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			Introduction

			On a bright, crisp day in September 2009 a sizeable and inquisitive crowd of spectators gathered on the shores of Lake Maggiore in Northern Italy. They watched attentively as, a few metres out from a quayside, the lifting cables of a large crane quivered under the strain of raising what was obviously a seriously heavy object from the lake bed. A collective gasp went up as the object surfaced, accompanied by a group of rubber-suited divers carefully monitoring the straps and lifting hooks keeping it secure and level.

			The object was a car. A very old car. A rare and beautiful 1925 Bugatti Brescia which, so the story goes, was dumped in the lake by a dodgy Swiss car dealer who had decided that abandoning part of his stock in such a spectacular fashion was preferable to handing it over to the local taxman in lieu of demands for payment. 

			Once it was dried out, the battered and dreadfully rusted Bugatti was to be put straight up for auction. No attempt at repair or rectification of the effects of being submerged for 80 odd years was to be made prior to its appearance before the auctioneer. Although it was largely still in one piece, the car would require many thousands of hours of painstaking work by painfully expensive craftsmen before its magnificent engine could roar again and its exquisite alloy wheels roll on tarmac once more. The eventual restoration bill would undoubtedly be measured in many hundreds of thousands of euros.

			Nevertheless, 6 months later, the auction price achieved for this pinnacle of old bangerdom was £227,000.

			About the same time as the events at Lake Maggiore, and at the opposite end of the old car financial spectrum, mine was the winning ebay bid on a rather down at heel 1972 Reliant Scimitar GTE. In its day, this had been regarded as an innovative, stylish example of decent quality British sports car engineering – an attractive amalgam of a nicely shaped glassfibre body covering well-proven mechanical bits filched from various contemporary Ford and Triumph models. Now, 38 years later, it was as described in all the best banger adverts – “requiring some attention”. 

			It cost me £900. It had an MOT and the engine seemed to run reasonably well when I went to collect it but, by the time we got it home, the steering had partially seized, the clutch had packed up, clouds of steam were wafting up from underneath the engine bay and the poor old thing dived towards the nearest hedge every time the brakes were applied.

			But I doubt whether the successful bidder for the Bugatti was any more pleased with his or her purchase than I was with mine.

			My name is Chris Meade and I am a car-oholic. More specifically, I am an old car-oholic. There, I’ve said it – I feel better already.

			A small comfort to me in this dreadful affliction is the knowledge that there are many thousands, probably millions worldwide, of others who suffer as I do. Otherwise normal, entirely reasonable people leading otherwise normal, entirely reasonable lives but with a strange compulsion to immerse themselves in a grubby, expensive, potentially dangerous involvement with ancient rust buckets of dubious provenance.

			The majority of these lost souls are, of course, blokes. 

			So where does this leave the girls who love the blokes who love the cars?

			Bangers is my attempt to provide a little insight to those women puzzled by the curious behaviour of their menfolk struck down by this debilitating illness. I will try and tell you something of their stories by telling you my story. 

			My story explores the teenage years and early adulthood of an ordinary - albeit car obsessed - middle class lad from an ordinary middle class part of South East England in the late Sixties and early Seventies. It is a series of tales about chasing girls, student life at a provincial college, relationships with parents and various forms of authority. It covers the many part-time student jobs I undertook in order to keep myself supplied with books, beer and petrol. The tales are linked by the ever-changing array of old bangers that came into and out of my life during this period and the various larger-than-life characters that played important roles in enabling me to buy, maintain, understand and repair them. 

			It is a light-hearted romp, a loosely-connected series of anecdotes and observations about living with and patching up old bangers in a simpler, less constrained era that now seems so far removed from over-regulated, politically correct, 21st century Britain. 

			The book leaps off into the future from time to time, relating events in later life back to the automotive adventures of my youth. It also jumps backwards a couple of times to relevant pre-teen experiences. All the stories are based on actual events although I confess to a little embellishment and artistic licence here and there. Most of the humour is at my own expense, relating blunders, romantic mishaps and come-uppances that came my way along with a few examples of minor triumphs (with regard to both cars and girls).

			The technical content is limited – this is more a book about people than engine internals. However, there might be enough for you to surprise your man (and other girls!) occasionally with an insightful comment casually dropped into the car talk down the pub. Don’t worry though – lengthy dissertations on the difference between camshafts and crankshafts or the pros and cons of front wheel drive v. rear wheel drive do not feature and you won’t even have to buy an anorak. 

			As for any male old car enthusiasts who happen to be scanning these pages? Well, you won’t learn anything from this book that you don’t already know but you might be amused by the deranged musings of a fellow car nut looking back over his automotive life. And you can always hand it over to the lady in your life once you have finished. 

			So dear reader, male or female, if you have ever wondered why someone like Chris Evans spends five million quid on a high mileage, multi-owner, unreliable, impossibly expensive to maintain, 58 year old Ferrari when he could have bought a brand new one for a hundred and fifty grand or why the chap with the funny moustache and the John Major voice down the road spends all his leisure time underneath a rusty old Rover propped up on bricks in his front garden – please read on!

			Chapter 1

			A bid for freedom

			“Bugger. She’s not gonna go.”

			A barely discernible red glimmer from the ignition warning light faded completely as the starter stirred itself into another slow, ineffectual spasm, hardly managing to turn the engine through more than half a revolution. John gave it one last attempt, tugging urgently at the old Morris Minor’s starter knob, his size 11 boot crushing the accelerator pedal hard against the floor and his brow furrowed in a deep frown of concentration. He seemed to imagine that the knackered battery could somehow be boosted through the force of his own will. It didn’t work. The starter emitted a final, exhausted click and then died altogether. Struggling to extricate his large frame from the sagging driver’s seat, John gave the dashboard a disgusted thump as he heaved himself from the car.

			“She was on the button yesterday. Ran like a sewing machine.”

			Six foot four and a bit, raucous, un-coordinated almost to the point of clumsiness, John had shoulder-charged headlong through most of his 17½ years. Likeable and with an all-embracing cheerfulness to his character, he frequently left chaos and disruption in his wake but also, usually, fond smiles on the faces of those with whom he had come into contact. A minor public school rugger bugger, he had little awareness of the effects that his gung ho approach, booming voice and wayward physicality had on those who were smaller, less eternally enthusiastic or in possession of rather more commonsense than himself. 

			And me? Ah, yes – me. Well, I was a year or so younger than John, a couple of inches shorter and a fair bit scrawnier. Something of a bean pole really, a mass of disobedient hair sprouting from a head that was disproportionately large in relation to the neck that supported it. A mildly vacant, pre-occupied demeanour and enormous feet. A bit of a dreamer racked with the usual mid-teenage insecurities, I was also dangerously car obsessed and – scarcely able to believe my luck – about to take my first, stumbling steps into the addictive world of old bangers. 

			It was the summer of 1968. The ancient Morris was standing where it had been abandoned some years previously alongside a partially collapsed chicken shed on a nursery farm. The farm was owned by John’s parents and was located just down the lane from my home in rural Surrey. 

			The Minor was an early model with the multiple perforations in the front panel. In combination with the two small, flat panes of glass that formed the windscreen this somehow gave it a more endearing, almost toy-like visage than the more sophisticated horizontal slats of the “proper” radiator grille and one piece windscreen that appeared on later examples. Originally black in colour, it had three different coloured wings actually attached to the body. The fourth, an offside rear, was - for reasons unexplained - sitting on the roof. Both front wings had been painted in different shades of primer and the nearside rear had been brush finished, apparently by a partially-sighted person in a great hurry, in a pale blue household gloss. For many years the car’s boot and back seat had been used for storing bags of cement so it gave off thick clouds of choking grey dust as soon as anyone opened a door, sat inside it or even sneezed loudly within a few feet of it.

			An accumulation of debris flung up from a nearby loose-surfaced farm track, the continuous heaving in and out of cement bags, the car’s use as a bombing range by incontinent local bird life and the effect of many seasons of wind, rain and sunlight had combined to give the Morris a matt, mottled, sludgy greenish-grey coating. Some years later I attended an exhibition of works by Monet. The bleary, smeary mix of shades and textures that the artist had used to such amazing effect on his water lily paintings seemed strangely familiar.

			The Morris did at least have a full complement of four wheels, although two were the wrong size and type for that model. The best that could be said of its mismatched assortment of bald tyres was that they retained air, although not for very long. Bizarrely, although three of the hubcaps were as rusty as might be expected, the fourth was absolutely perfect. It shone like a beacon of hope from the centre of its crinkle-rimmed, paint-flaking wheel, its chrome glinting in the sunlight as if it had pride of place at a summer concours event. Very symbolic, that hubcap. I kept it on a shelf for years. 

			Listing heavily to one side (airily dismissed by John as just being the result of it having been parked on uneven ground), the car appeared to have been dripping steady quantities of various dark fluids into the bare earth beneath its resting place for most of the time it had been there. To any half-knowledgeable observer the poor old thing would have seemed nothing more than an obvious candidate for the scrapheap. But to me, this was a gem of a car. My first real motor. One that might just be capable of transporting me beyond the debilitating restraints of adolescent life in semi-rural southern England. This rusting relic represented the future and freedom. Freedom from the humiliating, suffocating un-coolness of going everywhere by bus, pushbike or the sticky vinyl back seat of the parental Cortina. Above all, it represented girls or, at least, the possibility of girls.

			Then, just as now, success (or, more usually, lack of it) with girls was life’s over-riding issue for 16-year-old boys. Especially those who lived in what seemed like the middle of nowhere, where nothing ever seemed to happen. Without your own wheels, access to the opposite sex was restricted to the girls at school, the girls at the bus-stop, or the girls in the village who attended the odd fete, cricket match or barn dance. Now, it could reasonably be argued that such a list did actually represent a fair number of potential contacts. However, many of the young ladies concerned chose to eliminate themselves from contention due to a dispiriting propensity for 15 or 16-year-old girls to aim much higher up the romantic food chain than 15 or 16-year-old boys. Fifth form schoolgirls minimum aspirations were usually sixth form boys and many boasted of assignations with college students as old as 18. 

			 Loudly whispered proclamations along the lines of “Of course, what I really love about Gordon is that he’s so mature….” were often overheard from gaggles of girls in corridors at school break times. This would be followed by much conspiratorial giggling, creating the no doubt desired effect of doubling the hormonal torment suffered by the girl’s male classmates. And, of course, the ultimate humiliation was that these “mature” competitors all had their own transport. 

			If you were really lucky you might cop the occasional sympathy snog in the back of the coach on a school trip but you just knew that the girl concerned was probably dreaming throughout of her next encounter with some fur-fringed parka wearing herbert lurking outside the chip shop on his Lambretta 200SX. It was, like, really unfair, man….

			To me and my mates it was obvious that the real blame for this cruel situation lay squarely with unfeeling officialdom and its clearly ludicrous assumption that spotty faced 17-year-olds were a safer prospect to unleash on Britain’s highways than spotty faced 16-year-olds. What psychological transformation did they imagine would occur on the morning of the 17th birthday of the average British youth which would render him any less likely to wreak four-wheeled mayhem than the day before?

			Did these pompous suit-wearers from the Ministry of Transport not understand the psychological damage that could be done by initially raising a girl’s interest with an invitation to a really cool concert on Saturday night, only to then have to confess that the climatic numbers would have to be missed because the last bus left at 22.50? Idiots.

			How did they expect the socially adept young men so earnestly desired by parents and teachers to develop when such a brutally restrictive policy prevented interaction with the opposite sex in any meaningful way? Morons.

			Had they any conception of what it was like to be so utterly dependent on the inflexible schedules of the local bus company, the infamous Aldershot and District Traction Company, better known throughout the area as The Avershot and Riskit? Cretins, all of them.

			I often wondered whether the operational staff of The Avershot and Riskit were ever aware of the animosity felt towards them by their under-17 male customers. The drivers and conductors of those lumbering, shuddering old double-deckers probably never knew that most of the boys on board regarded them as being personally representative of all the unfairnesses in life that caused their lack of girlfriends. 

			My own agony doubled in its intensity one day when I realised that the smoky old Ford Anglia overtaking my bus was being driven by that speccy oik Donaldson from 5A who was only eight months older than me. Pendants fluttered from the four foot high glass-fibre aerial and two particularly tasty girls giggled away in the back seat as it rattled past and…hang on…oh my God, I don’t believe it….one of those girls is Marilyn Marshall. Marilyn Marshall for Pete’s sake, the absolute number one point of focus for male lust within the entire school. The gorgeous blonde goddess from 5B who had bewitched every drooling boy from the first to the sixth form. Even that rather confused chap Jenkins who had started wearing eye-liner, dying his hair and spouting poetry all the time. And there she was in all her glory, smiling broadly, crossing and re-crossing her fabulous legs and flirting away with Dorky Donaldson of all people – Dorky bloody Donaldson. Mind you, if all it took for blokes like him to get off with girls like Marilyn Marshall was the acquisition of a manky old Anglebox, maybe there was hope for us all….

			There was another completely irrational but very real irritation that we felt towards these worthy bus-operating public servants. It came in the form of an inexplicable role reversal that had apparently occurred in real life as compared to what we saw on the telly each week in that dreadful “comedy” series On The Buses. Dreadful though it may have been, we never seemed to miss an episode. 

			In On The Buses the lanky, geeky one with the Hitler moustache (as in “I ‘ate yoo Butlah”) was the inspector and the shorter podgy one who fancied himself with the ladies was the driver. His goofy mate who was always smoking was the conductor. 

			In the real Avershot and Riskit world, however, it was the drivers who were the officious, military- looking types with the bristling upper lip facial hair. They sat in splendid isolation in their cabs, glaring disapprovingly at the passengers queueing at the bus stops across a vast bonnet vibrating mightily to the irregular beat of the ancient clanking diesel engine beneath. Meanwhile, in the back, we had Cheeky Charlie the little guy who bounced around the bus taking fares and downright liberties with any female passengers under the age of 50. He was occasionally curtailed in his distribution of bonhomie and dodgy innuendos by the appearance of an inspector who – inevitably - had buck teeth and nicotine stained fingers.

			Of course, I could have taken the route followed by many classmates and friends and gone for a motorbike of some description at the tender age of 16. The main problem with this for me was massive parental pressure not to do so, primarily from my mum who had an intense and morbid fear of any form of two-wheeled transport, which she considered instruments of the Devil. Even the most casual hint of a desire for the greater independence that a motorbike or scooter could bring resulted in tearful wailing and heart-rending pleas for me to wait until I was old enough to get a car. If it was ever suspected that this was not having the desired effect, heavier calibre persuasive artillery would be wheeled out in the form of threats to cut off supplies of food, clothing or financial support.

			I was pretty sure that much of the blame for this situation lay with John, the Morris Minor guy. He had managed to persuade his father that, with a donation of a few quid to get some welding done and acquire a couple of tyres, he could get the old Morris back on the road in time for his 17th birthday. Like a fool, the old boy had coughed up and within a week John had blown the lot on an absolutely lethal pre-historic BSA single-cylinder motorbike. This was prone to backfiring like mad and vibrated so violently that almost every nut and bolt had to be re-tightened on a daily basis. It also had a silencer which didn’t and could be heard approaching from at least half a mile away. John crashed this infernal machine frequently and it was assumed by his family and peers that this was partly because the Beeza’s engine could not be persuaded to run at anything much less than full throttle and partly because he was a complete nutter. Much later, when the bike was being examined by someone who actually knew what he was talking about, John discovered the real reasons he was being pitched off into ditches so frequently. The rear tyre had virtually rigid sidewalls and right-angled shoulders intended, as it was, for use only on a side-car wheel and the bike’s frame had been bent well out of kilter as a result of earlier mishaps.

			Unfortunately, John set off out of the village on his bike every afternoon to see his girlfriend at just about the same time that Mum would be walking down the lane on her way back from work. She would describe vividly how she would hear a terrifying roar approaching from around a blind bend. She would have just enough time to squeeze herself up against a hedge in preparation for the apparition from Hell that would suddenly appear, wobbling towards her at great speed. Being the friendly, outgoing sort that he was, John would raise a hand from the shuddering handlebars to wave enthusiastically at Mum, invariably causing the bike to swerve alarmingly in her direction. His natural reaction when this occurred was to close the throttle, which had the combined effect of throwing the back end of the bike the opposite way and causing the engine to start backfiring even more vigorously.

			In fairness, it was entirely possible to appreciate how Mum may have formed her opinions about motorbikes and motorcyclists in general as she watched John careering down the lane away from her, his arms and legs flailing as he tried to tame the beast beneath him, his ex-Army greatcoat flapping around like the wings of a monstrous bird. Cacophonous, irregular explosions accompanied by puffs of oily black smoke would be emitted from the exhaust pipe and there would often be a curl of blue smoke from the rear tyre as John belatedly realised he was getting close to the cross-roads and jammed on the none too effective brakes at the last moment. Difficult to argue against that sort of spectacle, really.

			Nevertheless, there was great benefit to me from John’s situation. Now that he had an alternative form of transport, he was under firm instructions from his father to “stop fiddling about with that bloody wreck of a car and get rid of it as quickly as possible”. It had not taken John long to decide that the easiest way to do that would be to dump it on me, although the word dump had not actually featured in the flowery announcement of his largesse. 

			A free car, no less! A more or less operational, more or less complete vehicle which, with a bit of tweaking and fettling, I was confident I would soon have running perfectly in preparation for me to impress the local Driving Examiner with my faultless driving skills. 

			I wondered how Marilyn Marshall might feel about old Morris Minors compared to slightly more modern Ford Anglia’s. Would she be concerned about the supposed technical benefits of the Ford’s Macpherson strut front suspension arrangements compared to the Morris’s torsion bars, for example? Probably not, I eventually concluded but it was only fair that I should give her a lengthy and properly unbiased analysis of each, should she show any interest. I was sure she would be impressed.

			Back at the farm, John and I prepared the unsuspecting Moggie for its reincarnation. John assured me that the flat-as-a-pancake battery would be fine once the car had run for a while. All we had to do was to get it started somehow, run it down the lane and park it in the back garden before my parents got home. No problem.

			Afternoon tea breaks provided a potential solution to at least some of the issues we might have to face. Tea breaks should mean that the farm staff would be hunkered down over their Rich Teas around the heating plant in the greenhouse furthest away from the Morris. Therefore, with a bit of luck, they would be unaware that the farm tractor had been borrowed. More importantly, tea breaks should also mean that the village bobby’s panda car would be parked in the driveway of the nearby police house rather than cruising the public roads of the village ready to accost a couple of desperados in an un-taxed, un-insured, un-MOT’d Morris Minor, one with a motorbike licence and the other with no licence at all. 

			The tractor had been left conveniently close in a corner of a nearby field. It was the work of moments to back it up close to the front of the Morris and attach a chain to the bumper. The first task was to ease the car out of its resting place and up a slight slope to the level dirt track where we would then attempt to tow-start it. I had driven a tractor before but not a car, so John plonked himself behind the wheel of the Morris and I clambered onto the saddle of the battered old Fergie. Setting the hand throttle to produce what I thought was an appropriate level of general clatter from under the bonnet, I looked behind to see John’s right arm and raised thumb emerging from the driver’s window in a cloud of grey dust. I dropped the clutch, there was a jerk and a crack and the Morris’s front bumper flew high into the air, landing with a clang across the back of the tractor. 

			“Sorry,” I yelled over the roar of the tractor’s engine. The noise was such that I didn’t hear the reply too clearly. Something about an anchor maybe? 

			We tossed the bumper into the back of the car, re-attached the chain to a front suspension member and tried again. This time, with alarming graunching and grinding noises, the old car moved forward and up the slope to the track. 

			“Keep going,” yelled John. Along with my siblings, I had had plenty of experience of providing the motive power required to push start some of my father’s less reliable old heaps so I gunned the tractor up to a speed that seemed reasonable and yelled,

			 “Go for it.” 

			The tractor bucked as John took his foot off the Morris’s clutch and there was an instant roar as an un-silenced A-series motor burst into life. I brought the tractor to a halt and the Morris promptly ran straight into the back of it, shattering the single remaining headlamp in the process. I dismounted and approached the deafening noise in the centre of what was now an impenetrable cloud of dust on the other end of the chain. 

			“I thought it was supposed to run like a bloody sewing machine,” I yelled.

			“It did but I think we’ve pulled the exhaust off,” came the muffled reply. John emerged from the dust cloud. His face and hair were encrusted with a thick coat of matt pale grey as were his previously blue jeans and shirt. 

			“So how come you decided to ram the tractor?”

			“Couldn’t see a bloody thing and, ummm, I think the brakes might need a bit of 

			adjustment.”

			We returned the tractor to where we had found it and walked back to the Morris which was now chuffing away to itself a little more quietly. We had opened all the doors and windows and the dust cloud had reduced somewhat.

			“Better get going,” said John, “Not much petrol in it.”

			With John driving, we gingerly approached the T-junction at the end of the farm track. I hopped out and reconnoitred the lane from behind a hedge. Sure enough, the panda car was where we had hoped it would be and there was no other traffic. The Morris chugged hesitantly out into the lane. John shifted into 2nd with a loud graunch, the back of the car seeming to hop sideways as he did so. Another shift into 3rd produced another hop, the same thing happened with top gear and then suddenly we were at the foot of the slope which had to be negotiated to get into the driveway of my house. With a defiant final roar, the Morris flung itself up the drive and through the car port into the back garden. As silence descended we staggered from the freshly invigorated dust cloud and congratulated ourselves on a job well done with high fives and much slapping of dusty backs. 

			 A familiar rustling noise was heard from the hedge dividing our house from the neighbouring garden and a small, grey-haired head wearing a battered hat in the shape of an upside down flower pot emerged from the centre of the privet. A pair of gimlet eyes behind small, round spectacles studied both us and the dust cloud closely as the head made short, rapid, bird-like movements from side to side. We heard a sound that was something like a grunt and something like a moan. The head disappeared, muttering to itself and then a door slammed. John wiped the face of his watch on the back of his trousers and consulted it.

			“Ten past four.” He nodded towards the hedge. “Whole village will know about this by half past. I’m off before your Mum gets home.” He stalked off down the drive leaving dusty grey footprints as he went. 

			I sat in the driver’s seat of my car (MY CAR!) and waited for the cement dust to settle once more. Using an already much-abused handkerchief I carefully wiped the worst of the crud from the strangely exotic metallic gold finish of the dashboard, including the delicate-looking central speedometer, the fabric speaker grille and the off-white bakelite knobs. I ran my hands around the cracked rim of the sprung-spoke steering wheel and dabbed experimentally at the floor mounted pedals. The way in which the brake pedal sank straight into the carpet didn’t seem quite right - perhaps the master cylinder just needed topping up a bit. A blob of spittle on the handkerchief and a couple of seconds vigorous rubbing indicated that the seats were red and appeared to be covered in pieces of real leather, albeit pieces of real leather that were rapidly detaching themselves from each other. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with needle and thread purloined from Mum’s sewing box, no doubt.

			But my overriding sensory perception, sitting in that car on that warm afternoon in 1968, was the smell. A comforting, homely sort of smell that would become increasingly familiar to me over the years. A smell that would be recognised instantly by anyone who has spent time working on, or driving, old cars. A curious mix of petrol vapour, leaking oil, grease, old leather and slightly damp carpets. Of dust that has lain undisturbed in inaccessible nooks and crannies for years. Of tobacco in cloth head-linings, of flaking metal rusting quietly away beneath old sound-deadening material that has been soaked and dried out repeatedly. All this overlaid by the individual odours that every old car retains as a result of the use to which it has been put over the years, from transporting the family dog to carting bales of hay in the boot. Wonderful! And a million miles from the horrible stench of plastics and chemicals that people crave as that “new car” smell in showrooms today.

			The parental verbal onslaught which came later that day was predictable but, thankfully, short-lived. As dusk settled, the family assembled in the garden and gazed upon the new acquisition.

			“But what the hell are you going to do with it?” enquired my father.

			“Fix it up ready for my 17th birthday,” I replied.

			“Stupid boy,” he said and wandered off towards the pub. Great fan of Dad’s Army was my old man. Mum said:

			“I hope you will get it going, dear, but if you don’t you’re not going to leave in the garden 

			for months are you because….” she was interrupted by her three children chiming in unison “.…I really don’t think the neighbours would like it.” My younger brother, Nick, prodded a rapidly deflating tyre with his foot, shook his head and shambled off to his room without comment. The baby of the family, my sister Madeleine, opened a door and stuck her head inside the car.

			“I don’t think girls will like this,” she said, “It’s very old and very smelly.”

			Undaunted, the next day I enlisted the help of some local mates and we heaved the Morris up onto my self-designed car lift system of which I was extremely proud. It comprised two old railway sleepers balanced one on top of the other with two more acting as ramps. Once the car was aloft and in place a couple of blocks of wood were nailed into the ramp sleepers behind the rear wheels to keep it from rolling backwards. Simple, effective and utterly lethal.

			Eager to get started on my assessment of what was needed to get the car somewhere near MOT standards of roadworthiness, I scrambled underneath with a torch and a notebook. Even to my overly optimistic and inexpert eyes the sight that greeted me was not a pretty one. Things weren’t too bad at the front where copious amounts of leaking engine and gearbox oil had protected the surrounding metalwork from the worst ravages of rust. Even the front inner wings looked quite good beneath their multi-coloured outer skins. But the further towards the rear of the car I got, the worse things looked. Both front and rear floor pans resembled delicate filigree lacework at their edges. I didn’t really need the torch because the sun shone very prettily through all the holes. Inner and outer sills on both sides were similarly shot to pieces with evidence of previous attempts at repair comprising scraps of sheet aluminium hammered roughly into shape and pop-riveted to the few remaining areas of solid metal. There was very little left of the outer extremities of the central cross-member or the bottoms of the B posts.

			Most alarming of all was the discovery of the real reason for the car’s pronounced starboard list. The forward rear spring hanger on the offside had punched its way through the rusty metal intended to hold it in place and was free to flap about at will whenever the car moved. This explained the strange way in which the car skipped sideways at every gear change. I rolled out from underneath, rubbed the flakes of rust and cement dust from my eyes and studied the list I had made. It seemed quite a long one.

			So, clearly, what was needed here was a consultation with Big Doug. In our neck of the woods, Big Doug was the bloke you went to see if you needed something welding and didn’t have much money. Big Doug operated his many and varied enterprises from a large, forbidding black shed in a corner of the local scrapyard. His appearance was very distinctive. Close your eyes and conjure up an image of hirsute rocker Billy F Gibbons from ZZ Top. Now, remove the dark glasses and make his hair and beard an angry ginger colour flecked with grey. Next, dress him up in the filthiest overalls your imagination will permit. Go on, really go to town. Cover him from top to toe with old engine oil, grease stains and the remains of yesterday’s fish supper. Now burn a few welding spatter holes for good measure. Your final task is to imagine him constructed from some kind of airtight material enabling you to inflate him in size by about 40% in all dimensions. Done all that? Congratulations, you’ve got yourself an authentic Big Doug. 

			Although I knew who Big Doug was, I had never before had occasion to speak to him. His reputation in the area was fearsome. He was renowned for being rather forthright in his verbal assessments of both his customer’s vehicles and the customers themselves. 

			Clutching my list of welding work required on the Morris, I made a timorous approach to the infamous black shed around midday on a Saturday. All was ominously quiet. It was impossible to tell which of the dismembered vehicles randomly littering the yard were customer’s cars under repair or ones that were due to be scrapped; either way nobody seemed to be working on any of them. Taking a deep breath, I tapped on the shed door and entered.

			Powerful wafts of fried food and vinegar smells overpowered any other odours that might have existed in the gloom of the interior. Big Doug and his substantial entourage were having lunch, each of them chomping away at small chip mountains and huge steaming pies that contained lumpy grey slime. The entourage were perched on a variety of seating arrangements around the edges of the room, ranging from an oil-stained sofa with collapsed springs to the back seat of an ancient limousine balanced on a row of bald tyres. Big Doug himself was seated imperiously behind an enormous old oak desk which might have appeared quite imposing had it not been for the 20 gallon Castrol oil drum propping up one corner. What looked like the contents of a Mini gearbox were strewn across the desk’s surface, making their own contribution to the puddle of oil in the newspaper wrapping that contained his lunch.

			The entourage were a fearsome-looking group which, as I was to discover over many subsequent visits, rarely comprised the same people on any one day. Big Doug’s list of acquaintances in the banger and banger racing world were extensive. The team in place on this particular occasion included a bald chap who seemed as wide as he was tall, had very little visible neck and part of one ear missing. He suffered from some sort of nervous tic which caused him to move his head backwards and forwards at the same time as lifting his right shoulder every few seconds. His neighbour on the limousine seat was a tiny little nut brown fellow, his feet dangling inches above the floor and with facial features, haircut and body language that made him look remarkably similar to a pygmy marmoset from the Brazilian rainforests. 

			Various other piratical-looking characters were dotted around the room. They were all dressed in similarly oil-doused overalls, steel capped boots with no laces and an amazing variety of hats, ranging from a reversed Boy Scout beret complete with badges to an extremely expensive- looking formal trilby. The party was completed by Shagger, Big Doug’s gigantic Alsatian. Shagger spent his days either pretending to be asleep on his bed (an upturned Ford Zodiac bonnet covered with a filthy old blanket) or shambling about the place terrifying customers. This huge beast had raised his mighty head and muttered to himself as I entered the room but had clearly decided I wasn’t worth bothering with and had settled back down again. Big Doug scowled at me from across his desk.

			“What?” he snarled.

			“Er, I need some welding done on a Morris Minor,” I squeaked in my best grammar school boy voice. “I’ve got a list here of what I think needs doing and I wondered if you could give me some idea of what it might cost?” 

			Big Doug sighed deeply, balanced the remains of his pie on an oily gear cluster and beckoned me forwards. He snatched the piece of paper from my outstretched hand, scanned it for a couple of seconds then handed it back with his pronouncement.

			“Bloody sight more than you could afford, Sonny Jim. Now bugger off and don’t ever 

			disturb me while I’m having me dinner again.” 

			I beat a hasty retreat to guffaws from the entourage and with Shagger performing a perfect imitation of the rasping, wheezing titter that Muttley from Whacky Racers used to indulge in whenever Dick Dastardly got his comeuppance. I cycled home in a foul mood, flumped into the driver’s seat of the Morris and reconsidered my strategy. 

			I worked on Wednesdays and Fridays at the local garage, doing the evening shift on the petrol pumps. The owner, Andy, was a decent chap who was relieved to find someone who could do the pump jockey job without setting fire to the place or giving so much wrong change that profits on petrol sales were actually losses (both of which had occurred with previous incumbents). If the pumps were quiet and he and his mechanics were working overtime he would let me do a few basic jobs on customer’s cars in for servicing. Mum hated it when this happened – it was difficult enough getting petrol out of my clothes the following day but old engine oil as well tended to choke the washing machine.

			The following Wednesday I told Andy about my consultation with Big Doug. Andy tried not to grin and offered to come and take a look at the Morris the next evening. He turned up as promised, stuck his head under the car for a few seconds and accepted the offer of a beer from my father. The three of us sat in deck chairs on the back lawn and sipped at cans of tepid Watneys Pale Ale.

			“So what’s the verdict on the lad’s car then, Andy?” Andy shifted uneasily in his chair.

			“Thing is, Ray,” said Andy, “In order to weld up a car for an MOT you’ve actually got to have something to weld up to in the first place. Welding new metal to fresh air is a bit difficult.” 

			“Hmmm….” said my father, “So what do you think is the best course of action?” 

			Andy did not directly reply. Instead, they both looked meaningfully at me and I looked across at the Morris, still perched precariously on top of the railway sleepers and giving off occasional puffs of cement dust as gentle gusts of wind eddied around the garden. There was a pause during which nobody spoke.

			“I’ll ring the scrapyard tomorrow,” I eventually sighed.

			“Good lad,” they both said together and took deep swigs at their cans.

			Upset though I was at the shattering of my dreams of the open road and making closer acquaintance with girls like Marilyn Marshall, I figured that the situation wasn’t necessarily all bad. After all, the exercise hadn’t cost me anything and I’d learned a bit about what to look for when acquiring bangers. More importantly, I knew that scrapyards would often pay hard cash for old cars. The amount varied according to a combination of what they perceived as the value of the bits they could extract from the vehicle in question and the haggling skills of the owner. The old chap over the road had got £15 for a clapped out P4 Rover only the other week, for example. Fifteen quid! A lot of money in those days. Now, admittedly, the poor old Moggie might look a bit dog-eared but the engine ran (after a fashion) and the gearbox worked. There were also various interior bits that the scrappie might be able to sell to the dwindling number of split screen Morris Minor owners that still had their cars on the road. It might be worth as much as £5. Maybe even £10?

			The chap who answered the phone when I rang the scrapyard seemed less than enthusiastic about the prospect of acquiring such a valuable asset but said he’d send a truck round later that day. At the allotted hour, a spectacularly battered ex-army surplus, flatbed six - tonner with a rickety looking crane behind the cab appeared in the drive. From behind the wheel leapt the bald, square-shaped bloke with part of one ear missing from Big Doug’s entourage. Judging from the lettering hand-painted in white on the reverse side of both the lorry’s sun-visors and repeated on the doors just below each side window, this gentleman’s name was Wazzer.

			Uncertain of the etiquette in such circumstances, I offered a cheery greeting which was met with a grunt and an energetic session of head nodding and shoulder raising. Saying not a word, Wazzer pushed the Morris into position alongside his lorry. He seemed to use the same amount of apparent effort in doing so that it would have taken me to push a Dinky toy version of the real thing along the sitting room floor. Anxious to start negotiations and impress him with the many attributes of the car before it was winched onto the truck, I said something about it having a jolly good engine. I opened the bonnet, leaned inside and pulled the starter. Nothing happened except that blue smoke began to rise from one of the battery terminals. Flustered, I whacked the offending terminal with a handy rock from a nearby flower bed and tried again. This time the engine started and I stood outside the open driver’s door revving mightily with my right foot. Through encouraging gestures and exaggerated facial expressions I attempted to indicate to Wazzer over the din that this was indeed a remarkably fine testimony to The Morris Motor Company’s engineering standards. In mid-rev, the engine suddenly hiccupped and stopped with a loud clatter and another puff of blue smoke, this time from the air cleaner. 

			Wazzer grunted again and the shoulder went up and down a few more times. Without comment he proceeded to run a hefty chain through both front windows, over the roof of the car and up to the dangling hook of the lorry’s crane. Skilfully manipulating the hydraulic levers that controlled the crane, he lifted the Morris high into the air and prepared to lower it onto the back of the lorry. I knew this was my last chance. 

			“Er, I understand that scrap dealers normally offer a bit of cash when they are collecting 

			cars…?” I uttered in as confident a voice as I could muster.

			As the last words of that sentence left my lips there was a loud cracking sound from above. We both looked up to see that the Morris’s offside rear spring mounting had made its own bid for freedom in sympathy with its forward brother. The weight of the axle falling had been sufficient to snap off the connection from the lever arm damper in the process and the whole assembly was now dangling under the car, supported only by the nearside spring and the propshaft.

			Wazzer went into a prolonged and frantic session of the head nodding and shoulder raising routine. Eventually he stopped, looked me straight in the eye and calmly enunciated in perfect BBC newsreader tones,

			“I don’t think cash would be appropriate in this case, old chap – do you?”

			Disconsolately, I watched the ancient Bedford grind off down the lane with the sad-looking Morris bouncing around on the back, its roof squashed under the arm of the crane. Just before it disappeared from view, as Wazzer’s lorry bounced over a bump on the apex of the corner, the Morris’s unsecured boot lid flapped open. A substantial cloud of cement dust rose into the still afternoon air, leaving nearby hedges with a delicate, frosted effect.

			Chapter 2

			A budding entrepreneur

			My experiences with a rusty, dusty Morris Minor had not dampened my enthusiasm for acquiring a car before my 17th birthday so that I could take my driving test at the earliest opportunity. Twelve months careful saving of the wages I had earned in the evenings as a petrol pump attendant and at the weekends as a slayer of weeds and mower of lawns had resulted in a war chest of just over £100. A tidy sum in 1968.

			Each week I eagerly scrutinised the cars for sale column in the local paper and a dog-eared Exchange & Mart handed down by the elder brother of my mate over the road who was looking for a motorbike. Both offered pretty thin pickings. The vast majority of cars on offer were either way out of my price range or would have been impossible for a young driver to insure. Either that, or they were described as “failed MOT, useful for spares”. Armed with my recently acquired knowledge of what might or might not be acceptable to an MOT inspector, I also rapidly discovered that a lot of the cars offered for sale described as “good condition, nice little runner” should more accurately have been portrayed as “useful for spares”.

			I went to see an Austin A30 advertised as being “completely reliable, just needs a bit of tidying for MOT”. It proved to be a prime example of a type of car that I would come across many times in the future. The A30 was being sold by a chap in a nearby village who had sounded quite elderly but very sparky when I phoned him in response to the advert. John ran me over there on the back of the dreaded Beeza. We bumped and backfired our way down an unmade drive between lush rhododendron bushes suddenly to emerge outside a pretty, ivy-covered cottage with the Austin parked out front, ready for our inspection.

			 The elderly gent and his wife turned out to be a delightful couple who insisted that this pair of unkempt, hairy, strangely-garbed youths who had burst into their garden on a noisy motorbike (which immediately started leaking oil onto their carefully raked gravel frontage) should have tea and cakes served on bone china crockery. Over tea, we were quizzed at length as to which schools we attended, how well we had been doing with our studies and what careers we intended to pursue.

			Eventually, we were allowed a closer look at the Austin which had clearly been the old boy’s pride and joy for many years. He told us that he had bought it when it was only a couple of years old from a retiring colleague at work and that he had looked after and serviced it himself ever since. From a few feet away it looked pretty good although there were some strange smudges in a slightly darker colour than the rest of the bodywork at various extremities. 

			The carefully polished chrome glinted in the sun and the beautifully clean interior looked as if it had only left the factory a year or two ago. The proud owner popped open the bonnet with a flourish to reveal a tidy looking engine compartment with the alloy dome on top of the SU carburettor gleaming nicely, the familiar green paint on the pristine rocker cover immaculate and each of the sparkplug caps neatly numbered in hand-applied white paint. 

			Unfortunately, the light flooding into the engine bay also revealed that the inner front wings and the bottom of the bulkhead on both sides were shot to pieces – riddled with rust. A similar story was repeated throughout the rest of the car. Lifting a corner of the spotless front carpets exposed floorpans that were not much better than the horrors I had discovered when crawling under my recently departed Morris Minor. Sliding the apparently unused spare wheel out of its location in the boot, we discovered that the bottom of the rear inner wings and the boot floor in their immediate vicinity had about as much structural integrity as the delicious chocolate cake we had just consumed. 

			The really sad bits, however, were all the outer bodywork areas that in many cars of the era were reduced to corroded, flaking metal within an alarmingly short time of leaving the factory. The front wings behind the headlights, round the wheel-arches and down the rear edges. Each end of the sills, the bottoms of the doors, the seams on the tops of the rear wings, valance panels front and rear – a long and depressingly familiar list.

			Since sometime around the late 1980s, when car manufacturers finally started paying attention to properly rust-proofing their products, teenage lads seeking old bangers only needed to confine their inspections of prospective acquisitions to the state of mechanical components and whether or not the vehicle in question had a sound system capable of shaking teeth fillings loose with the bass turned to max. Prior to this, our main concern had been whether the structure of the car had been weakened by rust beyond the point of no return in the eyes of the local MOT inspector. Mechanical bits were relatively easy to replace and in-car entertainment systems were often absent in any event. 

			What was particularly tragic in this case was that the considerable efforts that the old gentleman had made over the years keeping the A30’s bodywork religiously polished every week, “touching up a few pinpricks here and there” with almost – but not quite – the right colour paint had merely disguised the ravages of the rust underneath. It also explained the smudges. On the outside, some of these areas looked as if there were indeed just a few pinpricks in the paint. Underneath, however, there were areas where there was very little metal left at all beneath the carefully tended top coat. We made, as in the oldest of journalistic clichés, our excuses and left.

			Similar sad examples were to come my way over the decades but none reminded me more clearly of the old boy and his A30 than an Austin Healey 3000 Mk111 that I encountered many years later. I had gone to see a well known specialist classic car restorer as I needed to buy some parts for an MGC that I had at the time. As I entered the restoration company’s car park I couldn’t help noticing a chap who seemed to be in considerable distress making his way towards his car in faltering steps and apparently sobbing into a large handkerchief. Being British, I ignored him of course and made my way into the spares dept. But also being nosey, I eventually mentioned to the chap behind the counter the scene which I had witnessed on my way into the building and asked whether it was normal for his customers to depart feeling quite so upset.

			“Not surprised about the waterworks, I’m afraid. Come and look at this.”

			He lead me behind the counter and into the workshop. We approached a fabulous looking Austin Healey, pretty as a picture in light metallic blue over cream with chrome wire wheels twinkling away under the fluorescent lighting. Then we got round to the other side of the car and I could see that the lower rear half of the front wing had been cut off along the swage line. Underneath was revealed the most terrible mess. Aluminium mesh everywhere, roughly cut bits of rusty steel screwed with self-tappers over gaping holes in original metalwork, great splodges of porridge (60s old car vernacular for filler) all over the place – no wonder the bloke was in tears.

			You can guess the rest of the story. Our lachrymose friend had brought the car in to investigate why these pin pricks in the paint kept appearing when he polished it. He had paid top dollar for the car only a year previously on the basis that it had had a nut and bolt total restoration and was a “perfect” example of the marque. Oh dear, oh dear.

			Now, while we are on the subject of MGCs, this attempt by BMC (or BLMH or Leyland or whatever they were calling themselves that year) to upgrade and improve the ageing MGB was a much and unfairly maligned old thing in my opinion. It was an interesting early victim of the new wave of hard-hitting, “tell it like it really is” school of motoring journalism that was coming to the fore in the early Seventies. Whether or not the stories were true about the front tyre pressures on the test MGCs provided for journalists at the car’s launch being wrongly adjusted - thus leading to much criticism of leaden-footed understeer - we will never know. 

			I always found that if you treated the old girl to some decent tyres and inflated them strictly in accordance with whatever pressures the MG Owners Club recommended (and provided all the front suspension and steering bushes were as they were supposed to be) she would get round the bends in a reasonably dignified manner. Never going to beat a Lotus Elan but that wasn’t really the car’s purpose in life. Decades later, motoring journalists writing about “C’s” in classic car magazines are generally reaching similar conclusions. Told you so.

			Back in the late Sixties, the family summer holiday since the year dot had been a fortnight in deepest Sussex. Here we stayed with Aunt Is (Isobel) and her mother (Mrs S) in a beautiful but slightly faded and ramshackle converted oast house. The twin roundels of this historic building were perched on the Southern uplands of a picturesque valley, looking across to a story-book windmill on the opposite side. The two wonderful, warm-hearted ladies who lived there were not actually blood relatives of our family but were treated as if they were and accorded us the same sentiments. My siblings and myself could not remember life without them as they had been around since each of us was born.

			Aunt Is was my Mum’s best friend. They had both served in the WRENS during the war and had sailed the salty seas together braving U-boats, the Luftwaffe and Royal Navy wartime on-board rations. Eventually they wound up in Alexandria where they took many slightly out-of-focus black and white pictures of themselves and others cavorting amongst pyramids, camels and numerous Brylcreemed middle-ranking male officers from all three services. 

			The exact nature of the mission that required these two young women – one more or less fresh from the playing fields of Roedean, the other from a sheltered background in Western Scotland – to undertake such a perilous journey was never revealed. Just like my father, who had been in the Army, they very rarely talked about their wartime experiences and were circumspect in their descriptions when they did. With hindsight - and undoubtedly in common with many others of my generation – I wish now that I had tried to persuade both my parents to open up a bit more about what happened to them between 1939 and 1945. However, the whole “don’t talk about the war” ethos amongst those who had served was very strong - and very understandable. 

			I knew that my father had seen action in North Africa and Italy but only because he suffered from a perforated eardrum. Much later in his life, he was persuaded one evening over a beer or two to explain the circumstances of how he acquired it. The driver of a British tank had lost control of his vehicle as he was manoeuvring close to a large stack of munitions on the dockside in Naples. My father was marching with a company of troops nearby and considered himself lucky to have “merely” been blown off his feet into a pile of sandbags as a result of the huge explosion – others were a great deal less lucky. 

			Curiously, there were a number of other ways in which WW2 British tanks played a role in my development towards adulthood. I had earwigged into enough grown-up conversations at family gatherings – albeit highly guarded ones - to be aware that my Uncle Frank had “been in tanks” and had also been a POW. The respectful silence that always followed the few sentences that were ever uttered on these subjects impressed itself upon me even as a young boy, innocent of the realities of war. But I also discovered that WW2 tanks could be a source of great fun to energetic young lads - especially if someone had been thoughtful enough to provide one as a playground. 

			I enjoyed all the traditional benefits experienced by youngsters fortunate enough to be brought up in a rural area – fields and woods to explore at will, birds and animals to learn about, even a canal towpath to ramble along and extract the odd stickleback. However, my friends and I had something extra on top of all this by virtue of the fact that we lived close to large tracts of land used by the British Army. In particular, tracts of land used as firing ranges and for military training exercises. 

			The combination of lengthy parental strictures on the perils of wandering about on the ranges when the Army were using them, along with the Army’s own carefully policed and well publicised red flag system, kept us out of trouble most of the time. But when the soldiers weren’t around the ranges were a playground from heaven for adventurous young boys. We would spend hours firing our own toy guns or throwing stones at the targets on the firing ranges and holding mock battles on and around the sand banks constructed behind them. The other great sport we enjoyed was collecting dozens of spent brass cartridge cases. Before being used as swapsies with other kids for comics or sweets, however, these had to be taken home for inspection by fathers with military experience because there were often a few “live” ones to be dealt with in each haul.

			Far and away the best treat provided on the ranges, however, was a small number of scrapped military vehicles, including the turret-less hulk of a tank, dumped in a clearing in a quiet wooded area. The tank was like a magnet to the small boys of the area who would swarm all over it from breakfast time to tea time at weekends and during school holidays. A modern Health & Safety Inspector would have had a fit. 

			I realise now that it was probably this old wreck that stirred within me a nascent interest in things mechanical. The engine, transmission and steering mechanisms were all still in place and I well remember trying to figure out how everything was connected and the purpose of the various levers and pedals. 

			Deep in the bowels of the tank, running more or less the full length back from the driver’s seat was an immensely complicated system of rods, levers and swivels that performed some function I never fully understood. The mechanism was seized solid with rust and, for some unaccountable reason, I took it upon myself to get it working. Armed with a crowbar borrowed from my father’s tool shed, I worked my way along the system identifying the points which seemed more stuck than others. I attempted to lubricate them with grease purloined from other parts of the vehicle and carefully applied with a grubby finger. 

			By means of threatening the smaller kids and pleading with the ones bigger than me, I assembled a team of helpers who were stationed at strategic points along the mechanism. As I heaved backwards and forwards with my crowbar at the driver’s seat end, the helpers were instructed to keep me informed of any movement and to work the grease into any joints that showed signs of shifting. Soon the tank was echoing to cries of “It’s moving, it’s moving!” and yells of agony as small fingers were pinched by suddenly freed and unyielding pieces of steel. I’m not sure what was achieved by all this but it felt great at the time.

			But all good things must come to an end eventually and, early one sunny morning, disaster struck. The usual bunch of half a dozen or so scruffy urchins had turned up at the tank ready for a good couple of hours of unrestrained mucking about. Imagine our horror when we found our precious plaything on the back of an enormous tank transporter that was clearly about to depart. The transporter crew were having a fag break and were much amused to be suddenly accosted by a vocal group of young boys demanding to know what was happening to “their” tank. 

			The Irish sergeant in charge decided to have some fun at our expense.

			“Ah, so it’s your tank is it young fella’s? We was wondering who it might belong to, wasn’t 

			we boys?” 

			His men grinned in agreement from their various stations on and around the transporter as the sergeant lined us up in a row in descending height order and proceeded to inspect us as if we were applicants at an Army recruitment centre. He walked slowly down the line of kids pretending to scrutinise each one in turn. 

			“Well this one’s no good,” he said, pointing at me, “Too gangly.” Cue much merriment from my fellow gang members.

			“And this one’s too hairy” indicating a lad who was, admittedly, in urgent need of a barber. He stopped in front of the smallest member of our group and shook his head in mock disbelief.

			“Sorry son,” he said, “The British Army does not recruit people who wear odd socks.” This raised a hearty laugh from all present except the little lad who squirmed with embarrassment.

			“Now then, gentlemen,” said the sergeant, “If this here veehickle belongs to you lot, one 

			 of you will have a chit for it. Everything in the military has to have a chit. So which one of you has got it? Eh?” Having no idea what a chit might be we shuffled our feet and shook our heads.

			“In that case, gentlemen,” he continued, drawing himself up to full height and standing to attention, “I have to inform you that I am commandeering this ‘ere tank in the name of the British Army and ‘er Majesty The Queen.”

			Well, since we earnestly pledged our loyalty to The Queen every week at Cubs and Scouts we were hardly in a position to argue if she had decided that she needed our tank for some reason. As the transporter crew made ready to depart, the boldest boy amongst us plucked up enough courage to ask where it was going. The reply was both alarming and – as far as I was concerned – confusing:

			“We shall be taking this ‘ere tank to our tank firing range where we will use it as a target 

			and blow the beejaysus out of it.”

			This all happened when I was about eight years old. I must have been at least 10 before someone finally managed to persuade me that British Army tanks did not actually possess a critical but vulnerable component called a Beejaysus. During the intervening years I carried a vague awareness in my head of an imaginary cartoon frame from the sort of blood-thirsty war comic that was popular at the time. The frame showed a British tank as seen from the turret of a German Panzer through the smoke and confusion of a battlefield. The German tank commander (portrayed, inevitably, as unshaven, beetle browed and generally demonic) is bellowing through the hatch to his gunner:

			“Kvickly Fritz, before he sees us. Aim for ze Beejaysus and ve vill destroy ze Tommy 

			tank wiz vun shot.”

			Down in the wilds of darkest Sussex, in addition to being my Mum’s best friend, Aunt Is was also the best cook in the world – bar none. From clouds of steam and with much clattering of ancient cooking utensils in her circular kitchen, this self-taught culinary paragon would produce traditional English grub of a quality that I have never experienced anywhere else. This includes a number of pricey restaurants awash with Michelin stars, snooty waiters and fawning recommendations in weekend newspaper supplements. Perfect Sunday roasts with never less than five fresh vegetables, proper steak ’n kidney steamed puddings, beautifully tender pork chops with onion gravy and gigantic apple pies with home made ice-cream would appear bang on the dot of whatever time she had decided we would eat. Aunt Is also created cooked breakfasts for my brother and myself of such variety and enormity that my father would stay in bed until we had finished guzzling them because it would ruin the rest of his day if he had to endure the spectacle of us stuffing ourselves to such an extent at that time of the morning.

			It was while digesting such a feast one morning that I picked up the local Sussex paper and spotted an interesting looking advert in the ‘cars for sale’ column: 1961 Morris Oxford, MOT, green, no rust, £115 o.n.o. 

			No rust, eh? A likely story. Morris Oxford? Hmmm. Not likely to set too many female hearts a-fluttering, especially in green. Still, it wasn’t too far away and the old man needed some fags from the village shop so we used it as an excuse to skive off the washing up and went to take a look.

			I knew it was something special as soon as I saw it parked by the side of a road in a council estate. Amongst all the grotty looking Consuls, Crestas and builders vans it stood out as solid, respectable and decent. As did the owner, who made us a cup of tea and chatted to Dad while I crawled over and under it with my trusty Rustfinder General; a Christmas present torch with a multi-coloured swivelling lens that could shine red, blue and green light as well as white. It was difficult to envisage the circumstances in which the manufacturers thought the ability to cast a blue beam of light might be useful but the torch did the job of illuminating murky corners of old cars well enough on the normal white beam. 

			What it was illuminating in this case was proving very interesting. I simply could not find any rust. I went over all the obvious places underneath and there was nothing except solid metal. I lifted the carpets, removed the base of the rear seat, tapped the inner sills with the handle of a screwdriver, scrutinised all the panels for signs of filler and drew a complete blank. This was amazing and also a little confusing. I had never been at close quarters with an old car that didn’t have any rust before and was rather overwhelmed. I slurped my tea and decided to have another, closer look. A further ten minutes of scratching away underneath the car with the other end of the screwdriver still produced nothing of any consequence. A pause for thought was necessary.

			OK, now let’s think about this logically. So maybe I really have stumbled across some freakishly rust free BMC product but there must be something wrong for that price. Maybe it’s mechanically knackered? Having established that the radiator and block were stone cold, I asked the owner to start her up. He pulled out the choke, turned the key and the B series engine started immediately. No smoke, no funny noises, no funny smells. It quickly settled into a nice smooth idle and I watched and listened carefully as the engine warmed – no rattles, no leaks, no overheating. Blimey.

			We went for a ride round the block with the owner chatting away and making no apparent effort to try and disguise any faults with the clutch, gearbox or brakes. It all seemed to do everything it was supposed to. I looked around the cabin – headlining intact, carpets un-holed, leather seat coverings a bit grubby but with no splits or tears, all the instruments working. Cor.

			We pulled up outside the seller’s house to find that his son had arrived, presumably to provide moral support. The two sets of fathers and sons lined up on opposite sides of the car, each standing with furrowed brow and one arm clutching the other across the stomach in a contemplative stance. It looked rather like the opening credits scene in Minder where Terry McCann is trying to decide whether or not to buy the white Capri from Arthur Daley.

			Ours is an age in which extensive advice on the buying and selling of used cars is readily available from acres of specialist newsprint in every papershop and hundreds of websites. Luminaries such as Quentin Wilson provide minutely observed analysis of the psychology of both the buying and selling process – what to say, when to say it and, most importantly, when to say nothing at all. Weren’t like that in them days…....

			Prospective Buyer’s Father (PBF) to Prospective Buyer (PB): “What do you want to do then?”

			PB to PBF: “Dunno.”

			PBF to PB: “Waddya mean dunno? You’re supposed to be the great car expert. Is the thing worth what he’s asking or not?”

			PB to PBF: “Dunno. Seems OK. Can’t find any rust.”

			PBF to PB: “So are you going to make him an offer or not?”

			PB to PBF: “Dunno.”

			PBF to himself: “Dear God.”

			Prospective Seller (PS) to Prospective Seller’s Son (PSS): “What in God’s name are they wittering on about over there? Cricket starts soon.”

			PSS to PS: “How did you decide on a price of £115?”

			PS to PSS: “Bloke down the pub said that’s what its worth.”

			PSS to PS: “Extensive bit of market research there then, Dad. What’s the lowest you’d take?” 

			PS to PSS: “Probably take £90 if he offered.”

			PBF to PB: “Look, we can’t stand here like a couple of prunes all day. He put ‘o.n.o.’ in the ad. If you think the car’s OK, try him with a low offer.”

			PB to PBF: “How much?”

			PBF to PB: “How the hell should I know? Try £90.”

			PB to PBF: “You do it. He’ll listen to you.”

			PBF to PB: “If you’re big and ugly enough to buy a car you’re big and ugly enough to make the offer.”

			PB to himself: “Dunno.”

			PB to PS: “Er, would you take £90?”

			PS to PB (without hesitation): “Sorry son, couldn’t possibly go that low.”

			PB to PS: “Er, hang on a minute.”

			PSS to PS: “I thought you said you’d take £90.”

			PS to PSS: “I know, I just panicked.”

			PB to PBF: “He said no. What do I do?”

			PBF to PB: “Well, is the car worth £95?”

			PB to PBF: “Dunno.”

			PBF to the world at large: “Dear God.”

			Eventually these highly skilled, hard-fought negotiations resulted in agreement on a price of £105 to include delivery of the car back to Surrey. 

			Back home a week later, the same group of sweating mates plus my brother and myself just managed to heave the Oxford up onto the railway sleepers in the back garden. I was informed that any future car purchases had better not be any bigger or heavier than this one or I would find myself extracting a railway sleeper from a part of my anatomy not designed to accommodate such an item. Fearing the worst, and convinced that I must have missed something on my initial inspection, the Rustfinder General and I disappeared under the car once more. Half an hour later we emerged triumphant. The old crate really did seem as good as I had thought it was – there weren’t even any oil leaks and the tyres actually had tread on them. The only things the car could be faulted on were the rather grubby interior and a bit of paint bloom on the tops of the front wings and the roof. 

			I set to work vigorously on a sequence of operations that I have repeated countless times over the years that have followed; T-cutting (what utterly magic stuff that is!), polishing, chrome restoring, carpet beating, glass cleaning, upholstery renovating etc, etc. It was a labour of love and by the time it was over it had seeped deep into my bones. I had discovered that I’m just one of those sad people who love cleaning cars. Immensely proud of the results, I invited Andy from the garage round for a look. 

			“Not bad,” he said, “Not bad at all. Let’s have a closer look at this thing.”

			He drove the Morris and me round to the garage and we put her up on the ramps. Andy tapped away with his favourite MOT testing tool (a heavy cross-pein hammer with a very sharp edge), revved the engine a bit and then stood back in the approved Terry McCann stance.

			“Tell you what,” he said, “If you can’t sell it, I’ll give you what you paid for it.”

			Thus underwritten, I advertised the car in the local paper for £155 in the hope of perhaps raising £125 - £130 after the inevitable haggling. I had four replies on the day the paper appeared and the second person to see the car gave me the full asking price that very afternoon – didn’t even try and beat me down. 50% profit within 2 weeks of purchase. Not bad? Bloody brilliant, my son, bloody brilliant!

			A few weeks later I was leafing through an old copy of Autocar at a jumble sale in the village hall. I found a full page colour advert from BMC advertising the then-new Morris Oxford in exactly the same green colour as the one I had just sold. They did artist’s impressions rather than photographs in car adverts in those days and the artist was always allowed a generous amount of licence. Thus stodgy, podgy, saloons that – in reality – wobbled about high above the tarmac on narrow-tracked, knock-kneed suspension and skinny wheels always looked like sleek, ground hugging, low-slung Italian or American exotica; wheel arches barely large enough to contain meaty looking, man-sized tyres. Equally, tiny little cars like Fiat 500s always looked about the size of a Rolls Royce because the artist drew the human occupants inside and the buildings and trees in the background completely out of scale.

			In this case, the artist had placed the Morris Oxford in the foreground of a modern city street scene. A prosperous looking, square jawed, pipe-smoking, brown suit wearing Dad was loading shopping into the cavernous boot while a 1950s version of an attractive modern Yummy Mummy in a bright, narrow-waisted summer frock looked on adoringly. Meanwhile, two rosy-cheeked offspring beamed happily through the back window and passers-by cast approving glances at the obviously excellent choice in motor vehicle that this delightful young family had made.

			The ridiculous thing was that the bloke who had bought the Morris from me in real life had clearly been the artist’s model for this very advert. He absolutely WAS the bloke in the picture right down to the pipe, the brown suit and the funny little moustache. All that was different was that the real life Morris Oxford driver’s wife was rather larger and a lot frumpier than the one in the advert and his two kids a great deal less angelic. Still, I had obviously managed to match exactly the right buyer with the right car.

			So there I was, aged 16 and a half, with my future clearly mapped out before me. If I could turn £105 into £155 in two weeks there was no reason why the £155 shouldn’t become £232.10s, the £232.10s become £348.15s and so on. I was undoubtedly destined to become Britain’s youngest motor trade entrepreneur and a millionaire by the time I was 21. 

			Images of the sort of cars I would be able to afford floated across my sub-concious. A British Racing Green Triumph TR5 maybe? Or even a gun metal grey E-type? No, no – there was no limit to this, it could be anything. A final vision of a metallic blue Porsche 911 with Marilyn Marshall dressed in her school uniform and waving cheerily from the passenger seat was suddenly and cruelly dispersed as the phone rang.

			It was my mate Peter. He had decided to sell his MG. I didn’t know it then but it was to be downhill all the way from that point on.

			Chapter 3

			Weber ‘tis nobler…

			Peter was a very useful bloke to be acquainted with at the age of 16 and a half as his life experience and social contacts seemed far more extensive than my own. He attended a fee-paying boys school which made him randy as goat when it came to even the mention of girls and also enabled him to rub shoulders with the sons of the great and the good of the area. Like John, he was about a year older than me. Theoretically this gave him – and therefore possibly me too – a degree of credibility with the sort of girls who might not normally consider associating with 16 year old bean poles with no transport. This reflected glory concept was not infallible but I seem to recall that there were one or two worthwhile moments.

			Peter’s credibility stakes in this regard were raised a little above the average as a result of his reasonably good looks (or so I was told by more than one interested female) and a self-confident, outgoing manner. He certainly looked quite distinctive. It was common for teenage lads to model themselves on iconic figureheads of the time from rock stars to revolutionaries - although they would, of course, deny having done any such thing. Attend any youthful gathering and John Lennon specs, Che Guevera beards, Bob Dylan headbands and David Bowie hairstyles were much in evidence.

			Peter was different. For some reason he had latched on to the late Fifties, ultra-smooth, laid back lothario look as demonstrated by Roger Moore in The Saint, the precursor to his more famous role as James Bond. So, at the sort of noisy social event described previously and amongst acres of denim, crushed velvet loon pants, waist length hair, sleeveless sheepskin jackets and pints you might find Peter leaning casually against the bar, poncy cocktail in one hand, cigarillo in the other. His shortish hair would be swept carefully back and laquered into something approximating a Simon Templar style. He would be dressed in neatly pressed trousers and sports jacket and would adopt a pose with one eyebrow raised in a quizzical fashion as he surveyed the female prospects within the room. But who was I to judge? I was just the eager 16 year old sidekick tagging along for the ride.

			Another useful thing about Peter was his car. He had a mid-50s MG Magnette ZA, the rather stylish, Gerald Palmer designed, further variation on a theme within the hugely over-extended BMC badge engineering concept of the period. It really wasn’t a bad old bus, particularly when seen against the creaky Riley and Wolseley saloons of a similar type and vintage that were still on the road at the time, often showing very obvious signs of the dreaded tin-worm and general neglect. The banger racing crowd had also cottoned on to the fact that these were extremely tough old crates made from pretty thick metal and capable of absorbing a lot of damage. Drop into a race meeting at the Aldershot banger racing circuit any Wednesday night and you would see dozens of them ploughing into folded-up tin cans like Cortinas to great effect.

			I really liked Peter’s Magnette. It seemed a very honest and faithful sort of car. It was shiny black with a tan leather interior and lots of wood. Apart from a bit of crumbling at the bottom of both front doors, the coachwork (cars like that had coachwork, not bodywork) was in excellent condition and the car drove really quite well. Or it did as far as I could tell from the passenger seat. Also it smelled nice inside – sort of leathery and beeswaxy. And the instruments were illuminated at night with atmospheric pale green backlighting. Cool. 

			But the primary emotional attachment was that a rare “sidekick’s worthwhile moment” had occurred on the back seat of this very car in a dark corner of a village hall car park whilst its owner was busy striking poses at the bar during a cricket club dinner dance. Those early experiences of the warmth, the intimacy, the excitement, the intoxicating aromas and intense sensations generated within the confined space of a car interior by two young people alone together.......well, they never fade, do they? 

			Peter had had the car for about a year, learning to drive and passing his test in it. He was fond of it but had decided that it wasn’t quite right for the international man of mystery persona he was attempting to create for himself. He came round one afternoon in its replacement and we went down to the pub to haggle over a price for the MG. I had been trying to guess beforehand what he might have bought. Thanks to his reasonably wealthy family he wasn’t short of a bob or two so maybe an MGB GT? Triumph GT6? Possibly even an old Mk 2 Jag? 

			I couldn’t believe it – he’d only gone and bought a Sunbeam Rapier. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised really as a complete poser’s car like that was actually quite appropriate in Peter’s case but even so, a Sunbeam ruddy Rapier. A two-door Hillman Minx in drag. Dear oh dear.

			We sat outside the pub at a table next to the car park where Peter could watch the reaction of passers-by to his gleaming new motor. It was certainly in good nick, the light metallic green lower body offset by the glossy black roof and lots of chrome sparkling away prettily. He had, of course, parked it in the most prominent position he could find and left it with all the windows down so as best to show off the pillarless coupe profile. Everyone ignored it.

			Into the car park swept a mutual acquaintance in his new car, a two litre Triumph Vitesse saloon. The competitive environment that young men and their motors always generate, especially outside pubs, soon resulted in bonnets being popped, b.h.p figures being compared, tyres being kicked and complete car codswallop being spouted in loud voices for hours on end. Great stuff.

			Eventually it was time to go. Peter waved the Vitesse ahead of him as we left the car park and prepared to give chase. The pursuit did not last long. The relatively light, six cylinder and twin carburettor equipped Triumph shot off into the distance with a cultured snarl from its twin exhausts. Peter gave the four cylinder, single carb Rapier’s engine as many beans as he could but all the fancy wooden dashboards and reclining seats in the world were not going to make up for the fact that this was a heavy and substantially underpowered car. I watched the snazzy rev counter drag itself slowly round the dial to the red line in each of the lower gears but all that seemed to happen was that the thrashing noise from under the bonnet got louder and the Vitesse further away. The super cool man of mystery was suddenly getting a little hot under the collar.

			But my mate Peter was made of stern stuff and soon came up with a plan to redress the balance and restore his automotive pride. We’d had problems with Peter’s plans before (mostly ones about how to persuade young ladies to consider going out with us) but I tried to keep an open mind and listened attentively. The gist of his argument was that, over the years, Rapiers and allied Rootes products had actually done pretty well in motor sport, particularly rallying, so it must be possible to make them go faster. All he (by which I think he meant, we) had to do was acquire the necessary go-faster bits and turn his purring Rapier into a roaring Vitesse hunter. We would create a wolf in sheep’s clothing. 

			“As opposed to the sheep in poodle’s clothing that it is now?” I enquired. His reply was not printable.

			The first and cheapest step for those wishing to extract more performance from their car’s engine these days is often to go and see a man with some special software in his laptop. The laptop man will insert a re-programmed chip into your vehicle’s engine management system and warn you not to tell the dealer what you have done when it comes round to servicing time. Depending on the type of car you have, the condition of its engine and how genuine the skills of the laptop man you have approached turn out to be, you might expect to gain an increase in power of somewhere between 5% and 20%. You might even get a slug of improved torque to go with it.

			 Back in the late Sixties, of course, there were no engine management systems that could be “chipped”. Raising the bonnet of your car, you would gaze upon simple mechanical and electrical components like carburettors and distributors, not micro-processors. If you wanted to go faster in those days the best advice you would be given would be to go and buy a faster car. 

			Nevertheless, if you did decide to have a go at souping up whatever it was you had there were many practitioners of the black art of “performance tuning”. These often colourful characters would tweak large numbers of tenners from your fingers in return for mysterious lumps of shiny metal and promises of vast increases in brake horse power. Prominent amongst these lumps of shiny metal (and something of an earlier equivalent to the instant gratification afforded by “chipping”) was the ubiquitous Weber carburettor. Throw away your feeble standard carb, bolt on a Weber or two and you could stand tall amongst your automotive peers amazing all with your knowledge of side draughts and down draughts. Hot air would be going in all directions, in fact. 

			Exotic stuff like Ferraris and Maseratis had banks of gleaming Webers atop dozens of cylinders. More mundane four cylinder things like Rapiers had a single, grimy old Solex lurking underneath an air cleaner that resembled an oily biscuit tin. It was clear what was needed here.

			Peter busied himself for a couple of days amongst the small ads in the back of Autosport magazine, eventually making contact with a “tuning expert” in Dorset who apparently specialised in Rootes engines. This chap described himself as a successful racer of Sunbeam Alpines and Tigers. He needed a standard Solex for some reason and was prepared to take one in part exchange against a second hand but “fully rebuilt” Weber he happened to have in his workshop. One that came with an inlet manifold that would bolt straight onto the Rapier’s cylinder head and instantly transform its performance. He also happened to be coming up to Surrey that weekend and could deliver the Weber to Peter’s house and take away the Solex.

			On the Saturday morning, as Peter and I were in his garage removing the last of the bolts securing the Solex, we heard a throaty rumbling coming up the drive. Into view hove a black, bumperless Sunbeam Tiger covered in racing numbers and sponsor’s stickers. It scraped its massively lowered underside on the potholes and scrunched the gravel with what looked like racing tyres on substantially wider than standard wheels. Its occupants emerged, pushing sunglasses onto the tops of their heads. Our new racing driver friend was obviously keen to look the part. Slim and spare with tight fitting jeans and a Steve McQueen at Le Mans style racing jacket, collar casually turned up, he had a Carlos Santana droopy ‘tache and hair that he clearly lavished a great deal of attention upon.

			So did his female companion – the hair, I mean, not the droopy ‘tache. She was utterly, utterly gorgeous, dressed in a similar jacket to his and a micro skirt revealing tanned legs that went on forever and were impossible to stop gawping at. Think Maria Sharapova and you wouldn’t be far off. Dazzling blue eyes, a shimmering mass of blonde hair apparently unaffected by the slipstream effects of an open car and a smile that could melt an iceberg in an instant. An absolute Vision. The Vision beamed its magical smile towards me and spoke.

			“Could I use your loo?” it said. Bewitched by the soft, musical tone of her voice, I gazed into the endless depths of blue and replied unhesitatingly:

			“I am totally in love with you. You are the most beautiful girl I have ever met. I want to take your pretty little hand in mine and lead you into a sun-dappled bluebell wood where I will gently caress the adorable peach-like skin of your……” and so on at considerable length and ever-increasing verbosity.

			 OK, so I didn’t actually articulate those exact words as such (what came out of my mouth was probably something mundane like “Of course, it’s just through here”) but by means of the undeniable metaphysical connection that we had established through our eyes, the Vision had clearly understood what I really meant. Our relationship was already on an altogether higher plane than the apparent earthly one of a girl and a boy coyly facing each other across the bonnet of a Sunbeam Rapier in a spider-infested garage in Surrey. Her beautiful body would no doubt be with the shallow, posturing racing driver that night but surely her thoughts and dreams would be with me. Possibly. Anyway, sure as hell there was no doubt where my thoughts and dreams would be…………

			While the Vision was doing whatever beautiful girls do in loos, the racing driver had heaved two pieces of sacking, obviously containing quite heavy objects, out of the boot of the Tiger and onto the work bench in the garage. Peeling the wrappings open he invited us to inspect the contents. The supposedly interesting bit, the Weber, was actually a bit of an anticlimax to look at. No Maserati-like gleaming inlet trumpets or shiny brass components, just a chunk of aluminium with oily fingerprints all over it and mismatched washers underneath equally random looking screws. As for the manifold – well, it looked like a manifold really, nothing more, nothing less. Peter, however, could barely contain his excitement and was eagerly quizzing the racing driver as to what sort of effects these wondrous pieces of technology would have on his engine.

			“Oh, you’ll certainly notice a difference,” said the moustachioed hero of the track in a confident manner. I couldn’t help noticing he avoided eye contact as he said it.

			The Vision had returned to the garage from the loo and I was anxious, desperate actually, to appear cool and confident in her presence. Remembering that my last job when disconnecting the Solex had been to undo the choke cable, I thought I would ask a suitably impressive technical question:

			“Where does the choke cable go on the Weber?” I piped up brightly.

			The racing driver looked at me with barely concealed contempt.

			“You don’t actually need a choke on these,” he explained, condescendingly, “When you 

			start from cold you just pump the accelerator a couple of times to prime it”. Peter, the bloody creep, immediately nodded enthusiastically as if he’d known that all along and was only sorry that he’d lumbered himself with such a pathetically hopeless mate who clearly knew absolutely nothing about high performance, sophisticated machinery such as this.

			The Vision glanced sympathetically up at me and smiled her sweet smile. My heart and stomach seemed to melt. In fact, all my internal organs seemed to melt. I just wanted to sweep her up into my arms and kiss…er, well, we’ve already done that bit haven’t we? Probably best to leave it there.

			After they had gone, with faint traces of the Vision’s perfume still wafting tantalisingly around the airless garage, we cleaned up the pile of parts on the bench and in the engine bay as best we could with paraffin soaked rags and started on the re-assembly process. A little inventive bodgery proved necessary with bits of plastic fuel pipe stolen from a lawn mower and incorrectly sized Jubilee clips much in evidence but eventually we got it to a point where it all looked more or less right and there were no obvious petrol leaks. Trembling with anticipation, Peter flicked on the ignition and pressed the starter. The engine leaped instantly into life, roaring up to 3000 r.p.m. before we could do anything to stop it then suddenly spluttering, emitting a brief blue flame from one of the carburettor intakes and dying with the same immediacy with which it had started. The whole show was over in a couple of seconds.

			“Blimey” said Peter. 

			He’d gone very pale and I realised that the implications of his hastily arranged purchase had finally dawned on him. If this damned thing didn’t work, his old Solex was now bouncing around in the boot of a Sunbeam Tiger on its way back to Dorset and there was precious little he could do about it.

			“Don’t hit that starter again,” I shouted at him, just in the nick of time. “Let’s just think about it for a minute.”

			Although we didn’t know why the engine had stopped, we did know that we didn’t want it shooting up to those sort of revs again if we managed to re-start it. Surely a sensible starting point would therefore be to get the idling speed set lower before we tried again. We found what we thought was an idle speed adjustment screw and gave it a couple of turns. With both of us standing clear of the induction side of the engine bay and me brandishing an ancient brass fire extinguisher that I found in a corner, Peter tried again. This time it fired and kept running, albeit in a very lumpy fashion and with an idle speed surging between 1000 and 1300 r.p.m. 

			We fiddled around with it for hours, tweaking whatever we could find that was tweakable on the Weber, moving the distributor around on its base plate and twiddling the micrometer adjustment. Eventually, we settled on a rough compromise between lumpy idling and the ability to more or less pick up revs in all gears including overdrive top.

			The next day was Sunday and we knew the Vitesse owner would be down the pub at lunchtime. We resolved to test the results of our handiwork in the heat of competition. At closing time, fuelled with testosterone and weak-as-water Watneys, the three of us strode purposefully out into the pub car park and mounted our respective steeds. As before, the Vitesse surged off up the road and Peter gave chase with a look of grim determination on his face. Playing Ginger to his Biggles, I scanned the instrument panel keenly and listened carefully for any untoward engine noises. 

			The racing driver was right – we did notice some differences. One major difference seemed to be that although, on full throttle, the engine still made an ugly thrashing noise, that noise was now overlaid with a strange gobbling, gurgling sound that came in after a pronounced stutter at about 4000 r.p.m. Another was that, although the rev counter needle still moved ponderously slowly during the early stages of its trip round the dial, once it had struggled past the crucial 4000 mark it suddenly speeded up and started attacking the red line at 5500 almost immediately. One thing that was not different, however, was the way in which the Vitesse continued to disappear off into the distance.

			Whilst all this nonsense was going on with a girly Sunbeam Rapier I had, of course, taken possession of a proper man’s car. An MG no less, with those iconic initials contained within the famous octagon that was proudly displayed in gleaming chrome on the upright radiator grille and the boot lid. The earlier conversation in the pub about price had produced agreement on a sum of £100 which meant I had enough cash left in the war chest created by the sale of the Morris Oxford to pay for tax and insurance. Far out, man. Far out.

			I had also taken possession of a pathetically small number of ‘O’ level passes. It was decided that any further education that my parents might be prepared to support would best be pursued at the local technical college rather than attempting ‘A’ levels at the grammar school sixth form. A preliminary visit to the college clearly demonstrated that whatever prospects in academic success this institution might be able to offer paled into insignificance compared with the prospects it offered of meeting large numbers of gorgeous girls. All of whom would, naturally, be expecting prospective boyfriends to have their own means of transport. 

			I now had the car. I now had access to the girls. My seventeenth birthday was rapidly approaching. It was time to get this driving licence business sorted.

			Licence-holding friends and family members were pressed into service as unwilling participants as I hiccupped and graunched my way towards an acceptable level of prowess behind the wheel. It wasn’t long before the general consensus was that I seemed to know what I was doing and should put in for the test. Just read the Highway Code and keep practising, they all said.

			I learned a lot from the experiences of others at college who were a few months older and therefore taking their driving tests ahead of me. A steady stream of students came back from their tests with tales to tell of success or disaster. It seemed there were three regular examiners at the local test centre with three differing styles and attitudes to their jobs. The most popular was a jolly, middle-aged lady who managed to put most of those she was examining at ease and thus assess their abilities pretty fairly. There was also a younger guy who the female examinees fancied like mad and got very upset when he failed them despite all the eyelash fluttering. The final member of the trio was dubbed MOG (Miserable Old Git). Everyone dreaded getting him. 

			I was sitting in the college refectory one day when one of the most beautiful of all the beautiful girls on the secretarial course came in. It was the day of her driving test and she had decided that the most appropriate outfit for the occasion should be tiny sprayed-on purple velvet hot pants, matching suede knee-length boots, a scoop neck top that would surely have been illegal in many countries and about six ounces of make-up. 

			“Wow,” I said, “Looks like you’re going for the distraction technique.” She smiled and said that her appearance would hopefully have a neutral effect on the jolly lady or, with a bit of luck, a majorly positive influence on the young guy.

			“What if you get MOG?” 

			“I won’t,” she stated confidently and wiggled off to her date with destiny. She returned an hour or so later, her make-up smudged with tears and the carefully arranged hair awry. She had been MOG’ed.

			A couple of days after that, and close to my own test date, a male student came storming back to college, furious that MOG had failed him, too. He had taken the test in his own car, a rather ratty Mini, and was convinced that MOG had taken a dislike to the car rather than to his undoubtedly brilliant driving skills and had failed him as a result.

			“Before we set off he looked round the Min like it was a piece of scrap and moaned away

			 about it having a bit of rust here and there,” complained the disgruntled student, “You’d better make sure your old heap looks OK before your test,” he advised.

			I thought this was sound advice and took a critical look at the Magnette that evening. It really wasn’t that bad but I had to admit that those scabby front doors did rather let the side down. I popped down to the scapyard that weekend and was delighted to discover that they had just received an equivalent model Wolseley, in black, which had had a nasty shunt up the rear but the front doors of which were perfect. As he did with all his customers, Big Doug ripped me off for a quid or two more than the doors were really worth and I scuttled off home to fit them.

			It was surprisingly easy to get the old doors off and the new ones on with only a minor amount of adjustment needed to get everything lined up and closing properly. My only problem turned out to be the Wolesley interior panels which were a different colour to the MG ones and, more importantly, a slightly different design. I wrestled with the task of fitting the MG panels to the Wolseley doors for hours, drilling new holes for the spring clips here and there and generally getting annoyed with the whole fiddly, frustrating thing. Eventually, I was reasonably satisfied with the interior result and the car certainly looked much better from the outside.

			The day of my test dawned dull and wet, the rain obviously set in for many hours to come. I turned up at the test centre in good time and gazed out of the waiting room window at the carefully cleaned and polished Magnette, sitting patiently outside in the gloom. A girl I knew from college was also there, waiting nervously. A pleasant looking lady came out of a side office and called the girl’s name. They went off together, chatting away. That was obviously the jolly lady. The door opened again, my name was called and I looked up. Oh no! I’d got MOG. 

			He was exactly as described by all those who had gone before me. Short and stumpy, he wore a ridiculously over-sized floor length waterproof and had an enormous sou’wester jammed onto his head. Underneath the headgear I could see the distinctive hooked nose and beady eyes that I had been warned about. He looked just like the Penguin character from Batman.

			Having established that I was who I said I was he led me outside and bade me read a car number plate fixed to a wall on the other side of the car park. I took the grunt he issued as acknowledgement that I had at least completed that part of the test satisfactorily. He then asked me whether I would be taking the test in my own car or my instructor’s. I explained that I had not used the services of an instructor and it would therefore be my own car. Another grunt was followed by an instruction to show him the car. He circled the old MG suspiciously and peered at the tyres and the tax disc. You could smell the disapproval.

			“Is this vehicle roadworthy?” he snarled. I showed him the MOT certificate.

			“Very well. Shall we proceed?”

			I unlocked the car and leaned across to open the passenger door. MOG stuck his head inside and scrutinised the interior. Apparently finding nothing too alarming, he plonked himself down in the passenger seat and tugged at the interior door handle - hard. The door panel promptly detached itself from its retaining clips and, rotating on the window winder, dropped down onto the road preventing MOG from closing the door. A hint of a smile crossed his lips.

			“Ah. We seem to have a slight problem.” 

			To this day, I do not know how I got through the next excruciating five minutes without whapping him one as I knelt alongside him on the wet road, bashing the door panel back into place with my fist whilst he sat there trying not to smirk. Red faced, dripping wet and smouldering I got back in and we set off jerkily on the test which, needless to say, I failed. We did the token Highway Code questions bit at the end but I already knew what he was going to tell me which, in fairness, he managed to do without too much gloating.

			His parting shot was: 

			“Young man,” (PATRONISING old git!) “You seem capable of mastering the controls of a motor vehicle to an acceptable standard but you clearly have absolutely no idea how to approach a driving test. I suggest you book some lessons with an approved driving instructor before re-applying. I also suggest you take the next test in your instructor’s car.” (MISERABLE old git!).

			However, I did what he suggested, had two lessons with an excellent lady instructor, sat the test in her car and sailed through with no further problems.

			Chapter 4

			Some lessons learned 

			Somewhere around the age of 13 or so I had joined the local am-dram society. My initial motivation had been less to do with pursuing an interest in the performing arts and more to do with pursuing the local vicar’s daughter. This bubbly brunette was an enthusiastic (but, sadly, not particularly inspiring) amateur thespian and also what was known at the time as a right little cracker.

			My efforts in her direction ultimately came to nought but membership of the society did provide me with a number of significant “firsts” in the early stages of my sexual and social development. These included my first proper girlfriend, my first proper date and my first proper kiss. A short while later came my first experience of getting hopelessly, wobbly-legged, double-visioned, falling over and puking, uncontrollably drunk on a mixture of cheap red wine and home-made cider. Since the latter happened in full view of my first proper girlfriend’s parents (all over their sitting room carpet, in fact) it inevitably lead to my first, thoroughly deserved, experience of being dumped.

			Chastened though I was by this embarrassing event, it did not seem to adversely affect my amateur stage career which was progressing quite well. I read for - and was offered - a series of fairly substantial supporting roles in three or four productions over a period of a similar number of years. The roles came my way partly because my height and reasonably clear, resonant diction meant that I was capable of playing quite a wide range of parts, some much older than my real age. If I am being honest, they probably also came my way because there was significantly less competition for male roles than there was for female ones.

			Nevertheless, this was a serious society run by a competent committee with the plays being directed by an ex-professional to quite high standards. Our efforts were well received by the local community, we usually had favourable reviews in the local press and we played to full houses most nights of our production runs. The plays we undertook were mostly undemanding, middle-of-the-road light comedy pieces. The sort of roles I was allocated were typically the mildly wayward son of a middle class family which had fallen on hard times or the goofy, chinless wonder suitor promoted by the leading lady to her daughter who eventually rejects him and runs off with some totally unsuitable bohemian type with no money. 

			The am-dram society introduced me to many valuable life skills quite apart from the dangers of mixing wine with cider. The pressure of having to learn lines within strict rehearsal deadlines provided a measure of self-discipline that had not been required from me previously outside the somewhat different demands of academic studies. The realisation that many others were relying on me and me alone remembering to say and do precisely the right thing at precisely the right time with no possibility of covering up mistakes was daunting but character forming. I found myself needing to communicate and work with a team of people ranging in age from retired pensioners to kids younger than myself, from high flying businessmen to self-employed gardeners, from PHD’s to those who had never had any form of secondary education, from ego-centric attention seekers to the painfully shy and nervous. All good stuff for a growing lad but other, car orientated, temptations were beginning to materialise off-stage as I approached my mid-teens.

			So, not long after my acquisition of the Magnette and passing my driving test, came my final appearance as an actor. Connections in the am-dram society had led me and a couple of girl-hungry mates to auditions for a major historical pageant that was due to be performed on a grand scale in a neighbouring town that summer. The event was broad in its scope and ambition, incorporating a series of scenes and enactments that portrayed key stages in English history. The stage was a large area of open grassland sweeping down to the banks of the river Wey, with grandstands for the audience constructed on higher ground to the rear. I was selected for a number of enactments including a battle scene between early British tribes and another piece requiring large numbers of Roman soldiers to march purposefully about the place without actually arriving anywhere specific. I was also involved in an industrial revolution tableau featuring a full sized wooden mock-up of Stephenson’s Rocket. 

			The Picts v. Celts battle scene action started with the opposing forces approaching each other from opposite sides of the auditorium in ramshackle formation. When the two sides were 30 or so metres apart there was meant to be a fusillade of rocks being hurled in each direction as a sort of preliminary skirmish. The “rocks” were actually rough-hewn chunks of polystyrene foam that had been sliced in half and the centres hollowed out. A small stone was then placed in the centre cavity and the two pieces sellotaped back together and painted grey and green. This gave a reasonably realistic looking missile that had enough weight to be thrown fairly effectively but not enough to cause too much damage on impact. However, out of site of the Director and his staff, many of these harmless missiles were rapidly cut open again and much bigger stones or house bricks inserted. The modified rocks were certainly more realistic in their flight paths and effectiveness as weapons but could leave a nasty bruise if you got clobbered by one. 

			The general melee that followed the rock bombardment was often a bit more energetically acted out than was strictly necessary and the capsules of fake blood that some of us carried occasionally mingled with the real stuff. We were supposed to stop fighting as soon as the main auditorium lights were dimmed and the commentary and the dramatic accompanying music ceased but, again, the action often overran. 

			The overall production involved a cast of hundreds, each undertaking a number of costume changes, so the dressing room marquee was a scene of complete mayhem throughout the entire performance. At the beginning of the fortnight of performances, male and female participants had been provided with a little modesty by means of a sackcloth curtain separating the tent into two halves. By the third night this had been swept aside as actors of both sexes raced around the marquee looking for props, make up, missing costume accessories or cigarettes each oblivious to the state of dress or undress of their fellow performers. Quite disappointing really, there just wasn’t enough time to do any serious perving.

			There was, however, time enough to establish that my female counterpart in the industrial revolution scenes was as pretty out of her period costume as she was in it. These scenes involved appropriately attired couples wandering about the arena arm in arm as they admired plywood replicas of steam engines and other wondrous 18thC engineering artefacts. Meanwhile, the voices of relevant historical characters such as Isambard Kingdom Brunel provided an explanatory soundtrack, interspersed with period appropriate pieces of patriotic music.

			At the first rehearsal, the female participants had been instructed to take their pick of partners from the available males. In the undignified ensuing scramble I was amazed and delighted to find a slender arm slipping itself inside one of mine, a very attractive face smiling up at me and a husky, sexy, girl’s public school voice saying:

			“I reckon you’ll do”.

			Remember all that slushy, internal organ melting stuff that went on in the last chapter with regard to the Vision? Well, here it was all over again.

			I’m not sure what it is about posh birds with husky voices but the sound of women like Joanna Lumley, Charlotte Green, Dianna Rigg or Mariella Frostrup does it for me every time. My personal queen of all the huskies, though, has always been the fabulous Jenny Agutter ever since I, and every other adolescent male who saw the film, fell deeply in love with her in The Railway Children.

			Lizzie, my lovely, long-suffering wife of some 33 summers, is well aware that she has only ever had two real challengers in my affections for her over all that time. One is Ms. Agutter, floating in an imaginary timewarp in my head somewhere between her appearances in Walkabout and Logan’s Run. I have been officially forgiven for this marital misdeed but only since I discovered Lizzie’s secret lust for Martin Shaw in his role as Judge John Deed. The other challenger is 7532 AW, a largely original and unmolested, opalescent red 1963 Jaguar E-type 3.8 Fixed Head Coupe of which more later.

			The Director of the pageant was an excellent organiser and one of the things that he organised best was the catering, acknowledging as he did that his various armies could not be expected to march or fight on empty stomachs. So, next to the dressing room marquee, there was a commodious catering tent rustling up high quality grub plus hot drinks for any hungry thesps snatching breaks throughout the performance. It was here, in between scenes, that intensive chatting up sessions took place between the younger cast members of opposite sexes.

			I made the foolish mistake of revealing my feelings about the industrial revolution girl to my mates as I drove them to a pageant performance one evening. The old Magnette was soon rocking on its springs as a result of the loud merriment inside and the mickey being unmercifully taken. I was renowned for not being very good at the preliminary stages of the chatting up process. The discovery that tonight was the night that I was going to pluck up the courage to ask her out was the cause of much glee and the placing of bets.

			Later that evening, dressed ready for our appearance on stage, the young lady and I were standing opposite each other in the catering tent. We were drinking tea and consuming home-made cake as we chatted away, with surprisingly little awkwardness on my part. She was wearing a pale grey, full length velvet dress with a bustle trimmed with a large ribbon bow and a tight, excitingly low cut top. She also sported a rather fetching bonnet with a frilly fringe and matching parasol. My own costume comprised a frock coat with fancy waistcoat underneath and a pair of painfully tight trousers with elastic straps on the end of each leg which went under the instep of my highly polished black shoes. Topping off this lot was an extremely tall stovepipe hat.

			Attempting to look cool, I was leaning casually against a tent support with a cup and saucer in one hand and the cake in the other. All in all, things were progressing pretty well and I felt confident enough to pose the question. However, just as I said the words, “I don’t know if you’d fancy it but…..” one of the Picts and Celts polystyrene rocks suddenly whacked into my hat which went tumbling off along the grass. Loud whoops and yelps came from my so-called mates who had hurled the missile from across the tent. My immediate unconscious physical reaction was to try and catch the hat which resulted in tea and cake flying everywhere. A sizeable lump of whipped cream from my cake flicked up into the air and landed dead centre on the bust line of my partner’s dress. Half of it dripped down the outside and the rest flopped inside her décolletage. My clumsy attempts at dabbing away at the mess with a handkerchief were not appreciated. We made our stage appearance with seconds to spare but the moment had been irretrievably lost.

			I hadn’t just been learning about soppy things like girls, though. Ownership of a vehicle was educating me in all sorts of manly mechanical concepts at a rapid rate. Like most of the other lads I knew, paying someone else to undertake repairs and maintenance on your car was not an option. If something needed fixing you learned to do it yourself, the hard way.

			Peter had been scrupulously honest when he sold me the MG. He told me that nine times out of ten it would start and run perfectly, regardless of temperature or weather conditions but that every now and then, for no apparent reason, it just wouldn’t go no matter what he did to it. If this happened the only recourse was to leave it alone for 24 hours and recharge the inevitably exhausted battery. Car batteries then were not as car batteries are now – if your engine hadn’t fired up after half a dozen attempts, your battery would be as flat as a pancake. The most important items in the average DIY car maintainer’s tool kit were a battery charger and jump leads.

			It was a few weeks into my stewardship of the car before the non-starting nonsense showed up. I resolved to find out the cause through diligent testing and investigation of all the Magnette’s relevant systems. After all, I was a far better mechanic than that idiot Peter and I would soon get to the bottom of it. 

			Physics lessons at school had taught me the basic principles of the 4 stroke cycle so the suck – squeeze – bang – blow concept was entirely familiar. Luckily, I also had the type of imagination that could visualise the various processes occurring within an internal combustion engine almost as if I was a miniature TV camera recording events from inside the engine itself and relaying them back to my brain. Once I understood the functions of, and connections between, the various mechanical components it was easy for me to conjure up mental TV pictures. These showed pistons and con-rods going up and down, crankshafts and camshafts spinning round, valves opening and closing and sparks and fuel / air mixtures being introduced at the correct times by external components like carburettors and distributors. The understanding of these functions was assisted by my having previously dismantled simple engines and their associated ancillaries from defunct lawn-mowers and mopeds. As a learning process, there is absolutely no substitute for taking things to bits in order to find out how they work.

			The combination of this previous experience, as well as what I had learned from Andy at the garage, was sufficient for me to know that the Magnette’s problem could realistically only come from one of three sources – sparks, fuel or a combination of the two. Providing, of course, there was nothing wrong with the engine from a purely mechanical perspective. I knew this was not the case since the thing worked perfectly whenever it was running normally.

			So, with a fully-charged battery and my imagination working overtime, I set to work pretending I was an electrical current being sent through the Magnette’s ignition system. I just needed to trace my own imaginary progress from one component to the next until I found the fault. Except there was no fault because by beginning the test procedure at the end of the electrical line – the spark plugs – I quickly established that each of them was producing a nice big crackling blue spark whenever they were required so to do. Which obviously meant that all the other potential failure points back down the line – leads, points, distributor cap, rotor arm, etc – were working as they should. Hmmmmm…………ok, maybe its the fuel supply.

			In similar vein and imagining myself as a drop of Esso’s finest, I spent a pleasant and mucky couple of hours stripping down the twin SU carburettors. I established that there was nothing sticking or jamming, that the chokes worked properly and that the float chambers were filling up to the correct levels. Then I did the same with the electric fuel pump in the boot – no problems there, it ticked away as it should and was delivering plenty of fuel to both SUs so there obviously wasn’t a blockage anywhere down the line. I knew the mixture was about right because the spark plug tips were the right colour. I knew the carburettors were more or less balanced correctly because the engine idled quite sweetly once it had warmed up with the same level of hiss coming from each throat. So what the hell was wrong with this thing?

			The Vitesse owner was dragged from his Saturday afternoon slumbers in front of football on the telly and persuaded to tow me round to the garage. Andy promised to have a look at the Magnette in between other jobs. When I popped back a few hours later it was sitting exactly where I had left it. I found Andy in the office where he told me that he had checked everything that I had plus a load of other possibilities and found absolutely no reason for the damned thing not to start – he simply couldn’t explain it. While we were talking, we watched through the office window as one of Andy’s mechanics walked up to the Magnette. He obviously needed to move it as it was blocking the exit from the workshop, preventing him from taking the car he had been working on out for a test run. Before we could get outside to give him a hand to push it out of the way, the mechanic hopped into the driver’s seat and pushed the starter button. It fired immediately and sat idling happily away to itself as if nothing had happened. Grrrr……

			And so I learned one of the most important lessons it is possible to learn about old cars. It doesn’t matter how much you think you know about them, they will always expose your ignorance in the end. 

			The Magnette wasn’t the only BMC product I owned that demonstrated inexplicable behaviour patterns that defied all known automotive science, so maybe it was just something unique to that manufacturer. Other makes – Fords, Vauxhalls, etc – seemed to either work or not work and if they didn’t work the reason was usually pretty obvious.

			 The other BMC puzzler I owned was a cream coloured Morris Minor two-door saloon that I acquired not long after Lizzie and I were married. I bought it from a good friend who had given it to his girlfriend to chug around in quite some time previously so it was a known quantity and happened to be in exceptionally good nick. In fact, when it was running normally, it was testimony to just how brilliant Alex Issigoni’s original design had been – fun to drive, balanced handling, very practical and loads of character.

			But the poor little thing had a problem. A problem that was never solved, despite many suggestions from people with a great deal more mechanical knowledge and experience than myself: it was completely gutless until it had partially warmed up. It would always start from cold, on the button, and immediately run smoothly on all four cylinders. Although it didn’t have a rev counter so I couldn’t check exactly, it always felt as though it was able to rev through the normal range when cold in the same way as it did once it was warm. It also drove apparently normally when it was cold in terms of not juddering or stuttering or misfiring in any way – in fact it was smooth as silk. But it just couldn’t drag itself along at anything more than 25 m.p.h. in any gear no matter how hard you revved or where you positioned the choke – there was simply no power. Then, when the temperature gauge had reached about a third of the way round the dial, it would suddenly leap into full power mode and whizz off down the road as if there had been nothing wrong. Our journey to the railway station each morning was quite problematic as we were holding up the traffic for no apparent reason one minute and flying off like a bat out of hell the next. Just like the Magnette’s sporadic starting issues there was no discernible, traceable reason for the Morris to do what it did – but it did it nevertheless.

			Anyone familiar with old bangers will know that reliability and consistency of function are to be hoped for rather than expected. The ability to trace and fix randomly-occurring faults as they happen is seen as a necessary element of the game and all part of the fun. Even if the problem almost always happens at night and in the pouring rain, usually when you and your female partner are togged up in your best clobber on the way to a dinner party. Most banger drivers never leave home without a carefully selected travelling tool kit in the boot ready for such emergencies. Sod’s law dictates, however, that it will always be the one item you left behind because you could never envisage a situation in which it would be needed that turns out to be the only thing that could get you out of the particular jam in which you find yourself. In fact, it often turns out that the only tool you really need is a mobile phone in order to summon assistance from someone who actually knows what they are doing – life would certainly have been a lot easier in the seventies if we had had mobile phones.

			Despite the foregoing however, experienced banger drivers will also know that a reason will almost always be found eventually for even the most bizarre of automotive problems. 

			You turn the indicators on one day and all four sidelights start flashing in unison, much to the confusion of following drivers – it’s almost certainly an obscure earthing problem. It will take you hours to trace but stick with it - you’ll get there in the end. 

			You can’t understand why your car runs perfectly most of the time but will suddenly start hiccupping and spluttering, only to clear itself again equally suddenly. It is demonstrating classic fuel supply problems but you’ve been over every part of the fuel system a hundred times. It might be something as obscure as a bit of gunge that has come loose inside the petrol tank and is rolling randomly across the fuel pipe exit hole as the car moves.

			You start to get a funny sensation from the clutch pedal after you’ve been running for an hour or so and it becomes difficult to change gear without a graunch. But as soon as the car has cooled down the problem goes away. Ten to one you’ve got a bit of flexible plastic piping somewhere in the clutch hydraulic circuit that is running too close to part of the exhaust. The pipe partially melts when the exhaust gets hot and restricts the flow of hydraulic fluid when you operate the clutch - only to return to normal internal diameter when everything cools down.

			Simple when you know how and, to sad enthusiasts like me, utterly fascinating. But I tell you what - there are a lot of us saddos out there. Just look at the classic motoring section on the magazine shelves in any branch of W H Smiths.

			Chapter 5

			“That’s not a proper MG…..”

			I had been correct in at least some of my assumptions concerning the effect that owning a car and going to college would have on my social life. Horizons had definitely been broadened on a number of fronts, particularly where girls were concerned.

			The first couple of weeks of college life had been exciting and confusing in equal measure. The most obvious, and certainly the most important, difference between school and college was that the girls did not wear uniforms. This was the cause of much heated discussion amongst the boys. Those, like me, who had attended co-ed, uniform-wearing schools rather missed the inventive ways in which girls forced into dull blazers, blouses and pleated skirts contrived to make them more alluring. We thought it was wonderful how girls managed to successfully defeat the authoritarian forces of parents and school trying to curtail their ability to express their own advancing sexuality by rolling over the waist band of a skirt or re-positioning a button on a blouse. On the other hand, it was also amazing what they came up with when they were given a free hand in their choice of clothes. After lengthy debate, using unaware girls wandering past as examples to illustrate either school of thought, it was eventually agreed that college was definitely better overall in this essential regard.

			The early stages of relationships and friendships forming between the students on my course had started to gel. Flirting boundaries had been tentatively explored and seating arrangements in classes suitably adjusted to reflect this, although these were - of course - subject to frequent changes. The usual male posturing, boasting and bull-shitting displays had established who was who amongst the boys and we were all beginning to settle down into a functioning social group.

			The gelling process was disrupted slightly in the third week when a bored Bookeeping class was startled into alertness as the classroom door suddenly burst open and crashed back against the wall, the door handle making a substantial dent in the plaster. 

			“Ah, sorry ‘bout that. Is this Business Studies?” boomed a loud male voice.

			A lanky, large-framed figure with long, straggly hair bounded into the room. He wore a rather raggedy flower-power shirt and maroon loon pants with a hole in one knee. He was clutching an over-loaded, moulded plastic briefcase that had obviously been jammed shut in a hurry as there were papers sticking out of various corners and wedged into the closing mechanism.

			“You must be the gentleman who has decided to transfer to us from Sciences,” said the lecturer.

			“Yup. That’s me,” came the response.

			“Well you’d better find a seat and perhaps you could make a note of the correct starting 

			time for these classes for the future, if you wouldn’t mind?”

			“Okey dokey,” said our new classmate as he coolly surveyed the room. 

			There was muffled muttering from the other male students as he strode confidently across and plonked himself down next to a particularly gorgeous girl who no-one had yet plucked up the courage to ask out. She seemed annoyingly pleased to welcome him although she was less impressed when his plastic briefcase burst open as he banged it down on the desk beside her, sending a shower of papers and copies of Exchange & Mart all over the floor. 

			“Ah. Sorry ‘bout that,” he said once more as he scrambled about on the floor at her feet, making it pretty obvious that he was finding the sight of her lengthy lower limbs particularly pleasing at such close quarters.

			“No problem,” replied Miss Gorgeous with a sweet smile, slowly crossing her legs. 

			The male mutterings in the room became louder and more animated.

			“So what made you decide to switch courses?” I asked the interloper later during the lunch break.

			“Much nicer looking birds on your course,” he replied with a broad grin. 

			I felt that this was someone I should be able to relate to and, as time progressed, it transpired that I had in fact acquired a new Best Mate. His name was Graham and he was clearly someone as obsessed with the dual delights of cars and crumpet as I was – a firm basis for any friendship. 

			When I first met Graham he had a mildly warmed over Anglia but this was soon replaced with a much more interesting and more extensively modified Mini. The hot Anglia v. hot Mini debate was raging nationally amongst young petrol-heads of the time and I found myself in the centre of it all at a localised level since my oldest friend from school (also now attending the same college) had just gone down the Anglia route. He had bought an old green Anglia in reasonable nick into which he had inserted a 1500 c.c. Cortina GT engine and ‘box acquired from his local equivalent of Big Doug. His indulgent Dad had contributed to the cause by splashing out on a pair of shortened, stiffened, disc brake-equipped front struts as a birthday present and the rear end had been lowered to match by inserting a couple of spacer blocks under the axle mounts. Further birthday funds donated by other relatives had stretched the budget to a point where he was able to afford a set of widened steel wheels and some halfway decent tyres. The end result was noisy, bouncy and spectacularly unreliable but quite effective in a straight line and seemed to impress at least some of the ladies of the college.

			Meanwhile, a bloke in his final year at college - and a cause of huge jealousy as his girlfriend was undoubtedly the most fanciable girl in the whole establishment – had pursued Mini hotting- up to a level beyond that achieved by all but the most dedicated (and wealthy) of his local competitors. His bright yellow mean machine boasted a Cooper S lump bored and tweaked to within an inch of its life and equipped with the wildest camshaft available outside a racing circuit as well as a brace of gleaming, gobbling Webers. This really was the bees knees amongst Minis, and mini-skirted lovelies seemed to flock to be seen in its vicinity.

			Despite his initial fervent promotion of the Anglia as the best of the two cars concerned, Graham soon realised that the female vote was definitely swinging in favour of the Mini. His Anglia quietly departed the scene one weekend to be replaced by a bog standard Mini which was then subjected to a rolling programme of improvements over a period of some months. I forget the exact engine spec eventually boasted by this snorting little beast but there was an 1100c.c. block extracted from a very low mileage Wolseley Hornet in there somewhere and probably a Weber or two.

			It certainly looked and sounded the part. Lowered to the point of minimal ground clearance, it had the widest steel Mini wheels available. These were projected even further out from the bodywork by use of spacers. The effects of all this extra leverage on the standard wheel studs doesn’t bear thinking about. The standard studs were attached, naturally, to standard brake drums and hubs, since we worried a lot more about how cars went than how they stopped in those days. The Mini’s fat little tyres were partially covered by glass fibre wheel arch extensions that Graham had made himself using carefully cut up pieces of a Kellogg’s cornflakes box to form the moulds. He had also made a decent job of re-spraying the car himself with the lower part in a deep aubergine colour that was very popular at the time and a gold roof. 

			Graham had then followed approved modded Mini practice as far as the interior was concerned. You started by removing the standard Mini seats and advertising them for sale in the local paper or Exchange & Mart, the car nutter’s Bible. You then reversed the seat runners on their mountings to more or less double the available leg room and placed upon them a set of “racing” bucket seats in obligatory black. These you acquired new if you had a few bob or second hand if you didn’t. 

			The next job was to pop along to your local tuning shop and purchase a Mini steering column lowering bracket of which many thousands must have been sold in the Sixties and Seventies. Remembering to temporarily loosen off the steering rack mounting clamps, you fitted your little chrome lowering bracket underneath the dashboard and adjusted the column to the lowest possible setting. Having mounted the smallest diameter, leather-rimmed steering wheel you could find (it had to be leather-rimmed, not wood) you were then able to drive the car from a semi horizontal position about three feet further back than previously. This meant using the rear side window instead of the door window to observe fellow motorists and admiring onlookers. The fact that you had virtually eliminated any rear seat passenger legroom didn’t really matter. Any rear seat passengers would probably be girls and it was amazing what tiny spaces you could squeeze them into. It was a bit of a pain that you couldn’t reach any of the dashboard switches or open the front window without undoing your seatbelt and shuffling your backside forwards but you soon got used to that.

			The interior would be completed by the shaping of two pieces of plywood to fit the wide open spaces to either side of the standard central Mini speedo. It was de rigeur to cover these with black leathercloth – important that, had to be black. A wide range of extra instruments and switches, most of which performed no useful function, were then positioned on the new panels apparently by means of firing them from a blunderbuss. Whip off the bumpers and any other bits of external chrome you could find. Screw a couple of bullet shaped racing mirrors to the front wings and spray the radiator grille matt black. Beg, borrow or steal a Peco rear exhaust box and, hey presto, you had yourself one cool Min, man. Maidens would swoon at your feet and your peer group males would be open mouthed in admiration. That was the theory, anyway, and numerous were its adherents. 

			Naively, I had somehow assumed that any interested girls I came across at college would regard the Magnette from a similar viewpoint as my own. I hoped it might provide an image of an interesting, loveable, slightly quirky old thing, one that perhaps imparted a certain relaxed elegance, a sort of jazz club insouciance and wise-to-the-world maturity upon its owner. In fact, it soon became apparent that the only one of the foregoing adjectives that was applicable as far as most girls were concerned was the word “old”. What most girls seemed to want their boyfriends to have were either sports cars (Spitfires and Spridgets, TR4s and MGBs in particular) or hotted-up, brightly coloured Beetles, Anglias or Minis like Graham’s. If you were lucky enough to have something a few grades of posing credibility further up the scale from this – a beach buggy, perhaps, or a Lotus Elan – you just couldn’t fail.

			Realisation of my true status in the automotive pecking order came one afternoon in the college common room. Graham had set his sights on a spectacularly well endowed blonde doing Sciences and was busy demonstrating his “foolproof” chatting up technique. It did actually seem to be working on this occasion and soon the young lady concerned, along with her equally attractive (but less excessively proportioned) companion, were being persuaded to skip lectures and do something more interesting.

			“Come on,” boomed Graham, “Let’s go into town. We’ll take Chris’s MG”

			“Ooh,” squealed the busty one, “Have you got an MG?” Not realising that what she really meant was “Is it a Midget or a B?”, I concurred modestly and we set off towards the car park. As we approached the old black car my new blonde friend could not hide her disappointment.

			“That’s not an MG,” she exclaimed. Deeply stung, the best response I could come up with was:

			“Well that’s funny. Could have sworn that’s what it said on the radiator badge when I got 

			in it this morning.”

			“You know what I mean,” she retorted, “It’s not a proper MG is it? Proper MGs have hoods and wire wheels.” 

			With Graham doing his best not to smirk (but failing miserably) we piled in and took off towards town. I glanced in the mirror at the two girls in the back seat of my “not proper” MG. The busty one was busy attending to her warpaint but the other girl caught my glance. Sliding the palm of one hand over the leather seat upholstery and the other over the wooden door capping she looked up at the mirror, smiled and said: 

			“Well I don’t care what make it is, I think it’s a nice cosy old car.” I really liked that girl. We went out for ages afterwards. It must have been well over a week.

			Unfortunately, bigger problems than what girls thought about it were heading in the Magnette’s direction. Andy at the garage had put the Magnette up on the ramps and given it the once over before I had handed the £100 over to Peter. He had given it a clean bill of health overall but pointed out that the differential had a bit of a leak.

			“Doesn’t look too bad but keep an eye on it,” he had advised. I had, of course, forgotten all about it.

			On my way back from college some months later, I became aware of an unfamiliar noise and told my boisterous passengers to stop singing to let me listen. In the ensuing silence I could hear a strange, fluctuating, keening noise coming from somewhere at the back. Didn’t sound healthy, whatever it was. I drove home slowly and established that there weren’t enough available mates around to get the Magnette up onto the railway sleepers. I did the next best thing which was to put two wheels up on the edge of a pavement and wriggle my way underneath with my backside in the gutter and my face in very close proximity to the underside of the car. This was an even more lethal arrangement than the wobbly sleepers, especially if you lived on a hill like we did, but was about the best that could be done in emergencies.

			It did not take long to establish that the back axle was entirely devoid of any lubricant. Bugger! How the hell could I have been so stupid? A couple of squeezy bottles of hypoid oil later (with more going on me than into the diff), I set off gingerly down the lane with both ears on maximum alert for funny noises. Thankfully, none were forthcoming and I assumed that not too much damage had been done.

			Nevertheless, I had learned my lesson and immediately established a rigid Sunday morning regime of rolling the Magnette up onto the pavement and grovelling about underneath checking the diff oil level. This did not meet with approval from either Mum or the flower pot hat lady from next door, both of whom were barely able to countenance the idea of old cars being worked on in driveways or gardens let alone out in the street in full view of the entire community. Then you had the intolerable row emanating from transistor radios vibrating tinnily to the groovy sounds of pirate radio stations, the cluster of neighbouring youths come to shoot the breeze and the odd passing girl walking a dog or popping down to the paper shop. Then there was the inevitable noisy banter, jostling and shoving each other around that her arrival would cause. Well, it was just disgraceful wasn’t it? Shouldn’t be allowed. What was the world coming to? And, above all else, why-oh-why couldn’t they get their ruddy hair cut?

			At first, the results of my weekly oil level checking routine did not give too much cause for concern. Sometimes the diff would not need any replenishment at all for a couple of weeks at a stretch. Gradually, however, my consumption of hypoid oil began to increase substantially until I reached a point where I was going through a bottle every couple of weeks. More alarmingly, the weird wailing noise returned. I consulted my guru round the garage who advised me that I had three potential courses of action. I could put up with the funny noise and the gutter grovelling and just keep pouring more and more oil into it until something went bang. Or I could pay Big Doug a lot of money to extract a substitute back axle from a similar car which I would then have to fit myself. This item would, at least, be subject to the usual Big Doug comprehensive guarantee policy: “If it doesn’t work you can always bring it back – if you are brave enough”. Or I could pay the guru even more money to fix the thing properly with the amount involved almost certainly being well in excess of the value of the car. I decided option one was the most prudent choice.

			However, for some time my eye had been drawn to a rather unusual car on a down-at-heel used car dealer’s forecourt that I passed every day on my way into college. It was a bright metallic blue Peugeot 403 which stood out noticeably from the ranks of dull grey, green and beige Ford, Vauxhall and BMC offerings. Second hand foreign cars at the bottom end of the market – especially French ones – were still a rarity at that time. Most punters in that grubby sector of the market, including my Dad, preferred to opt for the usual British suspects on the basis that: “Yer can’t get bits fer these forin things, yer know”. This, of course, merely added to the attraction from my stroppy teenage perspective.

			With the Magnette’s back axle fully topped up, I dropped in to view the Peugeot one weekend. The dealer gave every indication of being a slightly more upmarket, slightly cleaner and (very) slightly less abrasive close relation of Big Doug. There was no Shagger equivalent in evidence but there was a distinctly Wazzer type character looming threateningly around the workshop. I should have been suspicious the minute his less than friendly demeanour suddenly became one of smiles and good humour as soon as I expressed an interest in the Peugeot. He escorted me over to the car, pouring out all the blarney about how much better made it was than its British equivalents, how the bloke he had acquired it from had never had a moments trouble with it, blah, blah, blah. He gave me the key and told me to go off and enjoy myself in it while he and Wazzer’s alter ego had a look over the Magnette.

			After 15 minutes or so of throwing the Peugeot round corners and blasting it down any straights I came across I found myself quite impressed. It could not have been more different to the Magnette. No leather or wood or nice carpets - just a stark metal dashboard, plastic seats and rubber mats. Old world English ambience was replaced by unrelenting French utilitarian practicality. This was a car designed for moderately prosperous French farmers to use for any and all foreseeable purposes from carting a bale of hay across a field or towing a cattle trailer to market to being hosed out and transporting Maman and the extended family to church in reasonable comfort on Sundays. 

			It seemed a bit quicker than the Magnette and certainly sat on the road at speed in a more sophisticated manner. Yes, it rolled a bit but the supple suspension coped with bumps a lot better and the Michelin X radials were a good deal more reluctant to surrender their purchase on the tarmac than the crossplies fitted to the Magnette. The major controls were also very different but also rather better in most ways. The clutch was smooth as silk and the powerful brakes responsive in a way that the wooden feeling pedals on the Magnette could not match. It had the most bizarre steering column gear change with first back towards you and down, second and third in the next - heavily spring loaded – plane and fourth somewhere beyond that. Very strange but it all worked smoothly and positively. All in all, it felt a more “engineered” car than the poor old MG but was it really my style of transport? This was a difficult one. 

			My father and I shared very little in the way of cultural interests. He hated the sort of music (“Music? That’s not bloody music!”) that I listened to and I couldn’t take more than a couple of minutes of the military bands or bland elevator mush that he appreciated. The types of books that I read gave him headaches and I never got more than a few pages into whatever the latest tome about Monty in the Desert it was that he would recommend. There was some mutual appreciation of certain radio comedies such as The Navy Lark and Round the Horne but after he had announced that The Goons were rubbish and Monty Python should be banned we just agreed to disagree.

			However, one thing we did both like were the Continental (mainly French or Italian) movies, often black and white, with subtitles that were occasionally shown on the telly late on a Friday night. Coming back from an evening in the pub and lusting after Catherine Deneuve in Belle du Jour with the Old Man parked nearby in his favourite armchair was a bit restricting, admittedly. But viewing the films together and discussing which bits we had understood and which we hadn’t afterwards was a worthwhile form of father - son interaction nevertheless. 

			A particular fascination for a car nut like me was the array of unfamiliar foreign cars that featured in many of these films. And what was it that cropped up all the time in the French ones? Why, the good old Peugeot 403 of course, with roles ranging from Paris taxis to Foreign Legion officer’s staff cars in suitably sandy locations. So maybe this was the answer to the style question. I could shift from full colour, stiff upper lip, woody Brit quirky to moody, monotone, sophisticated, plastic French quirky. And walk away from the howling diff problem at the same time. Magnifique!

			I don’t remember the exact details of the deal that was done but I don’t think any money changed hands. I vaguely recall that the MG had about six months MOT left on it and the same applied to the Peugeot so I must have just naively assumed that the values were not dissimilar and the dealer thought he could sell the MG more easily than the Peugeot.

			 Permission was granted to put the Peugeot up on the workshop ramps and I had a good poke about underneath. All seemed OK – no obvious rotten bits, no obvious oil leaks and an exhaust system that looked as if it had a bit of life left in it. Bodywork wasn’t bad – bit of bubbling and paint blistering here and there but nothing structural. The all-important sills appeared very sound, their inner surfaces were clearly solid and the outer panels seemed particularly smart – they looked as if they might have even been tidied up with a coat of paint in the recent past. 

			Not a great deal of persuasion was therefore needed for this particular lamb to be led to the slaughter. Documents were exchanged and I drove away in my new flashy, bright blue foreign temptress without a backward glance at the dowdy looking but faithful old black MG. What a fool.

			Reactions from friends and family were universally condemnatory. Graham thought I had taken leave of my senses – although he enjoyed taking the piss out of it, he had liked the old Magnette as much as I did. The girls at college either showed no interest whatsoever or moaned about roasting the backs of their tender thighs on hot plastic French upholstery whenever the car had been left in direct sun for a while. A girl I was particularly keen on discovered an ancient half-eaten cheese roll down the back of the front passenger seat one day and declared that the Peugeot was the most disgusting car she had ever been in. Not an unqualified success, all in all.

			From a day-to-day operational perspective, however, the Peugeot didn’t seem too bad. It consumed a little less fuel than the MG and certainly seemed to need less regular maintenance. There were no inexplicable starting tantrums and the oil needed topping up only very rarely. You could squeeze more bodies into it when required and there was a lot more room on the back seat for Friday night fumbling sessions if you got lucky.

			Like any old banger though, it wasn’t without its foibles. The lighting circuit would sometimes play up with bizarre consequences, including the necessity to bash the inside of the roof in exactly the right spot whenever the car was vacated in order to turn off the interior light. If this was not done the battery would discharge itself within a matter of hours. It was no good removing the interior light bulb because, if you did, all sorts of fuses protecting other circuits would start blowing the minute you turned on the ignition. The value of Halfords shares shot up within weeks of my acquisition of this car solely as a result of my expenditure on fuses.

			There was another lighting foible that generated much amusement for night-time passengers. If the nearside front wheel happened to run over a sequence of bumps of a particular severity and at a particular frequency, the nearside headlight would extinguish itself. No matter how diligently I tried to fix the problem by logical methods such as cleaning up relevant wiring connections or earthing points, the only solution was a completely illogical one. It was to open and then slam shut the front nearside passenger door in a series of clangs that was of a similar frequency to the series of road bumps that had caused the problem in the first place. The only passenger who ever really mastered this tricky exercise whilst the car was moving was Graham. He caused much consternation to any rear seat night-time passengers who had not encountered the phenomonen previously. They could not understand why the front passenger apparently kept trying to abandon ship only to change his mind each time. There was no point asking female front seat passengers to do it because they just giggled and squealed and could never get the door slamming frequency right. Hopeless creatures – no mechanical empathy whatsoever.

			Most of the head shaking and issuing of dire warnings about the inadvisability of buying “forin” cars that went on when I acquired the 403 also proved groundless. Admittedly, there were a few nuts and bolts in strange metric sizes that resisted the efforts of anything in my motley collection of sockets and spanners but a bit of ingenuity and brute force with adjustable wrenches usually won the day. 

			The few spare parts that the car ever needed during my stewardship presented one or two initial difficulties until I learned the ropes about handling parts department counter staff. If you marched into your local purveyor of bits for cars and requested a set of points for a Peugeot 403, for example, you were likely to be met with a categorical denial that such an item existed. If you persisted, a pained expression and a bellowed request to an invisible person called Charlie Out The Back for guidance as to whether they stocked points for Pooh Joe’s would result. Charlie Out The Back’s reply would always be “Nah”.

			The next stage would be to patiently explain that the points you needed fitted on to a Ducellier distributor and that you happened to know that these were actually not all that uncommon, even being fitted to some British cars. Charlie Out The Back would be consulted once more:

			“Bloke says ‘e needs points for a Jew Cellar distributor.”

			“Wot’s that off then?”

			“A Pooh Joe.”

			“Nah. We don’t do bits for Pooh Joe’s.”

			The final, usually successful, stage would be to pop out to the car bits purveyor’s parking area, remove the points from the Pooh Joe and present them physically to the chap behind the counter.

			“Oh, that’s an XYZ321/ AB / Series 2 – why didn’t you say so? Seven and six please.”

			Probably because it required so little attention from me, the first six months ownership of the Pooh Joe seemed to fly past until I suddenly realised that the dreaded MOT test was nearly due. The car seemed to be going well, nothing had fallen off recently and the tyres still had plenty of tread so I was feeling reasonably confident when I took it round for Andy at the garage to do his annual duty. Andy began the undignified process of assaulting the nether regions of this unsuspecting French lady with his famous cross pein hammer as she perched precarious and vulnerable high up on the ramps. I was joshing and joking with the young mechanics out the back and was therefore unprepared for the grim expression on Andy’s face as he suddenly re-appeared and beckoned me back into the workshop.

			“Sorry to do this to you, old fella, but I’m afraid we’ve got a bit of a problem. Just have a 

			look at this. Those outer sills that you thought were so solid are actually rotten as hell and have been covered over with......” here he paused for suitable dramatic effect, “......lino.”

			“Lino? LINO? What, you mean lino as in the stuff that goes on floors?”

			“The very same. Glued in place and then sprayed over. Certainly looks quite convincing 

			until you start poking about.”

			“Bloody hell.”

			“Can’t give it a ticket like that, I’m afraid. Gonna need some serious welding.” 

			Which inevitably meant another visit to Big Doug. Big Doug and the entourage of the day were having a fag ‘n tea break outside the black shed as I pulled the 403 onto the forecourt.

			“What’s this poncy forin crap then?” came the cheery greeting. Preparing for another noisy onslaught of derision I took a deep breath and told my tale standing tall and square shouldered. I watched Big Doug’s ruddy face and food encrusted beard for reactions as I relayed the story about the lino covered sills. When I got to the critical point he spluttered a mouthful of sausage roll crumbs all over me and coughed out the words:

			“Lino? LINO? What, you mean lino as in the stuff that goes on floors? This we have got 

			to see. Fags out gents, lets get this heap up on the ramps”.

			As the elderly French lady ascended once more Wazzer, myself and the little nut brown chap lined up underneath, waiting impatiently for Big Doug’s judgement on the state of affairs that was about to be revealed. Unable to contain my curiosity, I poked a finger into the hole in the lino that Andy had created in the nearside sill with his unforgiving hammer. As I did so, something heavy and hairy rammed into the back of my legs and a wet, slobbering Alsatian snout was thrust into my free hand. It seemed that Shagger was also keen to see what was going on.

			Big Doug unconsciously began to adopt the gestures and mannerisms of a wise old university lecturer about to impart great knowledge to a lecture hall of eager students. Using a length of welding rod as a pointer, he commenced a detailed explanation of his observations and theories to his attentive audience of three men and a dog. It was a valuable lecture in the black arts of automotive bodgery and it was clear that we were being instructed by a true master. 

			The welding rod lingered over the aluminium trim strips on each side of the car that had been used to secure the lino in place and disguise its edges. The upper strip, located just below the door openings, was actually a standard decorative item that had been removed and then re-attached in its original position but with the upper edge of the piece of lino secured underneath it. Damned devious, according to Big Doug. 

			But he reserved his greatest praise for the lower strip which looked for all the world as if it had been in place ever since the car had left the Peugeot factory sometime in the late Fifties. Similar in size and form to the original upper strip, it formed a neat finishing piece to the lip where the lower part of the outer sill met its middle and inner counterparts. Warming to his theme, Big Doug went on to illustrate how the forward and rear vertical edges of the lino had been smoothly blended into the edges of the wheel arches by judicious use of body filler, prior to the whole thing being rubbed down and sprayed over.

			I had gained the impression that it wasn’t often that one would be able to observe Big Doug in a state of enthusiasm about anything as he seemed to have a naturally rather cynical outlook on life. But he was certainly quite animated over what he saw in these circumstances as the brilliantly imaginative use of such an unusual material as linoleum as a method of car repair. Of course, the word “repair” was something of a relative term – blatant bodging might have been a more appropriate phrase.

			“This is really cool,” he enthused, “I never knew that you could spray car paint onto 

			something like lino and make it look so much like solid metal.” It was clear he was already thinking of new applications for this wondrous technique on other nefarious projects.

			The lecture was over and the other two members of the audience wandered off back to their duties with Shagger shambling along behind them sniffing disapprovingly at odd bits of rusty metal. As the Peugeot was returned to ground level I swallowed hard and asked Big Doug how much he thought it would cost to fix. Big Doug was renowned for his instant, un-negotiable verbal quotes. You either immediately accepted whatever he said or you buggered off – sharpish. On this occasion, however, he seemed to hesitate slightly and I was surprised to find the fierce blue eyes studying me with slightly less of a glare than I had experienced previously. Could it be that the iron man of the welding world actually had a heart?

			“A score’ll cover it,” he growled, “But cash up front and no buggering about.” Twenty quid? Blimey. Where was I going to find twenty quid? 

			The Morris Oxford profits had expired a long time previously and the small amounts I earned each week gardening and pumping petrol only just about covered the weekly costs of running both me and the car. The Old Man had just been made redundant and was having a difficult time worrying about mortgage repayments, so it certainly wasn’t fair to ask him for a sub. I had lined up a good job for the summer working as a warehouseman and relief van driver. This would pay quite well and get me back in sufficient funds to survive until the Christmas break but it was still two months or more to the end of the current college term. It looked as if the Peugeot would have to be laid up for a while and I would have to throw myself back into the unwelcoming embrace of Avershot & Riskit in the interim. The MOT expired in a couple of weeks and the future for any sort of social life after that looked distinctly bleak.

			As I parked the 403 in the college car park the following morning I heard the familiar sound of a rorty Mini exhaust rapidly approaching. Graham’s purple and gold monster blipped and blapped its way into the car park, coming to rest close to where I was standing with a final, raucous rasp. The passenger door swung open and it was as if a flight of exotic, colourful birds had suddenly been released from a cage, as a group of twittering girls sprang forth from inside the car. Gabbling away to each other 19 to the dozen they fluttered around the Mini making the required adjustments to skirt lengths (upwards, of course), wrinkles in tights, hair and make-up without pausing for breath. 

			“Where’d you find that lot?” I enquired.

			“Standing at a bus stop. D’you know, not one of ‘em has stopped wittering since they got 

			in the car and that was 20 minutes ago. Doing my head in, they are.” 

			We leaned against the 403 and watched as the delicate troupe made its way off towards the college buildings, an animated mass of flying arms and hair, clompy heels and jangling bracelets, handbags with dangly, frilly bits hanging off them and files and reference books clutched to comely bosoms.

			“You’ve got a face like a thunderstorm this morning,” said Graham, “What’s up?” I explained about the discovery of the fake outer sills and my lack of available funds.

			“Lino? LINO? What, you mean lino as in the stuff that goes on floors?” I really was 

			getting a bit sick of this by now.

			Graham dropped to his knees and examined the lower parts of the Peugeot for himself. Then he rolled onto his back, waved his legs in the air and howled with laughter.

			“Lino. They’re made out of bloody lino!” Weak with laughter, he clambered back to his feet using the side of the Peugeot for support. Tears streaming down his face, he took a deep breath, threw back his head and hollered “BLOODY LINO!” at maximum volume before launching into a further blast of guffaws.

			“Maybe we could make some new ones out of floor boards,” he wheezed.

			“Yeah, yeah, very funny. And stop picking at those paint spots, please.”

			“Sorry,” came the gasping reply, “Just wanted to see if this wing was made from carpet!” I stomped off in disgust as he collapsed over the Peugeot’s bonnet, helpless once more with uncontrolled mirth. 

			Later that evening a load of us went to the pub. Graham plonked a pint down on the table in front of me and pushed a small envelope into my hand. 

			“There you go, mush,” he said with a grin, “No rush for it back. Gave me the best laugh 

			I’ve had in ages this morning, you did.” Inside the envelope were two crisp new £10 notes.

			Chapter 6

			Some lessons applied

			I was rapidly discovering that being known as handy with the spanners was a bit of a double edged sword. It was great for getting to know girls who had cars that needed fixing but could be a pain when one of the neighbours wanted an oil change and was too mean to pay a garage to do it. The other problem was that people who knew nothing about cars always seemed to assume that people who knew a little (e.g. me) actually knew absolutely everything there was to know. It was rather like asking the chap over the road who potters around his allotment at the weekend for gardening advice and being disappointed that he turned out not to be a tame Alan Titchmarsh, available on demand.

			I had not actively attempted to promote myself as some sort of mechanical genius. I was only too well aware of the embarrassing potential consequences that might befall me once the limitations of my knowledge (and necessary equipment) were exposed. Nevertheless, people seemed to beat a path to my door in search of automotive solutions. A little old lady from down the lane grabbed hold of me in the village Post Office one day:

			“You’re that nice young man who fixed my friend Mabel’s car for her, aren’t you?”

			I remembered another elderly lady who had been told by my dear mother that her helpful and amazingly talented son would pop round and find out why her car had suddenly developed “hiccups”. It turned out that the lady’s much dented Austin 1100 was only running on three cylinders because a plug lead was loose on its spark plug. It further turned out that the reason why the plug lead had come off was due to her short sightedness. Someone had shown her how to check the oil level on the 1100’s dipstick which she did religiously every weekend. Problem was she couldn’t see much in the gloom under the bonnet. Whenever she made a grab for the dipstick she was just as likely to tug away at anything else that happened to be in the vicinity, including plug leads.

			The lady in the Post Office said:

			“My car is not very well. It won’t go up hills without making lots of noise. Could you come 

			and look at it for me?”

			The extent of the power and influence of the village’s old lady mafiosi was awesome. Cross swords with any one of them and you crossed swords with them all. Their infallible weapon of mass destruction was undiluted gossip. If you didn’t want it getting back to your parents as to exactly who you had been chatting to in the pub last Saturday night and what you had been getting up to in the car park afterwards, you regarded all elderly ladies with great circumspection.

			I dutifully turned up at the old lady’s house later that day. Parked in the drive was another 1100, this time a fairly recent model and looking quite smart and cared-for with no obvious dents or scrapes. The old lady suggested we should go for a drive to demonstrate the problem so I climbed into the passenger seat and crossed my fingers. She turned the key and the engine started promptly, sounding perfectly hale and hearty. The car was facing down her sloping driveway and she let it coast down to the bottom, braking nice and smoothly at the end. So far, so good. She engaged first gear (no graunching, more good news) and prepared to emerge onto the lane. 

			Then all hell broke loose. The engine revs suddenly went sky high and were held there remorselessly. My ability to create imaginary TV pictures inside engines threw out ghastly images of bouncing valves and wildly thrashing timing chains. The old lady brought the clutch pedal up to just on the biting point and held it there. More disturbing mental pictures came up of spinning, burning clutch plates and grinding release bearings suffering huge pressures. Eventually, the clutch pedal was fully released with a jerk and we shot off into the road with the engine continuing to roar in protest. There was then a flurry of gear changes within the space of a few yards and suddenly we were in top gear at about 18 m.p.h. The engine note changed from a scream to a chug, the car now barely able to maintain its own momentum.

			We reached a slight upward slope and, sure enough, the speed decreased as the engine revs increased. I told the old lady that I was pretty sure the problem was a slipping clutch.

			“Oooh no dear, it can’t be that. The garage only replaced the clutch last year.” Further investigation revealed that the car was five years old and had covered 42,000 miles. And that it was on its third clutch in that period. Hmmmm……

			Well it certainly wasn’t going to be me that told the old lady that the problem was her driving and not the car. I confirmed that I really was sure that the clutch needed replacing once more and was then subjected to a ten minute diatribe about how she’d been driving since 1920-something and cars these days weren’t built like they were in the old days and she’d read something in a magazine about how manufacturers were secretly adopting policies of planned obsolescence and what a disgrace it all was and she was only talking to Mrs Parker next door about it the other day and Mrs Parker said her washing machine had packed up and it was only ten years old and…….

			I carefully explained that, although I would love to help her, the replacement of a clutch required tools and equipment that I did not possess. This seemed to get me off the hook satisfactorily.

			One evening a few weeks later, I was working the pumps round at the garage when a brand new 1100 pulled in with the same old lady behind the wheel.

			“I thought you were going to get a new clutch, not a new car” I said. She smiled and pointed downwards at something between the front seats. “The garage said I might be better off with one of these.”

			She was pointing at the selector quadrant of an automatic gearbox. We had been working on a marketing project at college entitled “Know Your Customer”. The salesman at the local BMC garage must have been on the same course.

			The lane in which the family home was located was perhaps three quarters of a mile or so long. Up and down its length lived most of the lads I counted as “pre college” friends and had known a long time. As soon as we had all reached the magic 17 milestone the collection of rusty old crates littering the driveways and parking bays along the lane had grown considerably. At various times our “fleet” included a Riley One Point Five, a Triumph Vitesse, a Mk 1 Cortina, a Mk2 Cortina 1600E, a 1930s Austin 7, a Mk 2 Jag, an NSU 1200 TT and a Triumph Bonneville motorbike. This was in addition to my own ever-changing contributions and various cars borrowed from parents and elder siblings. 

			There was also a spectacularly knackered and battered old Ford Anglia van that didn’t really seem to belong to anyone in particular but just floated round the system. It had been fitted with a set of 5.5J wheels that had come originally from one of the Cortinas. These, in combination with its filthy dark blue bodywork boasting large patches of grey primer and bodged-up exhaust system, gave it a menacing stance and sound that was dreaded by the local populace.

			One day, its much-abused engine finally gave up the ghost and a council of war was held in the pub to decide upon its future. Whoever was technically the owner at that point agreed that a reconditioned engine would be purchased but that he couldn’t afford the extra fitting charge so we would have to fit it ourselves. At some point in the meeting, when I was at the dart-board or at the bar leering at the barmaid, it was also decided that I would be placed in charge of the fitting process. I wasn’t actually informed about this decision until some weeks later when a van from the reconditioning company turned up in the drive at home when no-one was in and a plastic wrapped Ford engine on a pallet was dumped in the porch. Went down really well with Mum, that did.

			The pallet was later manhandled down the lane on a wheelbarrow to the barn on the farm where we had arranged to carry out the engine swap. No-one had given much consideration as to how we were going to physically hoick one large and heavy lump of metal out of the car and replace it with another. I had made some vague mental calculations about the viability of stationing two lads on each side of the engine compartment equipped with lengths of strong rope but it was all a bit Heath Robinson-like. In the end, a solution was provided by the father of one of my motley crew of assistants who said we could use the farm tractor with the hydraulic bucket on the front as a makeshift engine crane. 

			The motley crew assembled one Saturday morning and we started work. Motley? Ruddy useless, more like. None of them had a clue what they were doing. I assigned two of them to remove the Anglia’s bonnet so that we would have better access to the engine. In the process of so doing they burred over one of my best ring spanners and dropped a screwdriver into a completely inaccessible gap between an inner and outer front wing; it clonked and rattled away merrily in there for the rest of the life of the car. Heaving the heavy bonnet panel aloft with a cry of success as they finally undid the last bolt they then managed to drop one corner of it onto someone’s foot. The someone howled with pain and snatched his foot away. This threw the other two off balance, resulting in the bonnet panel falling sideways onto the new engine waiting on its pallet nearby. Which put a nice big dent right in the middle of it. A great start to the proceedings.

			Another pair were instructed to disconnect and remove the radiator. This they did with remarkable speed and efficiency. But they forgot to empty it first, with the result that the poor sod lying under the engine bay trying to disconnect the battery earthing strap received a face full of cold, green anti freeze as they lifted the radiator triumphantly from the car. Brilliant.

			I tried to organise a sort of production line charged with the responsibility of cleaning up components as I removed them from the old engine prior to its extraction. I put a bucket of paraffin on a bench and told the crew to use the paraffin and some old paintbrushes I had found in a corner to carefully clean and dry each bit. Then they were supposed to line all the bits up in order at the other end of the bench ready to go back onto the new engine once it was installed. Surely, even this bunch of idiots could cope with a simple task like that?

			For the next hour or so I busied myself with disconnecting wires, linkages and fuel lines and unbolting all the ancillary components which I handed to another crew member for dispatch to the cleaning team. Eventually, I was reasonably happy that the old engine was about ready to come out and wandered over to inspect the clean-up operation. There was nobody at the bench as they had all gone outside for a fag break. Even this lot had enough common-sense not to light up in the vicinity of a gallon or so of paraffin. At the end of the bench I found a reasonably clean carburettor on its manifold, a starter motor, a radiator fan and various other bits and bobs. Excellent, at least they’d managed to get this part of the job done properly. But hang on a minute – where was the dynamo? I searched high and low and eventually found it where they had left it – sitting soaking inside the bucket of paraffin. Dear God.

			Someone who was present at the time told me a long time later that he was always reminded of me and the day we put the new engine in the Anglia whenever he watched A Hitch Hiker’s Guide To The Galaxy. Apparently, I was just like Marvin, the moody robot:

			“Here I am, brain the size of a planet and they’ve got me outside parking cars. Surrounded by pygmies, that’s what I am.”

			The pygmies and I pushed the Anglia’s front wheels up onto a couple of lumps of timber and chocked the rears with some old bricks. A length of chain, backed up by some beefy ropes, was wrapped around the engine and I scrambled underneath to undo the remaining bell-housing bolts and remove the engine mounts. We were now at a critical stage and – on the basis of the cock-ups that had occurred so far – one that I was dreading. I had horrific visions of an engine block slipping from greasy ropes and plummeting onto my motley crew from a great height or of me, underneath the car, being squashed as a result of somebody moving the wrong hydraulic lever on the tractor. Fortunately, I was rescued by the appearance of the aforementioned father who quickly volunteered to be the crane operator on the tractor – at least I now had someone with an ounce of common-sense on my side. I needn’t have worried. The operation went remarkably smoothly, my new crane operator knew exactly was he was doing and the two weighty lumps of metal were swapped over in no time. We all breathed a collective sigh of relief.

			The next task was to screw everything back together again but, as I began to labour away at this, I detected a definite mood shift amongst my fellow team members. Some sort of change had occurred in the group dynamic. It soon became apparent that each of them was

			keen to hear the new engine running but also gasping for a pint. 

			I applied some of the psychology of management techniques I had learned at college. It was pretty clear that the only one amongst us capable of making a halfway reasonable job of the re-assembly process was me. It was also clear that the presence of this bunch looning about the barn for the next hour or two would be more of a hindrance than a help. I therefore gave my team permission to adjourn to the pub on the strict understanding that they would return at no later than 1330 hours. I actually wanted them back at 1400 hours but I knew what they were like.

			Alone and unencumbered by disruptive pygmies, I progressed well with re-attaching all the cleaned-up engine ancillaries, making the necessary connections and adjustments and filling up with vital fluids. By the time the motley crew returned I was making final checks and nearly ready to fire up. But something was wrong and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I was convinced that I had forgotten something of vital import but couldn’t for the life of me think what it was. There were no bits left on the bench to re-attach and there didn’t seem to be anything leaking. Preliminary testing of sparks and fuel all seemed fine and the new engine was turning over nicely with the spark plugs removed so what was it that was bugging me?

			Just at the last minute, with the plugs replaced and my finger on the starter, one of the motley crew yelled for me to stop. He ran across the barn clutching a length of small bore pipe with an elbow joint on one end.

			“I just found this at the bottom of the paraffin bucket,” he gasped.

			 The pygmies had goofed again. It was the crankcase breather. Not the end of the world if we had started the engine without it but it needed fitting nevertheless. I scrambled underneath once more and discovered that the simple twisted bracket brazed to the pipe meant that it could be attached to the engine either facing forwards or facing backwards. Unfortunately, it wasn’t obvious which way it had come off originally. Confident that it wouldn’t matter too much either way, I tossed a mental coin and mounted it facing forwards. 

			Then came the moment of truth. The motley crew assembled around the bonnet-less engine bay. A hush fell. I pushed the starter. Suddenly, the monster was alive! It had started on the button and was purring contentedly away to itself. A loud cheer went up. I scampered around, over and under the van like a demented chicken, looking for leaks and listening for horrible noises. None came. It ran beautifully, warming up promptly and settling into a smooth idle, interrupted sporadically with everyone present insisting on having a little blip of the throttle. 

			The dynamo threw out a neat spray of paraffin for a few moments but its operation seemed unaffected by the unplanned bath that it had received earlier. The van’s current caretaker insisted that it should be me who undertook the first test drive. I hopped in, engaged first gear and very gingerly let the clutch out. The van moved smoothly forwards to further cheers from the motley crew. It was a left turn out of the barn and onto the straight track which lead to the road. I built the speed up gradually, working my way delicately up through the gears. This was brilliant! It was running like a sewing machine.

			Just before the end of the track I decided to bear right onto an open paved area in order to turn round and go back to the barn. Except I couldn’t turn right. What on earth? The steering was jammed! I skidded to a ragged halt in a total panic. What the hell was going on? It steered to the left OK but was meeting some kind of obstruction if I tried to go more than a few degrees to the right. 

			The motley crew jogged down the track and gathered around the van, concern on all their faces. The great expert sat in the driver’s seat with his head in his hands and racked his brains. All we had done was to replace an engine. We hadn’t touched anything to do with the ruddy steering. What had I done? My God, what had I done? I got out and looked underneath. Everything looked normal. There didn’t seem to be any forgotten spanners jammed up in any steering components or any bits that someone had disconnected without my knowledge. So what could be wrong?

			The van’s owner fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his pipe, clearly in need of a nicotine hit. Pipes were fashionable amongst young men for a very brief period in the early Seventies. I watched him light up and then suddenly it hit me. The pipe! The PIPE! It must be that blasted pipe thingy!

			And so it proved. I had fitted the engine breather pipe pointing forwards instead of in the backwards direction that it should have faced and it was fouling the steering mechanism on right hand lock. 

			My great future hero and source of inspiration – Homer J Simpson – had not yet arrived on the scene at that point. If he had been around then I know exactly what would have happened. In unison, the motley crew would have clasped the back of a hand to each of their foreheads and exclaimed, “Doh!”

			I was also experiencing mixed fortunes with regard to applying my vast mechanical knowledge to cars belonging to young ladies – particularly young ladies that I fancied like mad. 

			A really pretty girl at college sought me out in the lunch break one day. I knew her vaguely but had always assumed she was a bit out of my league, hanging out as she normally did with a slightly “superior” group (or, at least, a group that considered itself slightly superior). 

			In fact, despite the college’s location in one of the country’s wealthiest areas, there was very little tangible class division or social tension amongst its students. Offspring of the extremely rich, the moderately poor and more or less everyone in between mingled together perfectly happily most of the time. There were the inevitable loose cliques and informal associations of like-minded people from similar backgrounds, each of which took great delight in taking the mickey out of all the other cliques. The group which probably came in for the greatest amount of stick – although they were largely oblivious to it – were those referred to by everybody else as the Yah Yah’s (yah as in “okay yah” or “yah, super”). Later, these would become more universally known as Hooray Henrys.

			Hooray Henrys were great sport. They went honking and braying about the colleges and pubs of the area bellowing absolute nonsense at incredible volume. I was drinking in a crowded bar containing both Hoorays and distinctly non - Hooray types one evening when a bloke who sounded like something out of the black and white Billy Bunter TV shows of the 1950s squealed in a high-pitched, penetrating voice: 

			“Ma and Pa said Melissa and I can have our own room when we go to the ski lodge this 

			year. Damned good, yah?” Without hesitation, the rest of the pub roared back, 

			“Okay Yah!”. There was much laughter but poor old Melissa looked a bit peeved.

			Even more fun than the Hooray Henrys were the Hooray Henriettas. Again, the main issue was one of volume. Hooray Henrietta’s didn’t honk, they squawked. They were great to go out with and certainly knew how to enjoy themselves in male company but you would usually go home afterwards with severe earache and an inability to recall anything that made any sense from the conversations that had taken place.

			But by far the worst of the lot were the Hooray mothers. If you ever wanted to witness unbridled snobbery, blatant eliteism and crushing-all-before-it arrogance first hand all you had to do was pop in for a Sunday lunchtime drink to certain “frightfully nice” pubs dotted about the area and listen to their self-opinionated bigotry. But you would need ear plugs to do it. If their sons honked and their daughters squawked, the noise made by the Hooray mothers could only be described as a penetrating screech. They all sounded as if they were trying to do a vocal impersonation of the Queen Mother who seemed to have undergone an operation to replace her larynx with a megaphone. En masse and lubricated with a couple of G & Ts, they were capable of bursting ear drums and shattering windows.

			Funnily enough, the Hooray fathers were often really nice old buffers. After a couple of successful dates, Penny or Caroline or Georgina would take you home to meet Mummy and Daddy. Home would be some hugely impressive pile in posh villages like Shamley Green or Frensham or somewhere equally exclusive in commuter-belt Surrey. Mummy would be a right old dragon who would know at a glance that you weren’t at all suitable for her precious daughter. But Daddy was often a particularly interesting cove who would tell you rambling stories about adventures in the City or at the Bar or relate some complex wartime exploit, plying you with his best single malt as he did so.

			The girl who had approached me at college was not a Yah Yah but she was certainly a class act. Tall, willowy, long wavy light brown hair, twinkling hazel eyes and dressed in a hippyish style, she squeezed onto the bench beside me.

			“I’m told you are the guy to talk to if you’ve got car problems.” Lovely voice, really husky. As far as I was concerned, she could talk to me about anything she wanted and I would listen for ever.

			“Well, dunno about that. What’s the hassle?”

			She was worried about a clonking noise from the back of her car. This was most disappointing. I was hoping it would be something really complicated so that I could chat to her for hours, impressing her with my limitless technical knowledge and wonderful wit. However, it was a good result in the end because she agreed to come over to my house the next afternoon when neither of us had lectures (and my parents would be at work) so that I could examine her rear suspension in some detail – well, you never knew your luck.

			My new friend turned up as planned the next day and sat on a front wing of the Peugeot, swinging her long legs backwards and forwards and chatting away while I grovelled about under the back of her car in the driveway. There was nothing obviously wrong with it. This was a real nuisance as I was keen to be the great wizard mechanic who could identify a tricky problem for her that had defeated all others and magic up an inventive solution. But if I couldn’t find anything to fix, I wasn’t sure how I was going to be able play this one. 

			I was not assisted in my task by the horrible, stinky mess underneath her car. She had previously told me that her parents ran a riding school and stables next to a dairy farm. There was evidence of this in the thick coating of wet mud and horse and cow dung that had been flung up into the wheel-arches and rear underside of her car. Despite the pong, I soldiered on manfully and eventually thought that I might have found something in the form of a small amount of play in an upper shock absorber mounting bush which flexed a bit when I levered a screwdriver against it. 

			“I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” she intoned sweetly when I tried to

			describe my findings.

			“Well, have a look under here and I’ll show you,” I said.

			I watched from my prone position as the lovely legs jumped down from the Peugeot’s wing and made their way over to where I was lying. I admired the toned muscles moving under the smooth pale skin as she knelt down beside me. A flurry of hair was swept back from her forehead as her pretty, smiling face appeared in the wheel arch. This really was going jolly well.

			“Now then, this tube thing here is the shock absorber and it’s fixed to the car on flexible 

			mountings here and here. I think the top one might be a bit too flexible though, because if I prod it with my screwdriver like this…….”

			She suddenly squealed as a large, wet, slimy cow pat dropped straight onto my face from somewhere in the wheel arch above me, no doubt loosened as a result of my vigorous poking around with the screwdriver. Horrible, semi-liquid smelly stuff plopped into my mouth, eyes, even my ears. I rolled over to try and avoid the worst of it and a big dollop promptly flopped down inside the collar of my overalls. Tears of laughter flowed as the girl struggled to speak. The lovely legs were spread akimbo on the gravel drive as she sat back on her haunches howling and helpless with mirth. Her hands clapped with glee like a little girl who had just been given the Christmas present she really wanted. 

			This had to be some kind of world record. I had reduced two adult people to a state of rolling about on the ground in fits of uncontrollable laughter at my automotive mishaps in as many weeks. Perhaps I should try and work it all up into some kind of act and join a circus. In the face of such unrestrained merriment I could hardly express my feelings in the way I would have liked to have done had she not been there. About the best I could do was put on a brave face and a wry smile and trudge off to clean myself up while she attended to tear-streaked eye make-up, breaking off to shake her head and launch into occasional renewed giggling spasms as she did so. 

			The cool, knowledgeable expert image had gone straight out of the window but all was not completely lost. I had, at least, managed to find the real cause of the clonking by accident when I banged my head on it as I spluttered and spat my way out from under the car. The spare wheel was loose in its cradle. Not very wizard-like but at least I could provide an instant solution by tightening up the bolt that secured it in place.

			Being a good sport, the young lady accepted my invitation to go out for a drink later that evening. We had a great time and - later still – found ourselves parked up in a quiet lane kissing and cuddling in the very same car that had humiliated me so much earlier on. Despite everything that had happened, this really was going jolly well. But, after a while, she pulled away from me and started giggling again.

			“I’m really sorry Chris, but I can’t kiss you any more. I keep seeing that dung all over 

			your face and in your mouth and ears!” 

			More helpless laughter ensued and the lovely feet at the ends of the lovely legs beat a rapid tattoo on the floor of the car as the wavy hair flew all over the place, the beautiful bare shoulders shook uncontrollably and the lovely fists pounded up and down on the lovely knees. 

			Doh.
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