THE MGB STORY

In the first of a new series,
Martyn Morgan Jones revisits
the MGB story and looks at the
contemporary setting that
Inspired this most iconic of
MG sports cars.
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* Above: MGB was

| first open-top MG

| to feature door

| locks. The pull-

handles were

| replaced by push-

' button handles
and revised doors
in April 1965.
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ife seemed so much simpler back in the 1960s. Perhaps it
| really was. Often permissive, frequently carefree,
. sometimes superficial, this was certainly a transitional
| decade, a period of great social, cultural and economic
change. Employment levels were generally high, most
people were bringing home a reasonable income, and
there was more free time available. It is hardly surprising
- then that the ‘swinging sixties’ witnessed a sharp rise in
consumerism and widespread enjoyment of leisure activities. A new car
was at the top on many people’s ever-lengthening shopping lists and
included amongst their leisure activities was motoring. And why not?
Britain had a car industry, roads were far less busy and, for an increasingly
large number of people, driving was a pleasurable pastime.
However, at the core of all the changes that the 1960s
ushered in was a drive for
higher standards.

renvent

Expectations were definitely shifting. What was deemed to be good
enough in the 1950s was not going to make the grade in the 1960s — the
acceptable had become unacceptable. This was certainly the case with the
motor industry. One of the many cars that would fail to make the transition
from the 1950s to the 1960s, although it had many virtues and remained
in production until June 1962, was the MGA.

The MGA was an achingly pretty car with flowing, almost organic
lines. Indeed, it was so delicately drawn it was hard to believe that beneath
that exquisite exterior lay an enormously strong, heavy, but well-designed
box section chassis. It was this chassis which helped provide the MGA
with its exceptionally fine handling characteristics, characteristics that
elevated it above its contemporaries. The MGA didn’t just handle well; it
was reliable and had good performance. Plus, when driven with reasonable

restraint, it proved to be economical. In fact, the MGA ticked every
box bar one - refinement. At low-to-medium speeds, the trade-
off for the delectable handling was a ride quality that could

be harsh and unforgiving. What’s more, noise levels were relatively high
and the level of trim was quite basic.

There is no doubting the fact that the MGA set new standards in the
mid-1950s but by the 1960s the benchmark was considerably higher.
Prospective buyers still coveted the traditional sports car virtues of
performance and handling, but these had to be packaged together with a
much higher level of comfort, sophistication and refinement.

BMC realised that if its successor, the MGB, was going to succeed,
especially in America where the bulk of the cars were headed, it needed to
be a more contemporary design. Of course with such a vast and oft-
unwieldy organisation as BMC, many new cars were not quite as ‘new’ as
they appeared. They were often the result of simple packaging changes,
badge engineering and different marketing strategies, rather than being the
product of major design differences. In many ways, this was true of the
MGB. It was certainly born out of a corporate DNA, but it was always
much better than the sum of its familial parts.
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