairs in the borough, and visits to schools and estates in between, was to be the virtuous Milly, vehicle of the law, while Billy was used by the bad ‘uns, actors pretending to be burglars, conmen or drug-dealers who were the target of the campaign. It was – still is, although Billy is no more – an effective harkback to friendly, Dixon of Dock Green policing, with the homely little Minor central to that approach.

Ricky opened Milly’s boot, which, like most Minor boots I have known, didn’t fit precisely, and fished out a peculiar box from a pile of big signs saying ‘Milly’, plus the precious starting handle and bundles of crime prevention leaflets. ‘I’ll show you what this does,’ he said, slotting the plywood box, reinforced by sliced up bicycle tyre round its rim, on top of the Police bubble sign on the roof. ‘We’re not allowed on the road with the Police sign showing unless we’ve got a real police officer on board,’ he said. ‘Likewise, we’ve magnetic metal sheets which cover the Police signs on the passenger doors.’ Milly keeps her other window stickers at all times, though: ‘Don’t give them an easy ride’ and ‘Crime – lets bring it down.’ Inside, the clock reads 87,702, and the sparse little dashboard’s only extra is wiring for the council’s internal radio network, with an electronic box and phone beneath the glovebox. Ricky slots in the ignition keys and turns them and of course she doesn’t start. It turns out she’s waiting for minor repairs to a scrape on her nearside rear wing, hit by one of the dozens of green vans during a bad bit of parking.

It is a long time since Milly has seen serious action on a daily basis, but she had her moment a year ago, as Ricky explained.


The Met discovered her through a local contact, and they’ve started getting keen on using her for weddings. One of their officers took her for a drive, and on the way back he was alerted to an incident. He told me afterwards: ‘When that happens, you’ve got to go.’ So off he roars, in Milly the Morris Minor, with the Police signs showing of course, ‘cos with an officer driving, that’s OK. When he turned up at whatever it was – some sort of dispute I think, they wouldn’t believe he was a real policeman to begin with. ‘You don’t come in Morris Minors usually,’ they said.



It was May now, and Richard Hall’s theory about Morris Minors coming out with the good weather was up for testing. Aubretia and Welsh poppies followed the bluebells and tulips into bloom in my garden and, sure enough, those familiar curving bonnets and wheel casings started to appear more frequently. A pale blue Morris sped down Headingley Lane with a big, customised roof rack on top. A Traveller crossed the canal at Apperley Bridge as we waited at the chicane formed by the bridge. A dark blue saloon nudged out of a side turning in Otley on the way to my birthday lunch at Darley in Nidderdale, but then it was gone. And then I went to interview Dr Jeffrey Sherwin, a friend of mine who over the years has amassed the world’s largest collection of British Surrealist art at his otherwise ordinary suburban home in Alwoodley, where the road to Harrogate leaves Leeds. Surreally enough, we diverted from art briefly on to the subject of Morris Minors, when Jeffrey explained his first lucky break in the field of buying fine art.

‘I’d seen the name of this chap called Bratby,’ he said, harking back to the late 1950s when he was at Oxford University. ‘I tracked him down to an address in London and went to see him. He tried to get me to buy various pictures which weren’t selling, but I stuck out for what I wanted.’ Thus Dr Sherwin, a Leeds GP at the time and a prominent Conservative councillor in the city, became one of the first owners of John Bratby’s celebrated sunflower studies. He told me how he had anchored three of them down in his convertible Morris Minor – which is when the conversation switched from art to cars. ‘You had a Morris Minor?’ I asked, over a pile of pictures by Roland Penrose, John Piper and René Magritte which were being bubble-wrapped and crated for an exhibition at the Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art. ‘I certainly did,’ said Jeffrey. ‘And I drove it to Moscow in 1958.’

The AA had agreed an overland route into the Soviet Union that year for private motorists, he said.


I thought: if the AA can do this in a Land Rover, I can do it in a Morris 1000 convertible. We flew the car over to Le Touquet from Southend, on one of the old Silver City planes whose noses opened wide so that cars could drive up a ramp into the fuselage – they were converted from wartime transport aircraft – and then we drove all the way, without a single hitch.



The only moments of drama came in Moscow, where Jeffrey’s Intourist guide was a secret rebel who expressed his opposition to Communism by wearing a Star and Stripes T-shirt and deliberately taking the Minor the wrong way along one-way streets. When the little car crept into Red Square and parked in the shade of the Kremlin walls it drew a crowd almost as big as the queue for Lenin’s tomb. The police, luckily, were as intrigued as everyone else.


There’d never been a light blue Morris Minor 1000, number 3318UA, on those historic stones before. It was wonderful. It never let us down. I was so proud of it. I was particularly proud that it was British. You know, the Morris Minor 1000 was one of those archetypal British cars that a lot of people could afford. It had a choke, it had a starting handle, so that when it got cold, I could start it. When it had punctures, I could change the wheel. It never needed anything serious doing to it, so it was my car, and I could look after it. But I must admit that when I occasionally see them today, I think ‘By Jove, did I drive all the way to Moscow in one of those little things?’ And the answer is: ‘Yes, I did.’



Shortly after this, I got a letter from Roger Wolstenholme who lives on a farm near Halifax and had heard what I was up to. He had also been behind the Iron Curtain, not long after Jeffrey, on a contract installing milking parlours in huge collective state farms in Poland and East Germany. He took his 1963 Rose Taupe Traveller, which he was properly proud of as a relatively new car. But that wasn’t the attitude he met in the Communist countries. ‘They all expected a Western car to be the latest thing and were absolutely astonished that I had one which seemed to be made of wood,’ he said. He got plenty of opportunity to stop and pick up these comments, because the rutted roads in southern Poland took off the Traveller’s exhaust four times – luckily the simplicity of the engineering meant that local workshops always fitted it smartly back on. But the delays gave time for the locals’ fascination with the wooden framework of the Traveller to go further. Like Bridget Johnson’s children with their fungus, people neatly removed splinters of the wood with penknives as souvenirs. ‘I came back with these strange knife-marks all over the back,’ said Wolstenholme. Alas, I couldn’t count his chipped-at Traveller in my survey as it perished long ago, and Wolstenholme no longer runs a Minor. ‘I would love to have a convertible,’ he told me, ‘but my wife won’t have anything Morris Minor-related. She says they remind her of her aunt taking her to Sunday School.’



Is there something about Yorkshiremen, Morris Minors and an urge to see the world? I ask, because, just as the clock ticked down towards the end of my five-month survey, I struck gold again. I had arranged to have lunch with Tony Harcup, a lecturer in journalism at Sheffield University, who interviewed me for his book The Ethical Journalist and wanted a chat because he was updating it for a new edition. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘but in return, is there anything you can tell me about Morris Minors?’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘but let’s have lunch anyway.’ I agreed, and I’m glad I did. When I arrived at Casa Mia in Chapel Allerton, an area nicknamed the Hampstead of Leeds, Tony passed me a grubby bit of paper with a scribble on it saying ‘Joss Browning – by Morris Minor round the world.’ After we’d finished, he said: ‘Joss Browning now; if you’ve got five minutes, come and see this.’

We crossed Harrogate Road and walked down a side turning to a patch of rough ground on which stood one of the most exotic Morris Minors I have ever seen. Two petrol cans were bolted on a metal extension sticking out from the boot, which carried a spare wheel, with another bolted down on the roof. Twin spotlights were fixed to the top of the windscreen on either side and huge bull bars reached out beyond the front of the bonnet. Between them and the radiator was a business-like winch. The car was off-white but its colour had almost disappeared under a host of slogans about Round the World trips.

This was AHJ 567A, the heroic little car which took Joss Browning, a Leeds mechanic specialising in Morris Minors, through all six continents on a six-year journey starting in 1990. Feeling a bit limited by life in Leeds, Browning kitted out the 1957 four-door with a 1275cc MG Midget engine and a five-speed Toyota gearbox, using every available space for supplies, including spare room under the bonnet, where he stored firewood. Before leaving Yorkshire he also fitted and trialled a chicken-wire basket round the exhaust manifold which slow-cooked fish or meat and potatoes wrapped in foil as the car chugged along. Optimum cooking-while-driving time was two hours. Browning set off with an apprentice from his Major Minor Centre plus the lad’s girlfriend, but when the latter’s pregnancy became obvious and a bit of a risk issue in the wilds of Australia, he carried on alone. In Chile he met Lidia Defanchi and resumed the car’s slow exploration of the world’s roads. Most memorably, they parked at a ranch in Guatemala next to a long-abandoned mid-1950s Morris Minor 1000 and were surrounded in the middle of the night by a posse of armed men. Joss had been up late reading under his own Minor’s rear spotlight, and once everything had been explained, the leader of the gang apologised.


We saw through the trees that the old car, abandoned eight years ago by a ranch hand who was fired for rustling, had come to life, with lights blazing. We thought that you were some kind of phantom.



Well, that was it, I thought. The publisher’s deadline was approaching, and the world-conquering AHJ 576A was a high to go out on. Not counting the forty in Charlie Ware’s workshop but including the Farndale rally, my tally was twenty Minors in five months. Admittedly, this didn’t include the bulk of the summer, when the cars of weather-conscious owners are supposed to venture out, but it shows to my mind how rare the car is becoming. And yet it remains such an icon, whose reputation shows no sign of fading. I was pondering this and what to do next, when I hit the final jackpot. The White Rabbit appeared again.

I take my mother shopping most weeks, and the area in which I had spotted the Trafalgar Blue convertible lies between her home and ours. So, instead of going the quick way via the Leeds ring road, I took to threading my way through Adel, Ireland Wood and Cookridge, hoping to see the car once again. On 5 June it happened, at the other end of New Adel Lane. As I waited to turn right, up to Cookridge, the Minor suddenly appeared in front of me on Otley Old Road, turned into my road and trumpeted off. To the astonishment of one car behind me and another ahead, I did a police-style U-turn and followed. The Moggy had a start but I saw the fawn hood turn left just in time, and then we were in a maze of side roads lined with bungalows built by plot-holders in the 1920s behind the main Adel parade of shops. No Minor in view, and I reached a junction. I chose right, and curved round. Nothing to be seen. Then far ahead, just before it was blotted out of sight by a white removal van, I saw the fawn hood again. I caught up, just as the Minor stopped and dropped off a woman with short red hair and a big grin.

I nearly waylaid her, but decided to follow the car instead, catching up with it at traffic lights when it doubled back towards Leeds on Otley Road. It was sunny, the front windows were down and I asked the man with a neat beard at the wheel: ‘Could I have a very quick word if you could pull up ahead?’ ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, no doubt expecting some tedious Minor fan or an unwanted offer for the car. ‘I’m meeting someone. I just haven’t time.’

I couldn’t pursue him after that, but equally I couldn’t let the dark blue rabbit go. I drove back to the street where the woman passenger had got out. I couldn’t remember the exact spot, but the removal van was mercifully still there. ‘Did you see a woman get out of a Morris Minor a few minutes ago?’ I asked the guys shifting furniture, feeling like a detective, albeit one on a mad errand. They looked me up and down, decided I was sane and said: ‘She’s inside.’ She was, and amazingly, she looked at me and sad: ‘Hello Martin.’

She was Dianne Riding, primary-school teacher extraordinaire to my two sons at Rawdon St Peter’s infant and junior. That had been fifteen years earlier, but you don’t forget a classroom festooned with everything brightlycoloured and imaginable, and she’d also had some A-level grade arguments with my highly logical and persistent older son Tom. I gaped and then explained, and out came a final, bull’s-eye Morris Minor experience. ‘It’s mine,’ she said. ‘Duncan [the man with the beard] got it for me for my birthday a few years back.’ At this point Duncan himself appeared and, once he had got over the fact that the wild man at the traffic lights was now in his new house, finished the story. ‘I knew Dianne had learned to drive in a Morris Minor, and that she was after a car,’ he said. He bought the convertible and then got a friend to paint a model the exact colour with the right number plate. Beautifully wrapped in a small box, this was handed on The Day to Dianne, who opened it – no doubt expecting jewellery, said Duncan – and looked at the model, saying something like: ‘Oh, that’s nice.’ ‘Then I told her: Now go and look outside,’ said Duncan. ‘And that was nice.’ We settled down to talk, and I told them about my mission, my adventures among Morris Minors and how I had decided early on that I needed to pay a visit to the source of them all. That is how it was that, a few months earlier, I had found myself on the City 5 bus bowling through the eastern suburbs of Oxford. Next stop: the site of Lord Nuffield’s famous works in Cowley.
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