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With a raft of go-faster goodies
and neat coupé styling, the
Speedwell GT was a pricey but
desirable choice for aspiring young
racers, says Graeme Hurst
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fyou wanted to blow the doors off your
best mate’s motor in the late 1950s, there
was no shortage of choice when it came
to boosting your entry-level BMC-
powered sports car’s pep and presence.
Dozens of fledgling tuning companies
proffered performance parts for Austin’s
popular A-series. There was trick suspension to
be had, too. Oh, and wood-rimmed steering
wheels and rev-counters. Basically, there was
a bolt-on accessory for all tastes—and ambitions.

And that included racing. If your need for
speed was not sated by the Traffic Light Grand
Prix, there was one tuning firm that went a step
further than the others. Speedwell in north
London built its own Austin-Healey Sprite-
based coupé: the Speedwell GT. Styled by Frank
Costin of concurrent Vanwall and Lotus racing
fame, just 18 of these pretty cars were made from
1959 to ’62. They proved their worth at club,
international and even world levels as rolling
showcases for the company’s products.

Given their performance and track focus, it’s
unsurprising that only a handful of the originals
survive, and that many of those have long since
lost their original body bits. But Speedwell
enthusiasts Dave Grove and Bill McDonough
have tracked down and owned four of them —
including 5755 MM, which the duo rebuilt in
time to contest this year’s Fordwater Trophy at
the Goodwood Re Meeting.

The firm’s origins stem from before the
Frogeye Sprite, when it offered ‘quick’ bits for
A35s. Named after the telephone exchange that
served its Finchley Road premises, Speedwell

Performance Conversions Ltd was started by a
trio of club racers — John Sprinzel, Len Adams
and George Hulbert, after the latter had success-
fully reworked the head on Sprinzel’s A35. In
what would turn out to be a stroke of marketing
genius, they took on rising Grand Prix star
Graham Hill as a partner. His endorsement
swiftly established Speedwell as the one-stop
tuning and accessories brand.

But the company’s most important move was
improving on Donald Healey’s Frogeye, which
in bog-standard form offered a meagre 43bhp
and a modest 0-60mph time of 20.5 secs.
Although more power was easily liberated,
Speedwell’s improvements weren’t entirely
centred within the engine bay: it was its switch to
a more aerodynamic bonnet, which weighed
38Ib in aluminium compared to the 721b of the
standard steel item, and the addition of an ally
roof that gave the car its GT identity. It was built
by Williams & Pritchard until Speedwell
baulked at thc cost and switched to the lesser-
known C Totor Crafts Ltd of Barnet.

Four states of tune were offered. The £875
‘Sport’ was the mildest, while the wildest, the
‘Clubman 60, its fully balanced 60bhp engine
on Amal carburettors and featuring larger inlet
valves, could be yours for a hefty £995. But in
the main Speedwell marketed its engines —
a Clubman 60 cost £180), fitted — and other bits
separately. You could have your choice of back-
axle ratio for £15 10s, or a close-ratio 'box for
a not inconsiderable £37 10s (plus £12 10s for
fitting); a set of front discs would set you back
£11. Big on self-promotion, Speedwell also

bragged about its specially developed nine-
spring competition clutch (in place of the
standard six-spring job) and beefed-up half-
shafts, but the reality was that these were
standard Post Office A35 van items.

Keen to garner publicity for these demon
tweaks, in the manner of Jaguar’s speed-record
boasts, Costin designed a streamlined Speedwell
G, complete with bubble canopy, for a record
attempt on the Antwerp-Liege autoroute in April
1960. Hulbert seta sub-1000cc World Record at
132.206mph — not bad for a car giving 92bhp on
a mix of methanol and nitromethane. Arguably
even more impressive, though, was the
110.903mph achieved by Hill, who was behind
the wheel to ensure this simultaneous bid did not
go unnoticed by the press, in a ‘standard’ - albeit
re-geared —Speedwell GT.

Speedwell had been swift to prove the
merit in racing, too. Hill drove one (VXT §
in the GT encounter at the 1959 International
Trophy meeting at Silverstone, while Sprinzel
secured a win in that year’s Li¢ge-Rome-
Liege marathon, navigated by Stuart Turner in
PMO 200. The latter car is not to be confused
with Sprinzel’s later, more famous Sebring
Sprite that bore the same registration number.

Returning US serviceman Richard Melville
then offered Hill a co-drive in the Sebring Four
Hours (for 1-litre G'T5s) in March ’61: they
retired after 33 laps. Another privately owned

1" (585 MY) was raced in 1966 by Grahame
White. Co-driven by Keith Grant, it finished

17th in the Ilford Films 500 at a very damp
Brands Hatch in May. The same pairing finished







