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The



Our cover story concerns the  
famous quintet of record breakers that 
helped ensure MG was once the most  
famous of all sports car manufacturers.  
Of course it long since relinquished 
that position, but at least the name 
lives on; unlike so many that were es-
tablished in the same era. 

This issue’s Classic Character is W.O. 
Bentley MBE. Etorre Bugatti may have 
dismissed his products as ‘fast lorries’, 
but the tremendous success they  
attained makes it hard to believe that 
Bentley Motors only existed for 12 years 
before succumbing to the Great Depression 
and then Rolls-Royce’s chequebook. Of 
course it was the so-called ‘Bentley Boys’ 
(the bon viveurs who raced Bentley into 
the record books with five Le Mans and 
countless other victories), that were  
behind the foundation of the British  
Racing Drivers’ Club, our feature about 
which outlines its pre-eminent role in the 
history and future of UK motorsport.

While growing up in Brighton, I’m 
ashamed to say I was blissfully unaware 
that no less than 30,000 BMW Isettas 
were assembled there, in a former  
locomotive shed adjacent to the railway  
station. An answer to the austere post-
war world of the 1950s, such microcars 
are now highly collectable, and doubtless 
almost beyond the belief of the more re-
cent generations of motorists. Talking 

of Brighton, that’s where I learnt to drive 
and became one of c.52million people 
to take the UK test since its inception 80 
years ago – we chart the many chang-
es of an institution that is apparently  
increasingly immaterial to today’s young-
sters, many of whom either don’t wish to 
or simply can’t afford to drive. 

On this occasion our BMH Dealer  
Spotlight concerns the Midlands-based  
David Manners Group, that over 30 
years has established a massive one-
stop parts shop for many a classic  
British model of car. Nowadays  
managed by David’s daughter Kate, it is 
clearly more than doing its bit to support 
our thriving classic car scene.

Enjoy!

Gordon Bruce
Editor
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Above: this wonderful period shot shows completed BMW Isettas leaving the Brighton 
assembly plant by train (Photo: Dave Watson, Isetta Owners Club of Great Britain)
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Unlike most subsequent industry  
pioneers, W.O., as he referred to 
himself and by which he is still  
affectionately known, was not born 
with petrol coursing through his veins. 
He didn’t travel in a motor vehicle  
until aged 16, and initially viewed them 
as ‘draughty, antisocial objects that  
irritated dogs and frightened horses’. 
Locomotives were his passion and, 
following a private education at Clifton 
College, he served an apprenticeship 
with the Great Northern Railway,  
completing his training as second fire-
man on the footplate of a variety of 
trains out of Kings Cross – ‘one of the 
happiest periods of my life’.

He was a successful motorcycle racer, 
though failed to complete the Isle of Man 
TT, crashing his Rex into a wall in 1909 
and suffering a burst tyre aboard a Works  
Indian the following year. In 1910 he  
acquired his first car - a 9hp Riley, but  
became increasingly disillusioned by its 
propensity to swap ends and exchanged it 
for a sporty Sizaire–Naudin.

Now aware that locomotives would not  
deliver the life he desired, W.O. briefly 
studied theoretical engineering at King’s 
College before joining the National Cab 
Company, where he was responsible for 
the maintenance of up to 500 Unic Lan-
daulettes. In 1912 he and his brother H.M. 

(Horace Milner) purchased the London  
DFP (Doriot, Flandrin et Parant) dealer 
Lecoq and Fernie, rebranding it Bentley 
and Bentley.

It was while visiting DFP in Paris that W.O. 
first espied an aluminium alloy piston – an 
innovation he then employed with great 
success in racing DFPs. He also aided the 
war effort by persuading Rolls-Royce and 
Sunbeam to fit them to their aero engines 
and used them in his own design of rotary 
aviation units, the BR1 and BR2. Bentley 
Motors was formed in 1919 and the inau-
gural 3-Litre launched in 1921. Following 
the privateer 4th place of Duff and Clem-
ent in the 1923 Le Mans race, Bentleys 
triumphed at La Sarthe in 1924, 1927, 
1928, 1929 and 1930.

The family diamond millions of Woolf ‘Babe’ 
Barnato kept the company afloat through 
the early days of the depression but  
liquidation followed in 1931, at which point  
Rolls-Royce secretly purchased the assets 
from under the noses of Napier. Margin-
alised at Rolls-Royce, Bentley transferred 
his skills to Lagonda in 1935, which  
resulted in the immortal V12 engine and  
the six-cylinder DOHC unit that powered 
Lagondas and Aston Martins until 1959. 
Thrice married, W.O. ended his glittering 
career at Armstrong Siddeley.

Walter Owen Bentley MBE (1888-1971)

Top and above: W.O. in later life and 
dressed for work in 1921 (Photos: MPL, 
National Motor Museum)

Above: the engine shop at Bentley Motors, 
1921 (Photo: W.O. Bentley Memorial Foundation)



 

Founded in 1928 - the era  
of the ‘Bentley Boys’ 

Back in the ‘20s, long before the advent 
of corporate sponsorship, motorsport 
was primarily the preserve of wealthy bon 
viveurs, famous among which were the so-
called ‘Bentley Boys’ – racers who drove 
the marque into the record books; not 
least via Le Mans, a race they triumphed 
in no less than five times. As renowned for 
their relentless partying as their dare-devil 
driving, the group included: the heir of the 
Kimberley diamond mines, Captain Woolf 
‘Babe’ Barnato; Harley Street physician Dr 
J Dudley Benjafield; former naval officer 
and adventurer Glen Kidston; journalist 
SCH ‘Sammy’ Davis; international play-
boy and banker Baron d’Erlanger; Bentley 
employee Frank Clement; and Sir Henry  
‘Tim’ Birkin.

‘Benjy’ Benjafield MD turned to motorsport 
following the accidental destruction of his 
motor launch, and it was a combination 
of the lavish post-race dinner parties he 
threw at his Marylebone home and the 
complementary ideas of Brooklands chief 
timekeeper ‘Ebby’ Ebblewhite that led to 
the formation of the BRDC. The club was 
inaugurated in March 1928 by 25 found-
ing members with a clear set of objec-
tives, namely to: promote the interests of 
motorsport generally; celebrate any spe-
cific performance; extend hospitality to 

overseas racing drivers; and further the 
interests of British drivers competing 
abroad – aims still adhered to nearly 90 
years later.

By the close of that year, membership had 
swelled to 69 and the committee would 
meet once a month at Pagani’s London 
restaurant under the chairmanship of Mal-
colm Campbell. They decided to expand 
the club’s activities to include race organi-
sation, the first result of which was the 
Indianapolis-style 500 Mile race at Brook-
lands on October 12, 1929. The famous 
British Empire Trophy event was added to 
the calendar in 1932 - the inaugural one 
took place at Brooklands and, following 
a protest, was won by John Cobb aboard 

a Delage. All told, the race was run 42 
times over eight decades and five circuits, 
making it one of the most prestigious and 
longest-lasting such events ever.

The much-prized club badge that is strictly 
the preserve of its members was penned 
in 1928 by L.V. Head. The vintage car it 
depicts is believed to be the 1923 As-
ton Martin ‘Razor Blade’ raced by found-
ing member ‘Sammy’ Davis and is now 
a resident of the Brooklands Museum. 
The car versions of the badge forever re-
main the property of the club, and woe 
betide anybody who tries to sell one! 

Silverstone
From Marylebone to

The history of The BRDC
Continued overleaf>
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The British Racing Drivers’ Club (BRDC) is unlike any other motoring organisation. Membership of 
most such groups requires little more than a completed application form and suitable-sized cheque 
– not so the BRDC, which is a ‘by invitation only’ club. It is also unique in owning and controlling one 
of the world’s finest Grand Prix circuits – Silverstone, ‘the home of British motor racing’. Still not  
impressed? Then take a peek at the list of senior officials: President In Chief – HRH The Duke of 
Kent KG; Life Vice President – Sir Stirling Moss OBE; other Vice Presidents – Martin Brundle, Ron 
Dennis CBE, Howden Ganley, Damon Hill OBE, Paddy Hopkirk, Nigel Mansell OBE, Sir Jackie Stewart 
OBE, John Surtees OBE, and Sir Frank Williams CBE. Oh, and the current President is the veteran  
of 162 Grands Prix, and 1992 Le Mans winner and World Sports Car Champion Derek Warwick!

  4

Left: the BRDC’s first 500 mile race was run at Brooklands, 
1929. Top, L to R: ‘Bentley Boys’ Frank Clement,  

‘Tim’ Birkin and Woolf Barnato, Le Mans, 1928.  
Above left: Sallon’s wonderful cartoon of ‘Benjy’ Benjafield. 
Above right: the colourful menu to the Club’s eighth annual 

dinner, held at The Park Lane Hotel, October 1936
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Silverstone
From Marylebone to

Sustaining the founders’ ideals
 
In line with the Club’s original aims, since 
1928 a Gold Star has been awarded to 
the top international driver each year 
(generally the World Champion) and, since 
1977, a Silver Star to the top club racer. 
Multiple awards are not unusual, but only 
one driver has ever picked up three Gold 
Stars in the same year – the immortal Jim 
Clark in 1965, when he won the World 
Championship, Indy 500 and countless 
other races.

Equally in tune with the founders’ ide-
als are the SuperStars and Rising Stars 
programmes. The former offers the full 
gamut of support and training to up and 
coming British drivers, while the latter 
scouts under 24-year-old racers from the 
trackside and awards them junior mem-
bership of the world’s most exclusive mo-
tor racing club. As in so many spheres, 
the UK punches well above its weight in 
global motorsport – it has produced nine 
world champions to date – and, courtesy 
of the BRDC, both the history and future of 
British motor racing appear to be in very 
good hands.

Below L to R: Kay Petre, 1936 – in those days lady racers were not granted 
general membership of the club, but the very best had honorary membership 
bestowed upon them; Earl Howe addresses the 21st Anniversary Dinner; King 

George VI and Queen Elizabeth, Silverstone, 1950. Right, top to bottom:  
a selection of BRDC trophies; Lewis Hamilton flashes past the BRDC’s magnificent 

clubhouse; the Silverstone round of the World Endurance Championship, 2013; 
BRDC SuperStars, 2015. (All images courtesy of the BRDC)
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Royal seal of approval  

Royal patronage of the BRDC dates back 
to 1932 when, much to the envy of other 
organisations, HRH The Duke of Kent con-
sented to become the Club’s President in 
Chief. Following his death in WWII, the role 
was for many years fulfilled by HRH The 
Duke of Edinburgh, who attended both 
the club’s 21st birthday celebrations and 
its Silver Jubilee. The first ever round of 
the FIA Formula One World Championship, 
held at Silverstone in 1950, was attended 
by no less a royal gathering than King 
George VI, Queen Elizabeth, Princess Mar-
garet and the Earl and Countess of Mount-
batten. Today’s President in Chief is the 
current Duke of Kent.

As the dust settled on WWII, British mot-
orsport had a problem – Brooklands was 
peppered with aircraft factory buildings, 
the army still had charge of Donington and 
Crystal Palace was in a sad state of disre-
pair. There was, however, a glut of freshly 
redundant airfields, and from a shortlist 
of RAF stations Snitterfield and Silver-
stone the RAC selected the latter. Back in 

1116 it had been the site of Luffield Priory 
(home to an order of Benedictine Monks), 
it boasted a royal hunting lodge in the 
14th century, and then served as a train-
ing establishment for Bomber Command 
between 1943 and 1945. In short order 
the three runways were turned into a race 
track just in time for the 1948 Royal Auto-
mobile Club International Grand Prix.
 
From race organiser to   
circuit owner
 
By 1952, the RAC was eager to pass on 
the lease for Silverstone which, with the 
help of interest-free loans from its mem-
bers, was adopted by the BRDC. It was 
in 1966 that the Club formed Silverstone 
Circuits Ltd to handle its commercial in-
terests, and 1971 when it purchased 
the freehold of the entire 700 acre site. 
Following many years of massive invest-
ment, Silverstone is currently not only 
home to the British rounds of the F1 World 
Championship, Moto GP and World Endur-
ance Championship, but the massively 
popular Silverstone Classic event and a 

wide cross-section of other meetings for  
vintage, historic and GT cars etc. 

BRDC members currently number around 
810 – 75 percent of whom are Full (vot-
ing) ones and 25 percent Associate (so-
cial) ones. They have ready access to 
the magnificent clubhouse that overlooks 
Silverstone’s complex of Brooklands, Luf-
field and Woodcote corners, and grand-
stands at both Brooklands and Abbey. 
These days there are no less than four 
tracks (Grand Prix, International, National 
and Stowe) within the perimeter, allowing 
several events to run simultaneously. The 
circuit’s numerous facilities include track 
hire, personal and corporate driving expe-
riences, and a choice of first-class confer-
ence venues. By 2018 the offerings will 
include ‘Silverstone Heritage Live’, an in-
novative lottery-supported attraction that 
will animate the combined histories of the 
BRDC, Silverstone itself and British motor 
racing in general for up to 400,000 enthu-
siast visitors per annum. Visit silverstone.
co.uk/about/history or download the Sil-
verstone Heritage App.



There was a real buzz as the little Austin 
began to take shape, though in the final 
stages of assembly there was inevitably 
much call for extra or revised parts and 
the need for lots of fettling to help bring 
the project together. It was also con-
cluded (but only by me it seems!), that 
it would be a good idea to have the A40 
on display at MG Live!, Silverstone, June 
20-21. This duly happened, but though 
the engine was in situ it had not been 
started, nor was it even connected to 
any of the controls, fuel or oil systems 
etc. Despite that, it really looked the 
part and I remained full of confidence 
that we would make our Oulton Park 
deadline. Little did I quite realise what 
lay in store………….!
 
The week following MG Live! was inevi-
tably mighty busy, but initially seemed 
under control. Fitting the carburettors 
proved to be pretty ‘challenging’ and 
annoyingly required the removal of part 
of the freshly painted metalwork from 
the bulkhead just to get them in place. 
Bespoke plates and bracketry were also 
required to achieve fitment of the throt-
tle cable. At this stage there were still no 
hoses or connections from the engine to 
the oil cooler, and we were therefore yet 
to start the engine. In fact, this did hap-
pen towards the end of that week, and 
there was a real thrill to imagine the end 
was finally in sight. Premature thinking? 

Er yes, as things started to go awry as 
soon as the car reached the rolling road. 
Problems with the gearbox required a 
return to the BMH workshop and there 
were signs of fuel vaporisation from 
heat soak. It was also abundantly clear 
that our exhaust system would never 
pass a noise test, although it sounded 
fantastic! 
 
Even at this stage I was sure our new rac-
er would remain on schedule and, much 
to the dismay of all involved, booked it in 
for a test day at Brands Hatch on Thurs-
day July 2. This required the final fitting 
and checking to be completed on the 
Monday and Tuesday and one more visit 
to the rolling road squeezed in on the 
Wednesday. I suspect I will need to ac-
cess confidential mental health records 
of those involved to find out what really 
took place that last afternoon and even-
ing - certainly nobody has been really 
forthcoming about the issues. Suffice to 
say that whilst I was sitting comfortably 
in the hotel at Brands Hatch, mighty ef-
forts were made by the team to create 
a race ready car, and the least I can 
do is say a big thank you to our stu-
dents, Jimmy and Dominic, BMH’s Dave 
Savidge and Dave Jane, and Ralph, Dar-
ren and Liam from Pitstop, who finally 
had the machine ready for action in the 
early hours of Thursday morning. As a 
result it was a bleary-eyed 5.20 am by 

the time Ralph reached the hotel, and 
there should have been a special brav-
ery award for the receptionist who then 
told him the establishment was full and 
he didn’t have a room!
 
The circuit proved to be overcast with 
intermittent rain, and my first few laps 
in the A40 were frankly horrifying. It felt 
dreadful and very slow, and all I could 
think was: ‘What have I done?” The ef-
fect was further compounded by the 
gearbox only selecting first and second. 
However, this proved to be nothing more 
than an idiosyncrasy of the reverse gear 
lockout. We steadily worked our way 
through a list of changes, and by the 
end of the day were able to stretch the 
Austin’s legs and, to my absolute de-
light, it suddenly became a proper little 
race car. 
 
You can read all about its race debut 
on pages 18-19, where it covered itself 
in glory by completing a 25 five minute 
practice session and 45 minute race 
with only one minor hiccup. Moreover, 
the HRDC awarded it a prize for being 
the best presented car from their two 
races, and it was completely fitting that 
Jimmy and Dominic, the Oxford Brookes 
students who’ve contributed  so much 
to the project, were there to receive  
the award.

NEWSFROM
BMH

BMH’s new A40 racer takes to the  
track – MD John Yea reveals all Ab
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At the time of the last issue we were awaiting the return of the A40’s bodyshell from the painters. It appeared 
in the first week of May looking absolutely superb and the job of assembly commenced immediately, coincident 
with a cri de coeur to Ralph at Pitstop that the engine would also now be required pretty soon. We therefore 
felt safe to create a firm objective for the car’s completion and, after much discussion, concluded the earliest 
HRDC meeting for which we could be fully prepared was that at Oulton Park on July 4. 



Isetta (‘little Iso’ in Italian) was the 
endearing name Iso Autoveicoli SpA 
gave to the innovative egg-shaped 
two-seater it unveiled to an aston-
ished press in November 1953. Home 
market sales flagged after an initial 
flurry so, more impassioned by his 
upcoming Iso Rivolta sports car, the 
company’s boss Renzo Rivolta se-
cured licencing deals for his Isetta 
with Romi (Brazil), VELAM (France) 
and BMW (Germany). The latter was 
struggling financially, owing to a de-
cline in motorcycle sales and hav-
ing no mass market car to offer. The 
‘bubblecar’ was viewed as a handy 
stopgap - and so it proved to be, help-
ing to save the now mighty BMW from 
almost certain bankruptcy.

In typically thorough fashion the company 
not only replaced the Iso two-stroke mo-
torcycle engine with a four-stroke one 
(initially 247cc, then 298cc from 1956), 
but re-engineered sufficient of the vehicle 
that none of the German parts are inter-
changeable with the Italian ones. With the 

Suez crisis adding to the austerity of the 
post war years, Britain was an obvious 
additional market for the revamped Isetta 
and production was established here in 
March 1957. The plant was like no other, 
comprising a former locomotive shed ad-
jacent to Brighton station, for which ac-
cess to the nearest road was down 100 
steep steps. However, in an ingenious 
example of redeployment, the existing 
train line was not only used for the sup-
ply of engines, transmissions and body 
panels from Germany; electrical gear, 
brakes, tyres, suspension and other parts 
from the British Midlands; and small metal 
components from Shoreham and other lo-
cal sources; but to transport the finished 
vehicles to London and beyond.

The Brighton facility produced the Isetta 
in left and righthand drive form to cater 
for the Canadian, Australian, New Zea-
land and home markets. UK Sales were 
initially slow, but bolstered by a switch 
from four to three wheels, allowing the 
model to be taxed and licensed as a mo-
torcycle. The microcar’s many notable  

 
 
features included its front-opening door, to 
which the steering wheel and instrument 
panel were attached, and the canvas top 
that served both as a sunroof and as an 
escape hatch in the event of an accident.

The Isetta eventually succumbed to the 
arrival of such affordable conventional 
saloons as the Fiat 500 and BMC Mini, 
but not before 161,728 BMW variants 
had been made, over 30,000 of which 
were assembled in those old locomo-
tive works in Brighton. More details at  
www.isetta-owners-club-gb.com. 

MISSING MONIKER

Top: A very rare shot of the Brighton 
assembly plant, 1958. Left: a pristine 

BMW Isetta (Photos: Dave Watson, 
Isetta Owners Club of Great Britain)

Isetta
The UK driving test is currently  

celebrating its 80th birthday

The idea of there being just 2.4 million ve-
hicles on the road sounds appealing in an 
age when we now elbow our way through 
nearer 35 million, but in 1934 that com-
paratively lowly number accounted for an 
horrific 7,343 deaths. Today, such a kill  

rate would see the annual demise of over 
100,000 people, and the fact the most re-
cent figure was a relatively modest 1,730 
is due in no small part to the Liberal gov-
ernment of the day, who recognised the 
severity of the situation and tasked their  
 

LTIMES
Testing

According to an AA survey, one in every 40 drivers on UK roads 
lacks a full licence. The figure includes those learning to drive, 
but also those who’ve been disqualified and, most worryingly, 
people who’ve never held a licence of any description! That said, 
until 1935 it was perfectly legal for anyone over 17 to take to 
the road without any form of training or test – there weren’t even 
any speed limits. Predictably, the result was carnage.

Continued overleaf>
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Above left: the first ever pass certificate was awarded 
to a Mr J Beene. Left: a Wolseley BSM driving school car, 

1948 (Photos: MPL, National Motor Museum) 



LTIMES
Testing

newly-appointed transport minister with 
finding a solution. You have heard of 
him – his name was Leslie Hore-Belisha. 
That’s right, he of the flashing amber 
beacons that drew attention to the 
newly instigated pedestrian crossings, 
which alone led to a major reduction in 
casualties. He also introduced the still 
familiar 30mph speed limit to urban 
areas and re-wrote the Highway Code, 
but his most notable innovation was the 
introduction of a driving test, a many 
times modified version of which awaits 
the learners of today.

16 March, 1935 - voluntary testing 
is introduced in order to avoid a rush 
of applications when it is made compul-
sory. The first successful candidate 
was a Mr J Beene, who paid 7 shillings 
and 6 pence for the privilege

1 June 1935 - the test is now 
compulsory for anybody who took to 
the road on or after April 1, 1934. 
246,000 drivers apply, and the pass 
rate is 63 percent. There are no test-
ing centres and candidates arrange 
to meet one of the 250 examiners at 
such pre-arranged venues as car parks 
or railway stations

1 September 1939 - tests are 
suspended owing to the war and not 
re-introduced until November 1946. 
The examiners are redeployed in the 
supervision of petrol rationing

18 February 1947 - those with 
wartime provisional licenses are 
allowed a year to convert to a full 
licence without sitting a test

1950 - the driving test pass rate  
has now dropped to 50 percent

19 October 1956 - the test fee 
doubles from 10 shillings to a £1

24 November 1956 - testing 
is suspended for the Suez crisis. 
Learners are allowed to drive unac-
companied as examiners are again 
redeployed in the administering of 
petrol rationing

15 April 1957 - testing is  
resumed and has continued  
uninterrupted ever since

1959 - examiner training is now 
centred on a newly-instigated school 
in Stanmore – they were previously 
schooled ‘on the job’

1 April 1962 - those who’ve held 
more than seven provisional licences 
now required to take the test or risk 
having further applications refused

1964 - a voluntary register of  
Approved Driving Instructors (ADIs)
is created

1965 - a centralised licensing system 
is established in Swansea, removing 
responsibility from the county/borough 
councils

1 May 1965 - the distance at which 
candidates must read a number plate 
is set at 67 feet

2 June 1969 - a separate licence is 
established for drivers of vehicles with 
automatic transmission

1970 - 3,500 people are prosecuted 
for driving on a forged licence or 
wrongfully attempting to obtain a 
licence

1972 - the demand for tests rises 
by an astonishing 20 percent and a 
further 15 percent the following year, 
leading to a huge backlog

1 March 1973 - computerised 
licences come into force, replacing  
the long-standing red booklets

May 1975 - arm signals are removed 
from the test

1 January 1976 - full licences now 
last until the holder’s 70th birthday. 
They were previously only valid for 
three years

1 May 1990 - examiners now give 
candidates a brief explanation of 
mistakes committed and offer advice 
on how to improve

October 1990 - anyone accompany-
ing a learner driver must now be at 
least 21-years old and have held a full 
licence for a minimum of three years

1 July 1996 - the separate theory 
test is introduced, replacing questions 
asked about the Highway Code

1 October 1996 - the pass mark 
for the theory test is raised from 26  
to 30 from 35 questions

1 January 1997 - a new test is  
created for those wanting to tow 
large trailers

1 June 1997 - drivers gaining six or 
more penalty points during their first 
two years lose their licence and must 
re-sit both parts of the test

August 1998 - photo-card licences 
introduced

6 April 1999 - cars used for the test 
must now be fitted with front passen-
ger seat belt, head restraint and rear 
view mirror

4 May 1999 - test candidates are now failed  
if 16 or more faults are committed

4 January 2000 - the touch-screen theory  
test comes into being

14 November 2002 - a hazard perception 
element is introduced to the theory test,  
courtesy of video clips

1 September 2003 - vehicle safety questions 
are added to the start of the practical test

3 September 2007 - the number of theory 
questions is increased from 35 to 50

6 April 2010 - candidates are now  
encouraged to be accompanied by their  
instructor during the test

 
A few other fascinating facts: 
• The number of young motorists passing their 
 practical driving test is at its lowest for 10   
 years. According to the DfT, 639,797 people  
 under 22 acquired provisional licences in   
 2013, of which just 382,654 gained a full 
 one. Many now prefer to cycle or use public  
 transport. Others are doubtless put off by the  
 cost – adding driving lessons to the expense  
 of a provisional licence and the two-part test  
 can mean drivers spend upwards of £1,250 to  
 get behind the wheel unaccompanied 

• In the five years to 2014 almost 3,000  
 candidates crashed during their driving test 

• Last year, 13 drivers failed the examination for  
 the 30th time or more 

• In the eight months to January this year, some  
 700 learner drivers were caught using  
 impersonators to sit their tests for them. Such  
 criminals can charge £800 for the theory test  
 and £1,800 for the practical one

  1
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(Photos: MPL, National Motor Museum and other sources)
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THE DAVID MANNERS GROUP

People enter the automotive world 
from many directions and David Man-
ners was once a Daimler Dart-owning 
dry cleaner in need of a new exhaust 
system. Fellow club members re-
quired them too, so he invested in 
a batch from Bernard L Haywood, 
made a lot of people happy and 
turned a profit. Many more parts fol-
lowed and by c.1984 he’d left the 
cleaners in the hands of his brother 
and was running a rapidly expand-
ing Jaguar/Daimler spares opera-
tion from one half of the site on which 
the David Manners Group (DMG) now 
turns over £12million per annum.

The Morris Minor Centre (Birmingham), 
Abingdon MG Parts and Mini Spares 
(Midlands) businesses were added to the 
mix, so by 2000 Manners had created a 
massive one-stop-shop for classic British 
car parts. Enter daughter Kate, who as a 
youngster had supplemented her pocket 
money by sorting the company’s stock of 
a million car keys, but was by now a fully-
fledged director. With an eye for the big 
picture and advice from Business Link she 
invested in a new layer of management, 
installed high-tech phone and Kerridge 
computer systems, and outsourced the 
IT function to acknowledged experts. This 
progression has allowed David (“he’s now 

73 but still the company’s best buyer and 
seller”) to step back from the front line, 
and freed her to plan ahead while leaving 
the other 53 members of staff to handle 
the day-to-day tasks. Many of these are 
long stayers – not least Simon Oughti-
bridge who worked for the Manners’ clean-
ing company aged 14, and 30 years later 
heads up the car group’s aftersales depart-
ment. Many of the current customers and 
suppliers date back to the dawn of the busi-
ness too – loyalty counts for a lot at DMG.

Says Kate: “Our website and small 
ebay shop play important roles in our 
turnover, but the vast majority of the 
orders still come via the telephone or 
email. Some 50 percent of our stock is  

exported and we are very proud of how 
little we import – we buy British when-
ever we can and purchase with care.”

The company is notably active on social 
media and enjoys an impressively strong 
relationship with the new generations of 
classic car owners; something that was 
very evident at the recent Mini Spares open 
evening that comprised some 165 cars and 
hundreds of enthusiasts. For further detail 
on DMG see www.davidmanners.co.uk. 

Below L to R: David Manners,  
TV personality ‘Fuzz’ Townshend  

and Kate Manners

MG’S ALL-CONQUERING 
RECORD BREAKERS

The
famous5

The familiar adage ‘win on 
Sunday, sell on Monday’ was 
reputedly coined in the 1960s 
by drag-racing American Ford 
dealer Bob Tasca, though the 
idea of marketing through 
motorsport is almost as old 
as the horseless carriage it-
self, and there have been 
few better exponents of the 
art than MG’s Cecil Kimber.

The first award won by a Kimber-inspired 
car was his own Gold Medal from the 1925 
Lands End Trial, courtesy of ‘Old Number 
One’, while the MG brand’s inaugural race 
victory occurred in Buenos Aires in Octo-
ber 1927. However, it was the four Gold 
Medals won by MG Midgets on the 1929 
Lands End event and the Team Prize an-
nexed in the gruelling Brooklands Double-12 
race of 1930 that fully alerted Kimber to 
just how quantifiable wins were to sales.

Continued overleaf>
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Top: EX179, Utah, 1957 (Photo: British Motor Industry Heritage Trust).  
Above: EX135, Utah, 1951 (Photo: MPL, National Motor Museum)



The
famous5 Above L to R: EX120; EX127; EX135 in 

‘Humbug’ form; EX179; EX181; MG’s ‘High 
Speed Service Van’ (the photos of EX120 and 
EX181 are courtesy of British Motor Industry 

Heritage Trust. Those of EX127, EX135 
and EX179 were supplied by MPL, National 

Motor Museum). Below: EX135, EX179 and 
EX181 as displayed today for all to see at 

the Heritage Motor Centre, Gaydon (Photo: 
Gordon Bruce)
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The ‘20s and ‘30s were the golden era of 
the Land Speed Record, when the cou-
rageous tussles between Campbell, Se-
grave, Parry-Thomas, Eyston and Cobb 
fired the imagination of enthusiasts the 
world over, making speed records of 
all kinds a very marketable commod-
ity for sports car manufacturers. So, 
following an approach by renowned 
racer/record breaker Captain George 
Eyston, Kimber set about creating a 
special version of the Midget to wrest 
Class H records from arch rival Austin. 

crease in oil consumption required the 
team to break into Wakefield’s store 
during the night and make off with a 
pair of five gallon drums. It saved the 
day though as, even with regular stops 
for topping up, the ‘Magic Midget’ aver-
aged 86.67mph.

EX127’s body was then narrowed and 
a rapid J4 engine installed and, come 
October, the team was once more en-
sconced at Montlhéry; as were their ri-

EX120
The chassis was of new under-slung 
design and the body faired-in especially 
for record attempts. A clandestine 
early morning run in Suffolk proved the 
goals were attainable but, with Brook-
lands closed for winter repairs, the only  
circuit option lay across the channel at  
Montlhéry. Following delays from 
freezing weather, in December 1930 
the MG team raised the records for 
50 kilometers, 50 miles and 100 
kilometres to 86.38mph, 87.11mph 
and 87.30mph respectively. A bro-

vals from Austin! However, when Denly 
(the car was now too small for Eyston!) 
achieved no less than 128.63mph over 
the flying kilometre, the dejected Austin 
equipe left without a fight. During 1934 
the ‘Magic Midget’ was controversially 
sold to German enthusiast Bobby 
Kohlrausch, who raised the record 
for the flying mile to an astonishing 
140.60mph, sometime after which the 
MG reputedly fell into the hands of Mer-
cedes-Benz and was never seen again.

EX135
In 1934 Eyston commissioned a 
new car with which to attack Class 
G records. It was based on the all-
conquering MG K3 and powered by a 
supercharged version of that model’s 
1087cc six-cylinder engine. Two bod-
ies were created – one for racing and 
one for record breaking. The latter was 

radiator cowling on the concrete floor of 
the pit garage and a week later the little 
car recorded 103.13mph – job done! 
 
Once back at Abingdon, EX120 was  
treated to a properly fabricated nose 
and broke yet more records at Brook-
lands before returning to Montlhéry with 
a view to covering 100 miles within an 
hour. It in fact managed 101.1mph.  
However, on what was laughingly intend-
ed to be its cooling down lap, it burst 
into flames. Eyston ejected at 60mph 
and survived with severe burns and  
a broken collar bone, but EX120  
was destroyed. 

EX179
With the knowledge of running George 
Phillips’ special-bodied MG TD at Le 
Mans in 1951, Syd Enever designed 
a new chassis in which the occupants 
were seated lower down. Two exam-
ples were ordered, one grew into the 
prototype MGA and the other became 
the basis for EX179. The suspension 
and running gear were drawn from 
the MG TF and the body owed much 
to that of EX135. In August 1954 it 
was shipped to Bonneville, USA where 
Eyston attacked the Class F records 
with the help of ex-pat Englishman Ken 
‘Teddy Teabag’ Miles (later of Cobra and 
GT40 fame). Seven international and 
10 American records ensued. A special 
sprint engine was then installed, courte-
sy of which Miles achieved 153.69mph 
over the 10 mile course. In 1956, now 
powered by the DOHC unit of the im-
pending Twin-Cam MGA, EX179 raised 
that record to 170.15mph.

driven. No such nicety was accorded 
the team’s ‘High Speed Service Van’, 
however, which was placed in first gear 
and on full lock and left to circulate on 
its own until next required! 

Though Eyston was clocked at up to 
122mph, a variety of hiccups resulted 
 in a frustrating average of 118.38mph. 
However, following the fitment of an up-
dated cylinder head and cockpit cover, 
the 120mph milestone was exceeded 
at Montlhéry on December 21 and all 
class H records captured. For the 12 
hour one, Eyston shared the driving 
with Frank Denly, whose final stint was 
not without drama. An alarming in-

duced c.290bhp, and the lightweight 
body was constructed from .048inch 
aluminium. 

American F1 driver Phil Hill was the first 
to test EX181 at Bonneville and was 
temporarily gassed by fumes from the 
special nitro fuel. He later broke the 
class F flying kilometre record, but the 
publicity was geared to Stirling Moss 
who then officially recorded no less 
than 245.64mph. Two years later Hill 
established a new class E figure of 
254.91mph. The engine of the Twin-
Cam MGA could not have had a more 
powerful preview that, in true MG tradi-
tion, was expertly milked in the media.

ken valve then postponed the aim of 
an MG becoming the first 750cc car 
to break the magic 100mph barrier. 

Eyston had created the Powerplus slid-
ing-vane supercharger, an example of 
which was then fitted to EX120 for a 
further attempt, and in February 1931  
the Captain took all remaining Class H 
records from Austin, but carburettor ic-
ing restricted the MG to an agonising 
97.07mph. Engineer Jackson solved 
the problem by hammering out a new 

striped in the factory colours of cream 
and brown, earning it the nickname of 
‘Humbug’. Having set a new record of 
128.88mph for the hour, Eyston sold 
the car to a D N Letts, from whom Kim-
ber and ‘Goldie’ Gardner acquired it and 
commissioned Reid Railton to design a 
suitable all-enveloping body. With Gard-
ner at the wheel, it was successfully 
involved in record breaking in Belgium, 
Germany and the US from 1938 to 
1952, achieving over 200mph in 1087 
and 1105cc guises.

EX127
EX120’s successor was on the stocks 
before its fiery demise. The prime 
aim for EX127 was to minimise fron-
tal area. Jackson therefore positioned 
Eyston beside rather than above the 
driveshaft. Following record-breaking 
runs at Montlhéry, the MG was pre-
pared for an all-out attempt at raising 
the 750cc record to 120mph. Pendine 
was the chosen venue, where the soft 
winter sand of February 1932 required 
EX127 to sit on planks when not being 

EX181
By 1956, MG held every 1.5-litre record 
of importance, but it had been 18 years 
since any of its cars had exceeded the 
200mph barrier, and experience said 
that to reach 250mph from 1.5-litres 
would require a far more innovative 
body design than those of EX135 and 
EX179. The resulting torpedo shape – 
the ‘Roaring Raindrop’ – had 30 percent 
less wind resistance than EX179, the 
driver lay prone in the nose, the mid-
mounted supercharged engine pro-
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Since the last issue of Motoring 
Classics we have been engaged in 
a veritable feast of motorsport, with 
eight races since the beginning of 
May. It started with a double header 
for Equipe GTS on the Brands Hatch 
Indy circuit over the early bank holi-
day weekend. Qualifying on Saturday 
morning in cool and dry conditions 
was totally underwhelming at 13th 
overall with a time of 62.30; we usu-
ally beat 60 seconds! In Saturday’s 
race we progressed to 7th, but the 
car still lacked pace. Sunday’s one 
was held in wet and blustery condi-
tions and I managed no better than 
13th after a spin and silly collision. 
Not one of our best weekends!

Two weeks later we were on the 
Oulton Park International circuit. I 
qualified 7th for the 40 minute pit 
stop race and finished 8th follow-
ing another needless spin. At the 
end of May we were at Donington 
Park for another 40 minute pitstop 
event. This is a circuit we generally 

perform well at, but a damp quali-
fying yielded a disappointing 15th 
overall. Despite the race weather 
being considerably better, I failed to 
make much progress, and for the 
third meeting in a row indulged in 
an unnecessary spin. Finishing 13th 
was really disheartening and caused 
much soul searching. We realised 
that we had normally run a lower diff 
ratio which would help with the uphill 
climbs, plus there was the constant 
problem of a ‘long’ brake pedal that’s 
been a feature of the car this year - a  
significant rework by Ralph at  
Pitstop ensued.

June 20/21 saw us on the Silver-
stone Grand Prix circuit at MG Live!. 
Despite a massive improvement in 
the brakes I ended Saturday’s damp 
qualifying in a lowly 19th out of 43. 
The race took place in a torrential 
downpour. My wipers had incon-
veniently expired on the way to the 
grid, in spite (or possibly because!) 
of which I ended up 11th at the end 

of the first lap - my attempts to see 
involving not running behind other 
cars, who I think let me go in the 
interests of self-preservation. Sadly, 
the form did not last, and I managed 
no less than three spins before the 
end of the race - fortunately without 
hitting anything. The result? 19th,  
exactly where I’d started!

The Sunday race was in massively 
different bright sunny conditions. 
At last the car was performing, 
and from 18th on the grid I rose 
to 10th by dint of a fast start and 
good pace, and was closing down 
9th and 8th at a good rate. Unfor-
tunately the event was red flagged 
after 23 minutes, following a mas-
sive accident involving Pete Foster 
(TR4). The good news was he was 
able to walk away from his badly 
damaged car and I was really en-
joying mine again, with my times 
finally back at the expected level. 

British Motor Heritage MD John Yea reports from the cockpit

Motoring Classics in

The next event marked the baptism 
of our brand new Austin A40 and oc-
curred in the HRDC Touring Greats 
series on the Oulton Park Interna-
tional circuit. (You can read the saga 
of getting the car to the event on 
pages 8/9). We qualified 11th, albeit 
somewhat off the pace of the other 
cars in the class. On the way to the 
grid I realised I’d never done a prac-
tice start in the car, so decided to 
emulate my MGB technique, which 
seemed to work. The race was a 
hoot, as the A40 showed plenty 
of what could be best described 
as ‘development potential’, with a 
lively ride that caused it to weave 
from side to side under braking, and 
a propensity for going sideways.  
I really enjoyed the experience and 
finished 9th. 

The final race to report was that of 
July 18 on the Snetterton 300 cir-
cuit. I usually go well here and had 
watched last year’s in-car video 

to address any weaknesses. It ap-
peared to work, as I qualified 2nd. 
The race didn’t go totally to plan, 
however, as I was initially running 
3rd but catching 2nd when we came 
to the pit stop, on the ‘in’ lap of 
which I was demoted to 4th by Rich-
ard McKeon (TR4) and then 5th by 
Brian Arculus (Lotus Elite). All three 
of us then ran together, with me the 
fastest on Laps 13 and 14. Half way 
round Lap 15 Richard passed Brian 
with a very opportunistic move at 
the end of the Senna Straight into 
Brundle. I then stayed with the fall-
out, and managed to nip by Brian 
as we exited Murray’s. However, 
the race ended prematurely and the  
result was taken from the previous 
lap, so I was classified 5th after all. 

There is now a break to September, 
but I have every reason to look for-
ward to the final part of the season.
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Left: Richard Knight, Austin-Healey 100/4, Oulton 
Park (Photo: Dickon Siddall). Above: John Yea, 

MGB, paddles through the rain, Silverstone (Photo: 
Mick Walker). Below: Jonathan Smare, Lotus Elite, 

Snetterton (Photo: Dickon Siddall)




