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Notes from the Editor: 

September is one of the big car show months around the Northeast and I will try to be showing my '62 Minx as much as possible.  Even if your car isn't a "100 point" car, get it out and let people see what a Hillman is!  You will also probably hear a bunch of interesting stories about Hillmans people have owned or about Hillmans that belonged to their parents/uncles/aunts/college room mate, etc.  So fire up that Minx. Husky, Arrow, Imp or Cricket and show it off…. You might even win a prize or two. 

Hillman Disasters:

Every automobile company has some model (or models) they wish had never left the factory.  Unfortunately Hillman had several.  Some were mechanical disasters and others were quality, maintenance or sales disasters.  

From 1907 through 1928 Hillman produced many lines of very average vehicles, none were known to be particularly outstanding in any way, either good or bad.  Most of Hillman’s production remained in England.  Then, for reasons best known to John Black and John Wilkes (Hillman’s managing directors), Hillman produced an eight cylinder powered car called at first the “Straight Eight” and later the “Vortic”.  As far as I know there are no survivors.  In fact there may not have been very many survivors in 1930! This car very quickly developed a reputation for ruining engine bearings.  This reputation was well deserved.  A rather sad, low point in Hillman history.  

It is possible that the eight cylinder car was responsible for the merger of Hillman and Humber.  However, the new merged company was quickly and quietly taken over by William Rootes.  

Rootes then began producing a whole bunch of new models, fortunately the eight cylinder engine was not used in any of them!  In fact, none of the new cars used any Hillman engines, but some Humber engines were redesigned and used in the new models.  The first of these was the new Hillman Wizard.  This car was launched amidst great fanfare, with various public dignitaries, along with many Hillman-Humber dealers being invited to a big blowout in London (England) in May of 1931. 

Unfortunately, the Wizard was not a sales success.  The on-set of the depression, the large size of the car and the high price precluded the Wizard from being “the car in everyman’s garage”.  The two models of the Wizard were the “Wizard 65” with a 2.1 liter 6 cylinder engine and the “Wizard 75” with a 2.8 liter 6 cylinder engine.  These were big cars, weighing over 3,100 pounds and riding on 111 inch wheelbases.  Horsepower was a mere 50 on the “65” and 65 on the “75”.  Only 7,000 were produced between 1931 and 1933.  

Fortunately for Rootes (and Hillman), it was nearly thirty years before another disaster occurred.  This was a good idea that was ahead of its time… an electric automatic transmission called the "Easidrive" (critics called it the "sleazidrive") .  It was almost completely electrically operated using magnetic clutches and electro-mechanical relays.  First introduced on the 1960 Series IIIA  Minx (and concurrent Series IIIA Singer Gazelle)  within a very short time electrical problems caused owners of these cars nightmares.  Rootes persisted with the Easidrive through 1963 when it was finally replaced with the Borg Warner T35 hydraumatic type transmission (which was much more reliable).  Fortunately, conversion of an Easidrive car to a manual transmission was fairly simple and many cars were so converted.  Today only a handful Easidrive equipped cars are still in existence, including one unique to the USA only Minx Special model.  The biggest problem with the Easidrive was not the magnetic clutch, but with the many electric relays needed to operate everything.  These relays were very much like the set of points in the distributor and like the points, would burn out in 10,000 miles. Add to that almost no mechanics in the USA who could service the transmission and you see the problem.   

It is said that bad news comes in threes, this was indeed the case with Hillman. Following close on the Easidrive disaster came the Hillman Super Minx in 1962.  While there was nothing mechanically wrong with this car, it was simply too big and too expensive for its market.  It was supposed to replace the Minx but wound up being sold alongside of it.  The confusion reached a high point with the Humber Sceptre.  This car was designed as a replacement for the Sunbeam Rapier but at the last minute was changed to a Humber.  So what was to be a sporting car tried to become a luxury car.  

The third strike so to speak was the Imp.  This one was a very, very expensive (for Rootes) undertaking that never reached the sales volume hoped for.  In addition it had a number of mechanical problems.  

First of all, it was up against the BMC Mini, a tremendously successful, "world beater" car that sold at a very low price.  The Imp was sort of "too little, too late", or rather "too expensive, too late". Problems with the throttle linkage, over heating and warping of aluminum engine parts severely hurt Imp sales.  Once sorted out, the Imp was actually quite a good car, but its reputation was damaged by the early cars with their myriad problems. 

Hillman's last disaster was one that befell the entire British automobile industry of the 1970's, poor quality.  This was due to bad management, bad designs and truly horrible labor relations.  According to Mr. Swift (the Chrysler executive in the USA in charge of Rootes/Chrysler UK sales in the USA), he had at any time at least 250 cars in a warehouse in Delaware (the USA entry port was Dover, Delaware) that had obviously been sabotaged by the workers (slashed seats and interiors, components or parts broken, etc.) . 

I am sure every car company has its lists of disasters and I am sure there were other, lesser known problems within Hillman and Rootes but the above ones were the most well known.  

Fuses:

I have been concerned for some time about the wiring in both of my old Hillmans.  The wires in each of these cars is now 50 years old and connect many components made by Lucas (never known for their reliability).  Therefore, it seemed to me to be a good idea to insure the safety of the electrical system and the rest of the car by putting one large, heavy duty fuse in for the entire electrical system.  This is actually quite easy to do on a Hillman as the main feed wire for the entire system is at the starter solenoid/switch.  

I went to my local "Tractor Supply" store and bought a heavy duty fuse holder, SKU number 1025095 for $4.00 plus five 30 amp ATO-30 blade type fuses (SKU number 1024798) for $2.99 (so as to have a spare fuse in each car).  I chose 30 amp fuses as the generator is only rated at 22 or 25 amps and the total draw of the car's entire electrical system is less then 30 amps. 

I then spliced the fuse holder into the line between the solenoid/switch and the rest of the car.  Note that this is the brown wire coming off of the solenoid/switch and not the thick starter/battery cable nor the thinner white wire with a red stripe.   

The entire installation took me less then a half an hour for both of my cars.  Since the connections were critical, I soldered the wires together and used "shrink" insulation tubing over the connections.  However, you could also use regular yellow (10-12 gauge) crimp connectors for this also.  

I now feel a little more secure that neither of my Minxes could have a literal electrical melt down! 

An Exhausting Topic:

Submitted 7/14/11     by Ernie Clerihew

(1960 Hillman Minx Special with Easidrive)

In early May, I took my Easidrive Minx out for its first drive of the year.  Owing strictly to my own neglect, I had left the battery in place over the winter and was pleasantly surprised that the car started right up.  Out on the road, I noticed the exhaust seemed a bit loud but I continued on my mission, a trip of about 20 miles total distance. By the time I got back home it was louder yet, so I gave the car the time-honored test to locate the exhaust leak; stuff a rag up the tail pipe to block off the flow and go up along the system to hear or feel the leak.  If the system is nice and tight, the engine will falter and stall out of constipation.  No chance of that with my car.  The connection between the exhaust manifold and the engine pipe was the culprit.  I had had this trouble before and had fixed it with an occasional tightening of the two nuts at the flange.  This time was different as I could see the gasket was broken and was falling out of the connection. So I removed the engine pipe and that’s when the real trouble began:  the end of the engine pipe was disintegrated.  I needed to rebuild the end of the pipe or find a new one.  The gasket that had been in place was the wrong one to begin with.  To clarify this story, an   analysis of this connection is called for at this point.  

The exit point of the exhaust manifold on the Series IIIA Minx has a beveled opening which accepts a double-beveled (donut) cast iron gasket which seals against a matching beveled end on the engine pipe.  This is held together by a stamped steel flange which sets against the beveled end on the engine pipe and bolts up to the manifold.  The original cast iron donut was missing and someone before I got the car 20,000 miles ago had put in a flat composite gasket.  It was surprising it had ever sealed at all.   

Since I wanted to get the car back on the road as soon as possible, I gave upon the idea of searching for one on ebay after a day or two and decided to repair the old pipe and come up with some sort of gasket.  First for the engine pipe:  upon examination of the engine pipe, I noticed the beveled end was a short piece of tubing pressed over the end of the rest of the pipe.  My intention was to cut off the offending disintegrated end of the pipe and attach a suitable piece of tubing for the repair.  I was surprised to find the beveled end of the pipe was made of a really hard material – it was not to be penetrated with a new high speed hacksaw blade.  It was seriously hard and I had to use a small cut-off wheel to abrade about ½” from the end of the pipe.  I measured the diameter of the end of the pipe and went to NAPA to find a suitable piece of exhaust tubing, hopefully with a nice bevel shape built into it.  I located NAPA part # 41932, an exhaust reducer, 1 ¾” OD to 1 7/8” ID, 2 5/8” long for $4.69 U.S.  The small end was a good force fit over the end of the engine pipe.  I drove this down about 1 ¼” over engine pipe and then cut it off just above the bevel.

Now for the gasket.  I recalled Rootes guru Jan Eyerman once mentioning that a crushable double-beveled exhaust gasket (donut) was available for an American vehicle and adaptable for a Series III Hilllman.  So I got on the Hillman Listserve and asked him about it.  He pointed me toward a Corvair part, which I found on ebay for about $6.  It’s a Fel-Pro # MS9716B.  This is a set of soft asbestos compound donuts, 4 of which are too small and you can’t use.  The other two are each suitable for your new engine pipe beveled manifold end, especially if you take a little off the inner part of the donut. Slip the flange over the pain end of the engine pipe, slide it to the beveled end of the pipe, place the Corvair gasket over the beveled end of the engine pipe, offer it up to the manifold and bolt it all in place. 

A tip for doing this job: make sure you drive the NAPA part over the engine pipe enough so the engine pipe doesn’t collide with the grease fitting at the rear inner wishbone pivot (the entire exhaust system being too low). Also, if you drive it on too far the exhaust system may bump against the bottom of the car (entire exhaust system too high).        

(Editor's note: If your car does not have the special brass manifold/exhaust pipe nuts, buy four stainless steel nuts and put two on each stud-the second nut's purpose is simply to cover the exposed thread on the stud to keep it from rusting, also use stainless steel lock washers.  When I redid my car's exhaust manifold, I replaced the plain steel studs with stainless steel ones [made by cutting the heads off of stainless steel bolts] to insure future easy removal).

(Second Editor's note: the above will work on any Minx from Series I through Series VI, all Series I-III Huskies and all Super Minxes.)
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