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1947

Renault 4CV
W

hen i first saw the renault 4cv,

A Renault 4CV with its vented, sloped rear, seen in this photograph
taken at the Ellerslie Races in Auckland, 1950s.

above

I wasn’t sure if I was looking at a VW variant,
so similar is its shape – in particular the rear of the car – to the German Beetle.
It was a stylish piece of design, with a roofline that swept back over the engine and
with louvred cooling vents at the rear. Details included air intakes set at the front
edges of the rear guards, and an art deco surround to the radiator cap (4CV drivers
had to stay vigilant when pulling up at petrol pumps to ensure that service-station
attendants didn’t mistake the radiator cap for the petrol cap). Such touches added to
the appeal of the 4CV and gave it an air of foreignness.
The Renault 4CV was a rear-engine, rear-wheel-drive car – again, similar to the
Beetle, although it had water-cooled engine rather than the air cooling of the VW.
It was conceived as a small, economical car for the period of austerity expected in
France following the end of World War II. In this it was successful. The 4CV was
inexpensive to buy, both economical to run and maintain, and it looked good: ‘The
aerodynamic shape of the 750 combines elegance of line with the best streamlining
and drag coefficient of any 4-seater saloon in the world.’ Thanks to its all-round
independent suspension, it also handled well on a variety of road surfaces. More than
a million Renault 4CVs were built over its 14-year lifespan.
At the time of its introduction, the 4CV attracted the nickname ‘lump of butter’
for its shape and the sand-yellow colour of its paintwork – the paint was said to be
surplus stock from German Afrika Korps military vehicles.
The 760 cc engine of the first 4CVs generated 18 bhp; following years saw the
power output increased to 21.5 hp, enabling a top speed of about 60 mph. The engine
was notable also for its torque and flexibility, with top gear usable for speeds upward
from as low as 3 mph.
The car was exported far and wide – even to the US – and assembled in Australia,
Belgium, the UK, Ireland, South Africa and Spain. Its successor was the Renault
Dauphine, introduced in 1956, although the 4CV continued in production until 1961.
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The radiator cap – with distinctive art deco trim – was placed just
above the engine compartment (as seen with the car at right above),
which could be confusing.

above
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‘Docile and flexible, driving a 750
is like walking or breathing – it
comes naturally.’

The spare wheel was stored up front.
The 4CV was just over 11 ft in length. The engine was set
longitudinally in the rear.

above
left
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1958

Hillman Husky
T

‘Top of the Haast’: Hillman Husky conversion seen on the Haast
Road, 1960s. Or maybe it’s a Commer Express, which was also based
on the Hillman Minx saloon.

above

he very first hillman husky dates to 1954 and was based on the contemporary
Mk VIII Hillman Minx. It was shorter in the wheelbase than the Minx, had
two doors plus a rear-loading door and a fold-down rear seat, and was fitted with
the 1265 cc motor that had powered the earlier Mk III Minx. The passenger doors
were memorable for their curious handles: simple catches, yet fiddly, and which you
couldn’t get more than a finger or two around.
In addition to the Husky, Hillman released a panel-van version called the
Commer Cob.
When the first-generation Husky was phased out in 1957, it was replaced the
following year by a second-generation Series 1 Husky based on the revamped Series
Minx saloon and now looking like a cross between a saloon and an estate car. It had
a slighter longer body than the old Husky and used the new Minx’s 1390 cc overheadcamshaft engine. Top speed was about 70 mph. Series II and III versions followed,
both with improved performance features.
The Husky could seat four people in comfort and still have decent space behind
the rear seat for carrying a load. A side-hinged rear door allowed access to a large
carrying space for luggage or other items. With the rear seat folded down, this space
increased considerably, making the Husky a very usable family car: ‘Affection for the
Husky is formed within a very short mileage … Intended for hard work, it is sturdily
constructed, yet the need for rugged simplicity has in no way over-ridden the comfort
requirements of the driver and his passengers.’ Not that they were everyone’s cup of
tea – they weren’t the fastest of vehicles.
But Huskies were cheap and cheerful, reliable and easy to maintain. A review
from the time, in commenting on its value for money, said of the Husky Series I: ‘A
stranger to the car is unlikely to guess that it is the cheapest car in the Rootes Group
range as the standard of finish is so high.’
The Commer Cob version of the Husky enjoyed a popularity beyond its basic van
configuration. As commercial vehicles were less expensive to purchase than saloon
cars, it was a common ploy to buy the cheaper commercial version of the desired car
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A sensibly designed and extremely practical vehicle that, almost
without exception, was praised for its strength, usefulness and ease of
driving.
opposite ‘A family favourite – a business asset. A smartly styled family
saloon or a sturdy dependable load-carrier – such a practical combination
is yours with the brilliant New Hillman Husky … in an instant the spacious
interior can be converted to handle a bulky 600 lb load – leaving salooncar amenity for driver and passenger.’
above

and then turn this into a passenger vehicle. With the Commer Cob, for example,
you could get the local panel-beater to cut into the side panels and fit glass for fixed
windows, while an upholsterer could add a fold-down back seat. Hey presto, your less
costly Commer van was now a Hillman Husky.
Although production of the Minx-based Husky ceased in 1965, that wasn’t the
end of the Husky line. In 1967, the name was revived for an estate car version of
the Hillman Imp, in a squarish design that, with a raised roofline, provided lots of
load space. In this form, the Husky name survived for a further three years before
disappearing altogether.
12
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1962

Triumph Spitfire
T

he evocatively named spitfire (the end of World War II was still a recent memory
at the time, and ‘Spitfire’ still carried a lot of resonance) was Triumph’s response
to the arrival on the sports car scene of the Austin–Healey Sprite and MG Midget
(page 00). And an inspired response it was, with artful styling by renowned Italian
designer Giovanni Michelotti. With its swooping lines, the Mk I Spitfire (aka, at first,
the Spitfire 4) was visually seductive as well as being great fun to drive.
Underneath, the Spitfire was at base a Triumph Herald, albeit with modifications
to that chassis to cope with the greater demands the sports car configuration put on
it. As with the Herald, the Spitfire had a single-piece front end that combined bonnet
and front wings, this swinging forward to reveal not just the engine but also the front
running gear. The 1.1-litre engine – sporting twin SU carburettors – pushed the
lightweight Spitfire at a good clip to a top of 90 mph, the sense of speed heightened by
the car’s low-slung body. The placement of the gas cap at the centre top of the body aft
of the driver, à la motorsport, only added to the sense of the Spitfire as a little racer.
There was a lot to like, the only major niggle being the matter of handling due to
the rear suspension swing-axle set-up. If the driver pushed the car too hard, this had
the worrying habit of causing the car to ‘tuck in’, possibly leading to violent oversteer
and throwing the back end out. The problem was eventually fixed in the Mk IV model.
While 1965’s Mk II Spitfire showed little change, the Mk III in 1967 saw engine
size increased to 1296 cc, giving a top speed improvement to 95 mph. A major styling
revamp came with the Mk IV in 1970, which gave the Spitfire a cut-off rear end that
brought it closer in looks to its sister cars, the Triumph 2000 and Triumph Stag.
At the time of the Mk III’s introduction in 1967, a much more powerful version
of the Spitfire, the hard-top fastback Triumph GT6, was also released. As its
designation suggested, power was by way of a 6-cylinder engine, the same 2-litre unit
as used in the Triumph Vitesse. Once again, styling was by the Michelotti studio.
With the GT6, the Spitfire finally broke the ton, the new car capable of nudging
106 mph.
The last of the Spitfires was the Spitfire 1500 of 1974.
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‘Measure the Spitfire by any
yardstick you choose. They
may come bigger and faster
(and a lot dearer). Or they may
come smaller and cheaper
(and a lot less lively).
There’s not a sports car
in the world like it.’

Options for the Mk I included a
removable hard-top.
opposite A two-seater with style.
above
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The Mk II Spitfire, introduced in 1965.

1969

Holden Torana
I

n the early 1970s, a colleague i was working with in wellington decided on a Torana
(an LC perhaps, or an LJ) for his new company car. It duly turned up in a pinkishcandy colour scheme, much to the surprise of most of us, who were more used to
his conservative approach when it came to colour. But this was a grunty-looking
downsized Holden – once you got used to the colour; it certainly went well.
The Torana had its beginnings in the 1960s, when General Motors–Holden
in Australia decided to Australianise the UK Vauxhall Viva kits they had been
assembling in order to add a mid-sized Holden to their range, to be called the Torana.
The first of these, the HB Torana, was introduced in 1967. It looked pretty much like
the facelifted HB Vauxhall Viva it was. (Many drivers of the early Toranas wondered
at the alignment – or lack of it – between the driver’s seat and the steering column,
with the steering appearing off-centre – a leftover of the car’s Viva origins.) Power
came from a 1.2-litre 4-cylinder engine.
An updated LC model in 1969 saw locally produced body panels replacing the
imported Vauxhall bodies and signalled an increasingly Australian-designed and
produced car. And added to the range was a 4-door sedan. The LC was available with
both 4-cylinder and 6-cylinder engines, the more aggressively styled 6-cylinder cars
being built on a longer wheelbase to accommodate their larger size.
While there had been sporty Toranas before, things got more interesting with
the launch of the GTR model and an even more exciting GTR XU-1 in 1970. The first
genuine performance Torana, the GTR XU-1 with its 3-litre 160 bhp six-cylinder
engine, had been developed by Holden to keep the company competitive against the
big Fords in the Bathurst endurance race. Later models received a larger 202 cubicinch six with 190 hp.
The introduction of a facelifted LJ model in 1972 brought the Torana closer to the
bigger HQ Holdens. In 1974, the LJ was replaced by a new six- and eight-cylinder LH
series. Further new models followed until 1979 when the Torana was discontinued.
Further new models followed until 1979, when the Torana was discontinued.
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‘The ’69 Torana is spirited
and obedient.’

‘Torana makes itself your kind of car. Two big doors bring out the sport in
you; four doors are for practical reasons … cosy bucket seats for two up
front’. Bucket front seats were standard for all LCs.
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