‘YOU HAVE to be mad’ they said... ‘to
take a Midget on the Marathon. ‘You’ll
be qut by Belgrade... It'll never get to
Istanbul’ were other firm forecasts when
Roy Fidler and I announced our
intention to tackle the London-to-
Sydney Rally in my veteran Spridget.

Most of the entry seemed to have
chosen either the comfort of a
Hydrolastic 1800 or the powerful
reputation of the Dagenham saloons to
challenge the Australian and German
contenders, so perhaps our choice was
more in the way of a protest for
individuality than a serious attempt to
gain an outright win. However, Roy
and I had a secret belief that the
privateer’s award could be won by a
Midget, and for months onwards
business and family life had to take a
back seat while plans, designs, theories,
and maps were spread thickly on every
table in office and home. Work in the
garage almost ceased — as far as
customers were concerned anyway —
and the poor storekeepers spent eight
hours a day chasing after vast lists of
unobtainable parts for the Midget-with-
a-difference.

Without going into too many details,
suspensions were hand built, bodywork
was mostly replaced by identical panels
in light-weight glass-fibre, and the
interior was trimmed with sound
resistant padding. A five-speed gearbox
(which had spent two seasons racing in
Donald Healey’s Sprites) was forced
into the tunnel, and Don Moore’s
talents were used to rebuild and balance
a very standard engine. Minilite wheels
— using the same tyres as the factory
1800’s (for very obvious reasons)
needed quite a bit of persuading to fit in
the widened wheel arches, and the
whole thing once assembled looked like
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the highest and widest Spridget in the
world. Adding to this effect was the
extra foot of hardtop, which
incorporated three separate fuel tanks
to give a total range of nearly 600
miles. Fuel stations in Turkey and
Afghanistan are not exactly as plentiful
as they are on the Ab!

To tackle a 10,000-mile journey in so
small a car did call for some sacrifices...
carrying luggage was the first of these,
and the total space allocated to
personal effects allowed each person to
have one tooth-brush, one razor, a box
of Kleenex, two spare sets of
underwear, and a rally jacket. The
passenger seat was replaced by a 6’3"
bed made out of two alloy tubes, Pirelli
webbing, and a Dunlopillo mattress. In
addition to allowing a wide choice of
reclining positions, this also enabled us
to carry about 2cwt of spares under the
bed. Apart from one throttle cable, one
set of rear brake shoes, and four spark
plugs, I confess that none of the spares
were used! We even finished in Sydney
with one of the the tyres fitted at Crystal
Palace, and only punctures forced us to
change three of the others that we
carried. Four gallons of water each
thickly laced with lemon and Glucose,
five Horlicks survival packs, and a first
aid kit containing enough medicaments
to doctor an army, and preparation was
complete.

These few lines of typed
specifications took some 1,600 hours of
actual preparation — the rest of the
time was spent in raising sponsors.
Everyone we approached had already
been tackled by Terry Hunter and Vic
Elford (who had obviously been trying
to earn their retirement pension out of
would-be sponsors) so that our requests
for £100 here and £100 there often

)

met with slight sighs of relief. Even so,
we set off on the brightest of sunny
afternoons with £800 still to find. The
‘Amateurs’ award was £500, and
bonuses for winning it would just cover
our costs.

Crystal Palace has never looked so
crowded. It seemed as if everyone had
come to see the Marathon on its way,
and Sir Donald Stokes stood on the
start line offering all British Leyland
crews £300 for finishing... which would
really provide a slight profit if we could
beat two Porsches, three Mercedes, and
the horde of Cortinas and 1800’s which
were in private hands. Press estimates
put the spectators between London and
Dover at two million people all waving
like crazy — except two rather dim
bluebottles organizing the biggest traffic
jam I have ever seen on the exit from
Vauxhall Bridge. In the end three of the
foreign cars with sirens blaring made a
fifth lane which took the law completely
by surprise, and finally permitted 30 or
so crews to at least get out of London!
Terry Hunter’s Porsche was stopped
and a copper — in very broken
German — explained that sirens were
verboten. Terry in equally broken
English apologized delightfully, and all
was well.
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