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READERS STORIES 

“Walla Walla, Cat Hearses and Gelignite Jack Murray” 
by Herbert Simpfendorfer 

 

I live at Walla Walla, New South Wales, which is not a big place like Birmingham in England 
where Herbert Austin (no relative) lived. One could best describe my town using the words 
village, sleepy, hamlet, one horse, don’t blink or you’ll miss it, and so on. The question is 
whether an original thought can come from a place like Walla Walla. Highly unlikely, I hear you 
say, but I will keep writing a bit now and then, hoping that something new comes up, however 
unlikely that may be. 

A few days ago, I was carrying the right side of the drive train of an Austin 1800 sedan, 
including calipers, everything except the wheel, and thought, "Surely this does not have to be so 
heavy!" That was my thought for the day, and led to the story below:  

I went into the Austin factory at Zetland in 1965 and said I wanted 100 identical black Austin 
1800 sedans, which would be used exclusively as cat hearses. Cat lovers are looking for this 
service so that their darling pets can be given a fitting funeral in specially established cat 
cemeteries. My special vehicles would take the deceased cats in appropriate dignity from their 
residence to these special places. I would be establishing a franchise, which would operate all 
over Australia and New Zealand.   The hearses would come from me. 

 

One of the  cat hearses 

The vehicles would never be driven over 80 km/hr, usually a lot less, only in daytime, would 
never be off bitumen roads, always garaged, all driven by well dressed gentlemen about 5 foot 
10 inches tall, no passengers would ever be carried, and the heaviest load ever to be carried 
would be a driver and a cat coffin with one cat inside, a maximum total of 85 kg. Also 
appropriate is the condition that the cars would be crushed after doing this special duty for 20 
years of service, so that a cat lover, who may still be in mourning, would never see the hearse 
that carried his or her beloved cat to the cemetery, doing burn outs or other vulgar things. 



On the same day, just after I left the office, in came Evan Green and said he wanted to order an 
Austin 1800 sedan for an outback trip through the centre of Australia, which includes going  
across the Gibson Desert, along the Birdsville Track, and then along the Gunbarrel Highway and 
along part of the Canning Stock Route, and so on. 

The main driver would be Gelignite Jack Murray, and he  
will not be slowing down for jump ups or washaways. 
Fast speeds would be of the essence. Also there will be a 
roof rack, with a big load, and the back seat area and boot 
would be crammed full of fuel cans, spare parts and 
camping gear, including three complete spare wheels. 
There would be little time to make any modifications. 
There would only be time to fit an oil pressure gauge and 
a roof rack  

If you are still reading this, you may have worked out what I am getting at. This scenario is a bit 
artificial in that I have chosen to describe the absolute opposite ends of the spectrum of possible 
uses for the vehicle. (Just maybe I could have gone a step further and said someone wanted an 
1800 for use in Antarctica, and even gone a step further in the other direction and had the 
vehicle as the centre piece in someone's drawing room). Yet the people who design the car have 
to think of both the cat hearse and the rally driver when working out the features to be 
incorporated in the design of the vehicle. 

When the Austin 1800 first hit the Australian market in 1965, a prominent car magazine got hold 
of one, not modified in any way, and drove it full pelt on a road with a big hump in it, causing 
the car to be completely airborne. This was done a number of times with the cameraman moving 
around a bit after each "flight", so that he would get a picture good enough for the front page. 
Can you imagine the stresses on many parts of the car when it landed? The pressure build up in 
the hydrolastic system would have been immense. I can imagine how the designers shuddered 
when they heard about this, as a car straight off the production line may or may not have had 
enough built in strength to allow the car to survive intact in such a situation. In fact, the car did 
survive without any bits falling off or breaking, and the report was that the car was, with some 
reservations, a pretty good one. Apparently they found the steering wheel was at an 
uncomfortable angle, the steering a bit heavy, the gears a bit too notchy, and things like that. 

Back to my order of cat hearses. When the run of these 100 special vehicles is being built, all 
kinds of changes can be made and the cars can still fulfill their function admirably. The interior 
of the car and the exterior have to look absolutely pristine, of course, but what the eye cannot 
see could be changed significantly. For example, the suspension and displacer units could be 
much simpler. All seats except the driver’s seat could have no padding or springs, and the front 
seats could be non-adjustable. All window winding mechanisms except for the driver’s door 
could be left out. Forget about the lock up petrol filler, lock up boot, ash trays, door pull 
handles, cant rail grab handles, interior light, pockets, arm rests and door opening mechanisms 
in some doors. A three speed box would be adequate. Rotodipping could be missed out. Less 
paint could be used. Tin bumper bars would do nicely. They could be held onto the body with a 
few self tapping screws. The day/night relay and reducing valve assembly in the brake system 
could be scrapped. What about the brake servo unit? The engine shock absorber?  Radiator 
overflow tank? Leave them out. Three engine mounts would be adequate, as in the original 
design. And so on. I’m sure you could add more items. Hundreds of bits would not be needed. If 
you do not believe that there would be so many, bear in mind that the reducing valve alone has 
about 20 parts, and if the brake servo unit is also missed out, there go another 35 parts. I could 
go on. I knew that, for a run of 100 identical vehicles, the company would be sure to negotiate a 
good deal with me, and would make suggestions that I had not thought of, maybe even doing a 



run of wheels that use thinner metal, or suggest leaving out the heater and the ventilation tubes. 

So it seems from the logic used here, that our cars have inbuilt strength and features that we 
never use. We pay for components that are much stronger than they need to be for pottering 
around in suburban streets at 50 km/hr. We may even have paid for components that we have 
never used once, like the lower bump stops in the suspension. Put up your hand if you have ever 
had need of that awfully strong bumper bar. 

So, if you ever see one of my Austin 1800 cat hearses, be jealous, because the owner got the best 
of both worlds. The cars look very nice indeed, do their job perfectly, and cost a heap less than 
your car. 

H.S. 

 .   


