
ABOVE: Landrover eats 1800 dust near Mt. Pyramid, just out of Roebourne, W.A. 
RIGHT: Austin sits beside patch of bulldust that had it bogged all night. Note low 
sumpguard which was half the trouble. BELOW: Dust flies as Nor·Wester Frank 
Shewell hits a pothole near Wittenoom, but hydrolastic suspension keeps car stable. 



8500-mile outback run 
brings out the 1800's 

strengths-and 
weaknesses. Story 

and pictures 
by David Frith 

~ 
the moon set around 2 a.m. over 
the vast plains country south 
of Roebourne, and I began my 
second half·hour of solid shovel· 

ling, I commenced, loud and long, to 
curse Mr. Alec Issigonis. 

Mr. Issigonis, the BMC designer' 
extraordinary, was at least 12,000 
miles away, no doubt basking in the 
glory of an English September after· 
noon. 

But me ... I ytas on that dark and 
lonely plain, some 800 miles north of 
Perth, and seYe(31 hundred from the 
nearest outpost of civilisation, with one 
of Mr. Issigonis' celebrated designs, 
an Austin 1800. And, thanks in part 
at least, to some features of his design 
I was irretrievably bogged. 

We had come thundering down the 
long dusty trail the West Australians 
call'the North West Highway, going 
too fast long after dark in an attempt 
to catch up with an overdue schedule. 

We were into it before we saw it
one of those long, churned·up stretches 
of fine red bulldust that you encounter 
on outback Australian roads. 

Taken by surprise, co·driver Frank 
Shewell had missed his change·down. 
The 1800 was floundering in an instant, 
amid the swirling dust. Then, abruptly, 
it stalled and we were stuck. The engine 
fired again, but there was no moving 
the car either forwards or in reverse. 

Now, Alex Issigonis designed the 
1800 with an east·west four·cylinder 
engine driving the front wheels. The 
advantages of his design are un· 
deniable, but one disadvantage is a 
low ground clearance under the sump. 
Which means that in Australia, where 
high road crowns are common, the 
sump must be protected by a guard
a flat sheet of toughened steel. 

Our predicament was that the sump· 
guard was wedged firmly on to the high 
road crown, leaving the front wheels 
- which drive the car, remember ~ 
more or less dangling over the edges, 
spinning uselessly: 

We dug the talcum·fine dust away 
from the front and rear of each tyre. 
We dug it away from the sides of the 
wheels. And then we dug and 
scratched and scraped it away from 
under that sumpguard until the wheels 
met the ground again. 

We tried again. No good. The 
talcum seemed bottomless, and in a 
trice the front wheels had sliced deeper 
into it, and the car was sitting up on the 
sumpguard again. 

Then the moon began to set, and 
the torch batteries started to go . . . 

We gave up, went to bed in the com· 
fort of the 1800's standard·fitting full 
layback seats, and were pulled out at 
dawn by a cheerful passing Mobil rep. 
from Port Hedland in a Holden. 

Giant land crab 
Don't let me put you off. In an 8500· 

mile three·week test trip over some of 
the best and worst roads in Australia, 
that was the one and only time the 
1800 looked like stopping. 

For the rest of those 8500 miles I was 
blessing, not cursing, Mr. Issigonis. 
His creation may look like a giant land 
crab, but it has the room and comfort 
of a super.limousine, the handling and 
point-to-point speed of a rally car. 

Previous road testing and minor 
trips had established the 1800 in our 
minds as a satiSfYing, if unexciting, 
town and country family transport. 
This time it proved itself also one of the 
finest bush cars around. 

Time and again it kept up averages 
considered impossible for some of our 
most popular sixes; it hammered over 
potholes and washboard stretches 
with boulevard smoothness; and, 
thanks to a well-designed ventilation 
system, it remained dust·free 
throughout. 

Not that it did it all without a mur· 
mur. But let's take things in order ... 

Our trip took us coast·to·coast and 
then some. From Sydney to Perth, and 
north to Carnarvon, then inland to the 
spectacular iron ore country of the 
Hamersley Ranges, then back to the 
Big Smoke again. 

With me as far as Carnarvon were 
my wife and two children. From there 
to Wittenoom I was accompanied by 
my father·in-Iaw, Frank Shewell, a 
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North-West identity with many years 
of bush driving behind him, and an 
ideal guide to that exciting country 
and the friendly, dynamic people in it. 

The car was one of BMC's road test 
fleet, stock standard except for a Mar
chal quartz iodine driving lamp moun
ted on the front bumper. This proved a 
wise addition as it allowed a iO to 20 
mph faster speed during two long
distance night dashes, greatly increas
ing our range. 

Luggage for the family, a few 
spares, shovel, tow-rope, a huge tucker 
box and four gallons each of water and 
petrol fitted compactly into the 
17 cu. ft. boot. 

ELG 775 was pretty heavily laden at 
the rear, and we travelled at a definite 
angle, with the tail down and nose 
high. This was most noticeable at 
night, when the lights shone parallel 
with the road surface, instead of down 
on to it, and we were glad of our Mar
chal, which could easily be adjusted. 

We won't bore you with a mile-by
mile account of the dash from Sydney 
across the Nullarbor to Western Aus
tralia. With the spread of motels and 
filling stations right across the Eyre 
Highway, and with the ever-increasing 
growth of the bitumen, that trip is 
becoming prosaic indeed. 

On the bitumen we were able to bowl 
along at a steady 80 mph without dis
comfort or undue noise. There was a 
stack of room for the two kids to sleep 
in the back as we travelled - that cut 
down the noise, too. 

Our only worry came just past 
Ceduna in far-western South Australia. 
A harsh and elusive rattle set up in the 

' front suspension and stayed there 
until we reached the smoothness of the 
West Australian bitumen. 

From Norseman we cut down through 
Esperance, boom town for W.A.'s vast 
new wheatlands, and headed for Bun
bury, a south-west port where my 
parents live. On the way we stopped 
briefly in Bridgetown to visit brother 
Jim Frith, a farmer. 

He was intrigued to try the 1800 as 
a paddock car, but - heavily laden at 
the rear - the car had trouble getting 
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up his steep slopes. Weight transfer 
to the rear soon had the front driving 
wheels scrabbling hopelessly for a 
grip on the damp, grassy slopes. 

. In Bunbury, John Wellstead, local 
manager for Winterbottoms, the BMC 
dealer, soon diagnosed our suspen
sion rattle: a miSSing rubber bush. He 
also drew our attention to an engine 
mounting on which the rubber was 
"shot". He had to send to Perth for the 
bush, but it arrived in a day, and it and 
the mounting were swiftly replaced. 

First test 
First real test for ELG 775 came 

when we left the family at Carnarvon 
and headed off with Frank Shewell on a 
long-promised trip to the Hamersley 
Ranges. 

With time pressing, we shoved on 
north of Carnarvon along the North
West Coastal Highway, then swung 
east at Yarraloola Station along a 
track that cuts across 100 miles of 
spinifex plain to join the main Roe
bourne-Wittenoom road. 

In parts the track was badly pot
holed, and laden with sudden dips and 
stony creek crossings. 

We were able to thunder along quite 
fast, the hydrolastic suspension taking 
the dips well without the bucketing 
one usually receives in more conven
tionally sprung cars. 

Two of the creek crossings were very 
rough, with a surface of gibbers piled 
up into tortuous shapes. But, despite 
that low clearance, the 1800 nosed 
across, the sumpguard grading the 
stones away harmlessly before it. 

In three days of sightseeing in the 
Hamersley Ranges - which I'll be 
reporting on fully soon in an article in 
Modern Motor's travel section - the 
1800 carried us over some exception
ally rough and stony sidetracks, 
through the gorges and across the 
hard dry peneplain. 

The immense strength and rigidity 

of the 1800 became apparent as it kept 
that solid feeling despite the continual 
hammering. 

We roused a new rattle - in the 
steering this time - but it was irri· 
tating rather than serious, and quickl~ 
adjusted when we returned to Carnar· 
von by local dealers Maywood and 
Theaker - who must put themselves 
in something of a quandary by com· 
bining BMC and Chrysler-Rootes 
dealerships. 

Photography sessions in the spec· 
tacular water-filled gorges around 
Wittenoom, and an aerial trip over 
nearby Mt. Tom Price, delayed us, and 
our return trip through Roebourne was 
conducted at high speed and much 01 
it in the dark. 

In our last 200 miles into Carnarvon 
we really pounded along. Frank was 
surprised at how much faster an aver· 
age he could keep up than with his own 
popular six. 

This was attributable to the stan· 
dard fitting radial tyres, and the excel· 
lence of the hydrolastic suspension. 
Where a Holden or Falcon, say, must 
slacken-off for dips in the road surface 
or. face uncomfortable pitching of in· 
creasing severity, the Austin slashed 
through with superb stability - one 
slight jolt, perhaps, and straight bad 
to level running, with foot clamped 
hard on the throttle throughout. 

Our total mileage was 8470. Petrol 
consumed worked out at 360 gallons, 
or an aver9ge of 23.5 mpg. Best reo 
suit was 26 mpg on a traffic-induced 
crawl through the Blue Mountains; 
worst was 22 mpg on an 85 mph dash 
through western N.S.W. 

This is a fairly high consumption 
rate, more akin to a big six than a 
family four, but it must be remembered 
that we were heavily laden and cruisins 
at high speeds. Oil consumption was 
an excellent six pints. 

With that one exception - our own 
fault really-the low clearance hadn'1 
proved the problem we thought it 
would, and our only dislikes were a 
stiffish gearchange, and a lack 01 
power, most-noticeable in hilly country. 

With a few more than its present 84 
bhp, we reckon the 1800 could be near 
unbeatable as fast outback transport. • 

ABOVE: Marchal quartz iodine drivin~ 
light was real boon on night stretches. 
long white beam adding 10 to 2C 
mph to safe top speed. LEFT: Camp 
ing body was handy standard fitting. 
TOP RIGHT: Iron-rich Hamersleys arE 
colorful backdrop. RIGHT: Frank puntl 
along near Carnarvon. FAR RIGHT 
Farmer Jim Frith tries some paddod 
driving, but front wheels are spinnin~ 
on grassy Bridgetown (W.A.) slope 
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