
Christopher de Fraga tries a 
. 

new rig 

AUSTIN 1800 I SANDROVER CARAVAN 
FEW THINGS can demoralise a 

tired driver quite so much as the 
thought of a hot cup of coffee 
and a warm bed. 

And only 10 ft. behind, my 
wife and self, were both, in the 
caravan hooked to the rear of 
an Austin 1800. 

Ahead, as Friday night passed 
and the highway slipped under 
our wheels, was a weekend at 
Bathurst covering the Bathurst 
500 mile production car race. 

The story began when a tele
phone call telling of booked out 
accommodation at Bathurst 
crossed with another hailing a 
new lightweight caravan. With 
memories of the caravans con
veniently parked behind the pit 
area at Bathurst's Mt. Panorama 
circuit, the idea of towing a cara
van from Melbourne for the 
event was developing quickly. 

For some time now, the British 
Motor Corporation has touted 
their Austin 1800 as the car to 
win Australians away from their 
six cylinder preoccupation. 

With this in mind we decided 
to test the Austin 1800 as a tow 
car, a job many Australians 
entrust only to their six cylinder 
cars. 

Now, rOlling along behind the 
Austin 1800 was 10 ft. 6 in. of 
Sandrover caravan supplied to us 
by Judd & Innes of Dandenong, 
Victoria. 

Cruising at 45 mph, the 1800 
was smooth and quiet. Hills could 
generally be taken in top gear 
though speed might drop to only 
35 mph. Thumping through the 
gearbox to whip up more pace 
on the early section of the trip 
proved futile; it simply battered 
the fuel figure down to a miser
able 16 mpg. 

The first night was spent near 
Finley on the Newell Highway. 
We parked off the road and 
crawled thankfully into the van, 
after having first kicked the two 
van supporting legs down into 
place. 

A bench seat beneath the rear 
window folded out to make a 
double bed and a two burner gas 
stove with griller, was concealed 
under a counter top. 

Beside the stove was a sink 
and located beneath the sink, a 
small but efficient refrigerator. 
Opposite the refrigerator was a 
wardrobe; cupboards lined the 
roof edges and at the front was 
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a small dinette with storage 
space under the seats on either 
side of the small table. 

The halt had been called at a 
most appropriate spot - quiet, 
deserted highway, large tree, 
peace. Then the first truck 
roared past and the van wriggled 
on its mounts. After the fifth 
truck had roared into the night 
sheer exhaustion took over and 
we slept. 

Our awaking next morning 
brought the first of several pro
blems for the inexperienced 
caravanner, no shower, no toilet! 

The first garage we reached 
found us scampering off for 
morning ablutions while the at
tendant filled the tank. You 
really appreciate the clean rest 
rooms at a service station when 
you're caravanning and that 
Amoco station run by Harry Ca
vanagh at Jerilderie still ranks 
as the best I've come across. 

Back on to the highway and 
again that mirage in the mirror. 
This time it was bacon and eggs, 
coffee and toast. I could almost 
smell the bacon. 

We finally succumbed to temp
tation and sat beside the road 
(as cars whooshed past at 60 
mph plus), sipping coffee and 
listening to the radio in the cara
van. 

Washing up completed, we re
sumed our leisurely pace past 
the lack-lustre paddocks lining 
the route and the sheep feeding 
in mobs beside the road. 

Progress in the 1800 was so 
restful at 45 mph that driving 
was no effort even with the cara
van. There's no substitute for 
torque when towing and the 
1800's four cylinder motor moun
ted crosswise under the bonnet 
had no reputation for being a 
particularly strong puller. Still it 
managed the hills in top gear 
with only an occasional drop to 
third. 

Although the Sandrover van 
weighed only 8y:! cwt., the ride 
of the 1800 had lost some of its 
comfort. The weight on the tow 
bar snubbed the car's soft, fluid 
suspension as it pumped itself 
back and forth between the front 
and back wheels. 

Practice at the Mt. Panorama 
circuit was well and truly over 
as we turned into the caravan 
park behind the pits. 

After clamping the third wheel 
in place in the caravan's draw 
bar to support the van's weight, 
we unhitched the car. Before 
driving off we detached the um
bilical cord between van and car 
which carried power for the 
caravan's interior lights, stop and 
tail lights, turn signals and, yes, 
clearance lights. 

Later, we parked the Austin 
1800 3 Y2 miles away in Bathurst 
itself coincidentally beside an
other 1800. Ours was several 
inches higher, it seemed! Back 
in Melbourne it transpired that 
BMC had pumped up the hydro
lastic suspension to greater pres
sures to take the weight of the 
caravan, a point to watch if you 
are thinking of towing with an 
1800. 

A chat with BMC engineers, at 
Bathurst to mother their fac
tory's entry of three cars in the 
500 mile race, turned up some 
other changes in the 1800. 

They now all have an altered 
camshaft to provide better pull
ing power in top gear and they 
have an accelerator detent which 
prevents sudden clOSing of the 
throttle with a resultant jerk to 
the car. 

The detent works well, smooth
ing out the gear changes with
out the need for thought, while 
the altered camshaft explained 
the strong lugging power in top 
at 35 mph. 

We'd taken 24 hours to reach 
Bathurst in a leisurely run. But 
after the race, we had to return 
to Melbourne rather more hur
riedly. Starting at 7.45 p.m. on 
Sunday, we drove right through 
the night to arrive in Melbourne 
the following day with a petrol 
consumption down to 21 mph. 

The 1800 had proved its point 
as a caravan towcar and the 
caravan had been a neatly effi
cient base at Mt. Panorama. 
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