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Notes from the Editor: 

It's Spring again and time to get that Hillman, Sunbeam and Plymouth Cricket out on the road again.  I am busy putting together a spreadsheet of up-coming British car shows and a few of my favorite all-make car shows (including the local AACA show) that I plan to attend.  That way I can plan out my spring and summer week-ends! 

My Minx is getting it's annual oil change, oil filter and grease job.  Of course the transmission oil will get checked along with the rear end and steering box.  Plus some fine grease ("Lubriplate") on cables, linkages and anything else that moves!   Plus check tire pressures, brake fluid, clutch fluid and anti-freeze.  All of this was recommended service every 1,000 miles back in the early sixties!  I have a foam cover on my air filter so all I have to do is take it out and wash it.  After 10 years (or 10,000 miles) I will replace the paper element.  If I had an oil bath air cleaner, all I would have to do is change the oil in the "bath" part of the filter and rinse out the wire filter with kerosene!  

I have been using STP lately because of the controversy about the removal of ZDDP from motor oil (SAE SM and SN oil).  I could also just use Kendal Racing oil which claims to still have ZDDP in it (the EPA required the removal of ZDDP).  Supposedly removal of ZDDP causes problems on older engines that have "flat" valve lifters (modern cars have roller lifters).  Whether this is true is subject to question, but I don't want to have to tear down my 35,000 Minx engine if I don't have to!  As a by the way, I located some old Rootes material from the 1970's that recommends the use of 20W50 in the later (1725cc) engines.  That is what I have been using for 10 years now and my auxillary oil pressure gauge says I have 45 PSI at 50 MPH on a truly hot engine (after 1+ hours on an interstate highway at 60-65 MPH in July). 

As a reminder, your 2012 dues are due, we have had a slight increase as the Post Office has raised the rate to 45 cents! So please send in your four "forever" first class postage stamps to the editor for 2012.

For Sale/Wanted:

Wanted: Chrome headlight rim with eyebrow for Series II Hillman Husky.  Also need tail lights and other parts.  Mike Justis, 3591 Bardstown Rd. Elizabethtown Ky. 42701. Mikejustis6@hotmail.com

For Sale: 59 Hillman Estate drive train (1494 engine complete except for air cleaner and 4 speed trans with all linkage for column shift), complete front cross member with all suspension including drum brakes, drive shaft, rear end including brakes and emergency brake handle, steering box with linkage, heater.  All of this free, but will NOT part out.  Also have an almost complete set of outside body trim for $25.  I can ship the drive train parts, but this could be expensive! Can deliver to Ventura, CA within the next year.  Contact: Charlie Nichols, 2035 N. El Moraga, Tucson, AZ, 85745 or call 520-403-7381 or e-mail cejlnich@mindspring.com

For Sale:  Plymouth Cricket parts, contact vintageimports@cinci.rr.com

For Sale:  Many Lucas electrical parts and other Rootes parts, contact steve@fsxok.com for an Excel list.
Rootes History

For new-comers to the Hillman car world, some explanation of the background of Hillman cars and "The Rootes Group" is needed.

A pair of Englishmen, Reginald and William Rootes founded a car dealership in 1919.  They were so successful that within ten years they operated a huge chain of car dealerships throughout England and were distributors for every almost major brand of British-made cars except for Ford and Vauxhall (owned by General Motors).   In addition to their British network, they also became the sole exporters of cars for just about every British car company.  

The Rootes brothers made many trips to the USA during this period and established friendships with the heads of the three biggest American car companys… Henry Ford, Alfred Sloan and Walter Chrysler.  Their friendship with Henry Ford was possibly unique in that old Henry did NOT want to be friends with anyone else in the automobile business.  This odd friendship would bear fruit many, many years later. 

During the nineteen-twenties the Rootes brothers attempted to take over ownership of several failing British car companies, none of their efforts succeeded.  They did manage, however, to assist the Hillman Car Company and the Humber Car Company (which had just merged with the Commer truck company) in merging.  They then gradually obtained financial control of the new combined company, getting seats on the board of directors.  Rootes also acquired several specialized companies; Thrupp-Maberely made custom bodies for limousines and other up-market cars and British Light Steel Pressings made specialized steel stampings. 

By 1929 they had effectively full control of the Hillman and Humber company and formed "The Rootes Group" to run the operation.  After a few false starts; the Hillman "Wizard" and the Humber "12", they introduced the Hillman Minx which quickly became a best seller.  That they managed to do this in the middle of the "Great Depression" in 1932 says a great deal about how good the car was and how effective Rootes selling powers were.

In 1935 Rootes added the prestigious "Talbot Car Company" to the Rootes Group and thus added sporting cars to their mix of high (Humber) and low (Hillman) end cars.  A few years later in some clever financial maneuvering they obtained control of the Sunbeam Car Company from William Lyons (owner of "SS" cars which later became Jaguar).  This caused some hard feeling between William Lyons and the Rootes Brothers that lasted through the 1960's.

Rootes combined Talbot with Sunbeam, creating "Sunbeam-Talbot" and used this name on various expensive and sporting versions of Hillman and Humber cars.

During the nineteen-thirties Rootes tried to organize The Rootes Group into a General Motors type of organization.  They had two basic four cylinder engines and two basic six cylinder engines and three different sized cars.  They played sort of mix and match to create different models for the different brands.  Hillmans were the cheaper cars and Humbers were the more expensive ones, with Sunbeam Talbots being more expensive, but sporty versions of each.  Commer trucks shared many components with the various cars.  

After the second world war, Rootes added an engine company, "Tilling-Stevens" to the mix and began to use the extremely advanced Tilling-Stevens engines in their trucks.  Finally, in 1955 Rootes added their final car company to the "Rootes Group", Singer Motors of Coventry was purchased.  There was a bit of nostalgia in this purchase as William Rootes began his business career as a machinist at Singer about 1910.  When William Rootes (now Lord Rootes in recognition of his work during World War II) toured the Singer plant, he found the company was still using the lathe he had worked at over forty years before.  He had a plaque put on it, but it also shows why the Singer Company was in such bad financial condition… it was still using 40+ year old machinery to build cars.  

So, in the 1950's the Rootes made four lines of cars… inexpensive cars were Hillmans, slightly upscale from Hillman were the Singers and top of the line cars were Humbers.  Sunbeam-Talbots (and later just Sunbeams) were "sporty" cars.  With the introduction of the "Audax" body (Rootes internal design name of their new car) designed for Rootes by Raymond Loewy Associates (from the USA of course!) in 1955-56 Rootes had two bodies (the other was the Humber Hawk/Super Snipe body) and three basic engines (the Minx/Gazelle/Rapier 1.5 liter four, the 2 ¼ liter Humber four and the 3 liter Super Snipe six cylinder).

The new Hillman Minx Series I (followed by the Series II, III, IIIA, IIIB, IIIC, V and VI) used the Audax body and a 1,390cc four cylinder engine (later increased in size to 1,494, 1,592 and 1,725cc) as Rootes basic lower cost car.  It was roughly equal to a say a Plymouth from Chrysler Corporation as the high volume car.  It was available in three different body styles; a four door sedan, a four door station wagon (called an "Estate") and a two door convertible.

Next up the Rootes ladder was the Singer Gazelle. Initially the Gazelle used the old Singer overhead cam 1500cc engine in the basic Hillman Minx bodyshell with fancier trim, wood veneer dashboard and door cappings, fold down armrests and an overall fancier interior.  After two years, the old Singer overhead cam engine was replaced by a slightly uprated Hillman 1500cc OHV engine.  There was also a different grill and external chrome trim.  The Gazelle was also available in the same three body styles as the Minx.

Next up the line, was the Sunbeam Rapier.  Available only as a two door hardtop or convertible with a more powerful version of the Hillman-Singer four cylinder engine and more complete instrumentation (including a tachometer) and using the same body as the Minx-Gazelle convertible (the hardtop was added on). 

Next up was the Rootes "big" body on the Humber Hawk.  This car used a different and larger four cylinder engine of 2.2 liters.  Only a four door sedan and station wagon were available on this car. 

Finally there was Rootes prestige model, the Humber Super Snipe.  This car used the same body as the Hawk but with an entirely different front end and had a much larger six cylinder engine of 2.7 liters and later 3.0 liters.  The interior featured things like fold down picnic tables and lots of wood veneer and leather.  Because of their very, very appealing price for such a large car, Humbers were very popular with all levels of government in England and in many of their colonies or ex-colonies (such as Australia).  

The bodies for the Humbers, the Hillman and Singer convertibles and all Sunbeams were assembled and trimmed by Thrupp and Maberley, a custom coach builder purchased by Rootes back in the nineteen-twenties. Because of this, there were often minor differences between one car and the next… such as the placement of the snaps for the convertible top boot on the convertibles.  

Rootes also tried very hard to enter the "small" car market in England.  Their first try was the Hillman Husky, a small two door station wagon with very minimal trim but still based on the Hillman Minx.  Although moderately successful, it really wasn't a "small" car.  The Husky did, however, provide the chassis for the new, 1960 Sunbeam Alpine sports car, Rootes attempt to cash in on the big US sports car market.  Rootes even added a cheaper Hillman Minx, called the "Special".  It eliminated some external chrome trim, has a much simpler dashboard and a floor shift replaced the column shift of the Minx "Deluxe". The "Special" was only offered from 1958 through 1961. It sold for about $140 less then the "Deluxe".  

Prices for the Rootes cars available in the USA in 1959 were $1,517 for a Husky, $1,573 for a Minx "Special", $1,715 for a Minx Deluxe, $2,095 for a Singer Gazelle, $2,499 for Sunbeam Rapier and $3,995 for a Humber Super Snipe. Except for the big hole between the $2,499 Sunbeam Rapier and the $3,995 Humber Super Snipe, Rootes had just about every price range from $1,500 through $2,500 covered.  

As a comparison, a 1960 Ford Falcon 4 door sedan cost $1,974 (or $400 more then a Minx Special) and a Ford Galaxie 4 door sedan cost $2,716 with other full sized Ford 4 door models priced from $2,391 through $2,501.  The Humber was about $200 more expensive then the most expensive Mercury 4 door sedan (the Parklane). 

Rootes next attempt was the Hillman Imp (sold in the USA as the Sunbeam Imp).  Rootes invested a huge sum of money in this car, creating a whole new factory in Scotland to build it.  It was very radical for Rootes (but not for Europe) in that it had a rear mounted, aluminum 875cc engine (the design was purchased from Coventry Climax).  Unfortunately the car was a failure in the market-being quite a bit more expensive then a Morris/Austin Mini and suffering from a number of teething problems.  This new small car was available as a basic Hillman model (the Imp),  a more deluxe Singer (the Chamois) and a Sunbeam performance model (the Sport).  

Rootes also intended to replace the Minx with an entirely new car in 1962… the "Super Minx".  However, during the development of this new model it was realized that it was too big, too heavy and too expensive to directly replace the Minx, therefore it was added to the range as a larger, more expensive Hillman… the "Super Minx".  Singer got a fancier version of this car called the Vogue and the car that was supposed to be a new Sunbeam, the Sceptre was changed at the last minute to a Humber.  

All of these models made things super complicated at Rootes and was probably one of the reasons the company was sold to Chrysler in 1964-65.  Rootes simply had too many over-lapping models and the carefully crafted "ladder" of models of the late forties through the fifties no longer existed.  One could buy a Hillman that cost more then a Singer and a Singer that cost more then a Sunbeam, etc.  Only the Humber remained in its position as the most expensive Rootes vehicle. 

In 1967 Rootes model range was greatly simplified.  The "Audax" body was finally discontinued, along with the Husky and Sunbeam Alpine.  The "big" Humbers-the Hawk and Super Snipe were dropped (and replaced by Australian made Valiants!) along with the Super Minx and its two twins, the Vogue and the Sceptre. 

A single new body replaced everything but the Imps.  The body was code named "Arrow" and five different cars were derived from this one basic body… the Hillman Hunter (the deluxe version) and Minx (the basic car), the Singer Vogue (deluxe) and Gazelle (basic) and the very deluxe Humber Sceptre.  The basic chassis for the "Arrow" served as the under pinings of the new fastback Sunbeam Rapier (deluxe) and Alpine (basic).  Unfortunately, pricing was still somewhat askew, a Hillman Hunter cost more then a Singer Gazelle.  Possibly to further simplify things, in 1970 the Singer name was dropped and there were now only five cars in the range.  So the overlap between Hillman and Singer went away.  The "Vogue" model name was kept for a short while as a Sunbeam model in Europe. 

This didn't last long as Rootes (now called Chrysler UK), added a new model to the range, the Hillman Avenger.  This came in a variety of versions from plain to super deluxe depending on whether it was a Super, GL, GT etc.  For the first time, the body was only sold as a Hillman, but it did have many, many other names around the world.  This was to be Chrysler's "World car" and was sold in Europe as a Sunbeam ("1500", "GT", etc), in the USA as a Plymouth Cricket (oddly the deluxe version was simply an option package) and in South America as a Dodge (under many model names depending on the country).   

In 1976 Chrysler UK dropped Hillman, Sunbeam and Humber and all of the cars became Chryslers. But even this didn't last long.  Chrysler sold all of Chrysler UK and Chrysler Europe (which included the old Simca company) to Citreon-Peugeot and all of the cars were renamed "Talbots".  

Citreon-Peugeot gradually phased out all of the old models and replaced them with slightly restyled Peugeots and eventually turned the old Rootes factory into an assembly plant for Peugeots.  

However, the cars did not disappear with the end of production in England… in 1967 a deal had been made with Iran to ship disassembled Hillman Hunters to Iran for assembly there.  With the ceasing of production of the Hunter in England, the machinery was sold to Iran and production of basically the 1967 Hillman Hunter continued in Iran until about 2005 as the Paykan.  

The Hillman Avenger also didn't die when the model was phased out in England in 1979-80, the machinery was sold to a company in Argentina that was bought by Volkswagen and production of the "Volkswagen 1500" continued in Argentina until about 1995! 
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