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Notes from the Editor: 

It’s spring! Time to get your Hillman (or Sunbeam or Plymouth) back out of winter storage.  It is a good time to change the oil, check the tire pressure, top up the transmission, rear end and steering box, check the brake and clutch fluid and check the anti-freeze.  Then start planning on what shows or cruise nights you will be taking it to.  Hopefully you are close to completing all of those projects you planned to do to your Hillman over the winter!  

If you have any pictures of your car or any story about it, please feel free to send them to me.  I am always looking for material. 

My next issue I will have an article on how to install fuel injection on a Sunbeam Arrow.  This same information could also be used with a Plymouth Cricket and any other OHV Hillman could be modified a similar way.  

Hillman Ads:

Wanted: Rims for 1958-62 Hillman Husky. Contact Don Roth at tigersaz@yahoo.com or P.O. Box 1186, Lake Havasu City, AZ 86405-1186

For Sale: Complete 1959 Hillman engine and transmission complete with clutch, starter, generator, carb, fuel pump and distributor.  Engine was overhauled years ago but never installed.  $190 or best offer.  E-mail garykirchman@sbcglobal.net or 920-468-9742

Wanted: Transmission seals and gaskets for 1954 Minx convertible.  Contact Jim McAllister, 78873 Waterford Ln., Palm Desert, CA 92211.

Who Was Who at Hillman

It is interesting to see who the various people were that worked at Hillman (and Rootes) over the years were and where they went afterwards.  Obviously there was William Hillman who founded the Hillman bicycle company.  In 1906 he partnered with a French engineer named Louis Coatalan, who had been designing cars for Humber, and founded the short-lived Hillman-Coatalan Company.  In 1909 Louis Coatalan left the company (which then became the Hillman Motor Car Company) and went to Sunbeam where he became the managing director until that company went bankrupt in 1931.  

Immediately after World War I (1919) William Hillman hired two men.  The first was John Black and the second was Spencer Wilks.  Each of these married one of William Hillman’s daughters and between them ran the Hillman company until 1929 when William Rootes took over.  At that point John Black left to become the general manager of the Standard Motor Car Company.  In 1944-45 he arranged for Standard to acquire the Triumph Car company creating “Standard-Triumph”, the eventual builders of the famous TR2, TR3, TR4, etc. sports cars.  John Wilks went over to Rover and was the general manager of that company for nearly 30 years.  Rover is of course, famous for the Land-Rover and is one of the few British cars still sold in the USA. 

In 1936 Rootes hired an American engineer, Delmar “Barney” Roos to design a new front suspension for the larger Rootes cars (both Hillman and Humber).  This new independent front suspension was called “Evenkeel” and was essentially a copy of the Studebaker “Planar” front suspension.  This was not surprising as Barney Roos had been the chief engineer at Studebaker from 1926-1936.  Barney then went to Willys where he was a co-designer of the Willys Jeep of World War II.  

William Rootes had made a number of visits to the United States starting the early 1920’s.  During these trips he visited many American automobile companies and became friends with many influential people in the US auto industry.  Among these was Henry Ford senior.  In fact, William Rootes visited the Ford family so often, that he was almost considered “an uncle”.  This would serve Lord Rootes well when he needed Ford engines for the new Sunbeam Tiger.  He simply picked up his phone and called Heny Ford II and it was immediately arranged!  

In addition to becoming friends with the Ford family, he also met Raymond Loewy, a noted designer who had done a number of outstanding designs for US car makers (especially Studebaker).  Raymond Loewy became a consultant for Rootes just before World War II (1939) and had input into the design two of the first post war Rootes cars-the Mark III Hillman Minx and the Humber Hawk. Interestingly, he had very little input into the design of the Sunbeam-Talbot 80 and 90.  He was responsible the design work for the 1957 Series I Minx (which shared many design features with Loewy’s 1953 Studebaker cars).  

Going back to the 1930’s, Alec Issigonis worked at Rootes until 1936 when he left to join Morris.  He became famous for the 1948 Morris Minor and later the 1959 Austin/Morris “Mini”.  

Finally there was Roy Axe.  A gifted designer who started his career at Rootes in 1959.  He designed the Sunbeam Rapier fastbacks (known in the USA as the  Sunbeam Alpine GT) and then the Hillman Avenger (sold here as the Plymouth Cricket).  He then moved from England to the USA where he was involved in a number of US Chrysler designs, including the first Chrysler Mini-vans (see below).  

New Rootes Books

One great thing about Christmas is that I often get new books on Rootes cars.  This year I got two!  The first was “A Life In Style” by Roy Axe.  Roy started his career as a car designer at Rootes in the nineteen fifties and went on to become the head of design at Chrysler UK and then Chrysler Europe before moving to Detroit where he headed up the Chrysler US design operation in the early 1980’s.  After styling the famous Chrysler Mini-vans, he moved on to British Leyland back in England (a BIG mistake as they were going out of business).  Unfortunately the book focuses more on personalities then on his design work and even there, only really gets going with the fastback Sunbeam Rapier (known as the Sunbeam Alpine GT here in the USA) as this was his first big assignment.  However, it is still a good read for fans of Rootes/Chrysler UK products.

The second book is quite a bit different, “Sunbeam-Talbot & Alpine, 1935-56” by Anders Clausager.  Although it focuses on the Sunbeam brand, there are many references to both Hillman cars and Rootes corporate.  In addition it is a great read!  It talks about the extensive rallying record of the Sunbeam- Talbots through the nineteen fifties and the development of the Rootes competition department, one of the first in the British car industry. 

Both books are available through the major book stores and through Amazon.com  Prices are about $25 for the Roy Axe book and about $45 for the Sunbeam-Talbot book.  Note that the Sunbeam-Talbot book is listed on e-bay for $60.00!!  Better buy it at your local bookstore.

Distributor Vacuum Advance Units

With the introduction of the overhead valve engine in the Minx Mark VIII, Hillman added a vacuum advance unit to the distributor.  The vacuum advance unit causes the timing to advance when the engine is producing a high vacuum (effectively under a low load condition).  This will improve gas mileage and generally improve performance… if it works right.  

However, it adds two additional points of possible problems.  The first is that the entire base plate of the distributor (with the points) can move because of wear.  This can cause some problems with timing, with different cylinders firing at slightly different times (see note below).  The second source of problems is the vacuum unit itself.  The vacuum unit has an internal rubber diaphragm that can develop leaks.  This will both cause a lean mixture and retarded timing at higher engine revs.  Both conditions are not good for the engine.  Unfortunately, our Hillmans are from roughly 40 to 65 years old and it is likely that the diaphragm in the vacuum advance is shot.  

Each vacuum advance unit is designed specifically for a given car, so using one from a MGB or Sunbeam Alpine is not the best solution.  The good news is that “British Vacuum Unit” company can make any unit you might need.  Their address is 112 Briar Bush Rd., Canterbury, NH 03224, their phone number is 603-783-0566 and their e-mail is boostit@isp.com (their website is www. Britishvacuumunit.com). Cost is $89.95 per unit and it would help if you have the part number off of your old vacuum unit.  

Note on problems inside the distributor: The installation of a Pertronix unit or other points/condensor replacement system will just about eliminate the problems resulting from small movements of the base plate in the distributor.  Unfortunately there are potential problems with these units-they are prone to failing suddenly and completely.  It is a good idea to carry spare points and condensor with you when using a Pertronix or other electronic points replacement unit. 

British Marque Car Club News

I have mentioned this before but to remind everyone again, the Brotherhood of the Three Spires is a member of the British Marque Car Club News and you can get a one-year subscription for $15.00 (instead of $24).  In addition to news from many, many different British Car clubs around the USA, the newspaper has an excellent show calendar (usually the center fold) and many very useful tips.  For example, the information on the vacuum advance units above was from this newspaper.  Therefore I highly recommend this newspaper. When I get it, I read it from cover to cover to see if any ideas from, say, the MG club of New England might useable on Hillmans. 

Ignition Coils

Both above and in an earlier edition of “Melodies” I spoke about distributors.  Moving a little further down the line in the ignition system is the coil.  The coil in your Hillman (or Plymouth Cricket or Sunbeam Arrow) is now nearly 40 years old and these things do indeed wear out.  Hillmans (and Arrows and Crickets) used three different coils over the years 1948 through 1973.  The first one was used on the Phase II and Mark models (1948-1956) and the second one was used on the Series I-IIIC (1957-1963) and again on the Sunbeam Arrow and Plymouth Cricket.  The third type was used on the Series V and VI (1964-1967).  

The first coil was a straight 12 volt type, was long and thin and was painted black.  An exact replacement can be purchased from Moss Motors-order 143-210 for an MG-TD. These are not cheap… they run over $60.  You can use a later coil as a replacement.  

The next coil is more commonly available-it is the same as the one used on Series I-III Sunbeam Alpines, MGA’s and MGB’s.  A “Lucas Sports Coil” is also available (and highly recommended).  Again, you can get one from any of the usual Sunbeam parts suppliers-just order for the same year Alpine as your Hillman-use a Series I Alpine coil for Series I-III Hillmans or Series I Huskys.  Early versions of this type of coil uses a push in connector for the high tension lead, later versions use a plastic nut.  The push in type can easily be substituted for the screw in type. A coil for a 1967 VW will also work.  All of these coils come with screw on low-tension connectors, but almost always have adapters for Lucar connectors in the box.  Finally, there are the later coils with step down resistors.  These were also used on Series V Alpines… again any of the Sunbeam parts suppliers have these coils and always buy a new resistor with a new coil.  

Finally, Crickets and Arrows use the same coil as used on the Series I to IIIC Minx, a straight 12 volt coil with no resistor.  I would recommend getting a 1967 Volkswagen coil for these cars, or the Lucas Sports Coil. 

RENEWAL! IF YOU HAVEN’T SENT IN YOUR DUES, THIS WILL BE YOUR LAST ISSUE OF MELODIES AND YOU WILL DROPPED FROM MY MAILING LIST.
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