Style counsellor

Two of the most highly regarded postwar saloons, the
MG Magnette and Jowett Javelin, were designed by
one man. Gerald Palmer tells his story to Nick Larkin.
Photos by Garry Stuart.

A car manufecturer dts you down at a desk, provides
blank sheets of paper and tells you to desgn the
models which will shgpe its future An enthusadt’'s
fantasy perhaps, but it became a redity more than once
for Gerdd Pamer.

Forty years on, Pdmer is 4ill amazed that he was
gven dmog cate blanche by Nuffidd to design such
sgnificant cas as the MG Magnette and Wolsdey
4/44 family sdoons, dong with the larger Wolsdey
6/90 and Riley Pahfinder. His only brief was to
produce cars to replace the pre-war style MG Y-Type
and Riley RM, dong with the Wolsdey derivatives to
complete the range. The company’s exising range of
engines aso had to be usad in the new models.

Pdmer cdams he was
ultimatedy  respongble
for the decison to
build the Magnette and
4/44 by unitary
congtruction, the cars
sharing virtudly identicd monocoques, but to gick \
with a separate chassis for the Pathfinder and closdly cope with aheavy engine
related 6/90. He was keen to continue the traditions of
each marque, specifying gppropriate radiator grilles and correspondingly suitable
interiors.

Padmer was wdl qudified for the task, having previoudy been dlowed an even freer
hand to produce the much acclamed Jowett Javelin. He had aso designed and built
his own sports car, the Deroy, before the war.

Geadd Pdmer was born in Middlessex in 1911, his family moving to Southern
Rhodesia three years later, where his father was chief engineer of the country’s
ralways.

The young Gerald soon became fascinated by
cars, paticularly the Modd-T Ford, and by the
age of 15 had rebodied one in plywood to his
own two seater design. He wanted to return to

Gerald Pamer in 1990.

England, and became apprenticed to Scammell, f, L - o
the Watford truck builder, & the same time [ <S=% tem’;g’;"‘Paler e il
dudying for a degree in  mechanicd Model-T Ford in plywood.

enginering.
“I was redly more interested in building sports cars than trucks” Pamer recdls. But
Scammdl’s chief desgner, O D North, became his great ingpiration. North had



produced a radicd ar-cooled, five-cylinder, rear-engined streamlined car, the North
Lucas, in the early twenties. “In my opinion, he was the father of the VW Besdtle - so
many of his ideas were incorporated into it,” says Pamer. The North-Lucas fudled
Pamer's fascination for innovative desgn, and in 1937 he left Scammel, intending to
build sports cars.

Pdmer had been introduced to Anthony Fisher, a wedthy Old Etonian who offered
£1,000 financid backing, which was used to s&t up the Deroy Car Company, named
after the location of an African tin mine his father owned! A prototype was designed
and largdy built by PAmer in asmdl, rented workshop at Penge, London.

The car had independent front suspenson and transverse torson bar rear springing.
An 1100cc side-vave Scammel engine was not in the best sporting traditions,
however. “It couldn’t pull the skin off a rice pudding,” Pamer recdls. The project
faled to find further backing, and only one car was ever built: “It was a nice looking
car, which could have been alot better than the other sports cars available then. It

Palmer’s pretty faillure —the only Deroy sport’s car ever
built.

could St three people abreast and had lots of luggage space, but it was too expensive.”
Pdmer kept the car, fitting a full width body and Jowett engine after the war. “I sold
it, and the last | saw of the car was it being driven dong Oxford High Street with
about six undergraduatesin it,” he says.

Dexpite its falure, the Deroy shaped Pamer’'s future. After showing the car to MG's
generd manger, Cecil Kimber, he was offered the job of running the MG drawing
office & Morris in Cowley. Pdmer immediaiely became involved in developing the
MG YA soon, being given the job of replacing a planned independent front
suspenson arrangement, designed by Alec Issgonis, with a conventiond beam axle
layout. He was dso involved in desgning the bodywork, “which was redly sretched
Morris panels with a better boot at the back.’

War came, and Pdmer was involved with the repair of Spitfire and Hurricane arcraft
a Cowley, dong with building Tiger Moths, Later, he was given his fird complete
project - redesgning a portable anaesthetic machine. “It was one of the most
interesting jobs | did during the war. For the firg time, | had carte blanche to design
something which was going to be properly tooled.”

Then he saw an advert for a designer at Jowett Cars in Bradford. “1 went up there and
took one look a Jowett. After being with the Morris group, | thought what a tin-pot
place it was, and turned the job down.”

But Jowett’'s chief, Cdcott Reilly, was determined get PAmer on his daff: “He came
to see me where | lived in Oxford, and was very persuasive. | was told | would get a
free hand to design a car for them, so | agreed.”



Padmer found himsdf done in an office, desgning a car with no st budget or time
limit. Only when the badics of the car were set down were a couple of draughtsmen
cdled in to assst with mechanicd details, and abody engineer’s services.

Pdmer's early life in Rhodesa helped give him a clear idea of the car he fdt was
needed to crack export markets. “I knew the sort of car wanted in these tough
territories. Jowett had adways produced a large-bodied practica \ehicle, and there was
anichein the market for them to do the same thing after the war,” he says.

“The main thing a that time was that the engine took up too much of a car’s overdl
length. | wanted to make the engine compartment as compact as possible, giving the
magor part of the available space to the passengers and their luggage.”

Jowett had a flat-four sde-vave engine, which Pamer, bdieving sde-vaves to be a
thing of the past, redesigned with a 1500cc overhead vave layout.

“I'm not awfully proud of that engine” he admits. ‘The unit was designed with the
then current car taxaion sysem in mind, which was based on the cylinder diameter.
Had | known this was going to be replaced by a flat rate of tax, | would have designed
a short-stroke larger bore engine, which would have been much more compact and
lighter, with better combustion and alarger power output.

A wooden mock-up of the car was produced in 1943, a running prototype in 1944 and
a second the next year. Only the four-speed gearbox was carried over from previous
models.

Confuson ill reigned over exactly how, in a time of scarce raw materids, the car
would be congtructed. It appeared that Jowett did not have the facilities or finance to
build it entirdy from ded. Plagtics, laminated wood and arcraft style duminium with
rubber dies were dl consdered. PAmer designed dl the non-externa panes to be as
smple as possble to congtruct, and modtly flat. But Jowett were so impressed by the
completed car that somehow the money was found to have it built a the Briggs Motor
Bodies plant in Doncaster. PAmer and his team took the opportunity to give the car a
more streamlined gppearance by dtering the roof and doors, which probably would
not have been possble had it needed to be built wth rdaively primitive equipment a
Jowett’ s factory.

The car, named the Javelin, was highly acclaimed when launched in 1948,

Jowett ceased trading in 1954, after Briggs Motor Bodies were taken over by Ford.
Around 26,000 Javelins had been produced.

Meanwhile, PAmer had rejoined Nuffield in 1949. ‘I was headhunted, as they say,” he
recals. He became chief engineer of MG and Riley, where his brief was to design
new cars.

The MG Magnette and
Wolsdey 4/44, launched in
1952, were the firgt fruits
Pdmer puts the record
draght over the oft-heard
datement that the Wolsdey
was a hadly cobbled up
veson of the MG. “This is
not true. Both cas were
designed together, he says.

4 There were differences;, for
example the Wolsdey had a
1,250cc MG XPAG engine whereas the MG, introduced a year later came with the
then new BMC B-series 1489cc unit. The sill desgns and chromework aso differed.

Palmer’s origina drawing of hig plans for the MG Magnette in 1949




The two cars gyling was not, as has been stated, based on the Lancia Aurelia, though
Pdmer admits he was influenced by the Itdians. “lI remember going to the Turin
Motor Show after the war,” he says. “I had dways been an admirer of Italian designs,
paticularly sports cars. They were beautiful cars, like jewes, tha influenced one
tremendoudy. Mogt of them were highly impracticad from a production point of view.
It seemed wise to put some of these styling themes into the cars | was designing.

“I thought the Magnette was quite a
good looking car, but when | saw it
a the Turin show it looked ghestly
and crude compared with some of
the Italian designs.”

Work darted on a new Riley, the
Pethfinder, with the Wolsdey 6/90
to be developed adongside it. “The
Riley was supposed to compete
with Jaguars. Riley were losng out
to Jag fast, but the dyed-in-the-
wool Riley people had a lot of . J . .
preconceived idess about what the Palmer outllplﬁF%edR(l:gyhga}tggLnsdg eagtil;llaunch. Lord
new car should he like They
thought it inconceivable that the car would not have the traditional torque tube rear
axle”” PAmer compromised by specifying radius arms and a Panhard rod.

The Riley was to be built with the extremdy heavy 2443cc engine from the outgoing
RM modd, and this influenced Pdmer to desgn the car with a separate chasss. He
gave the Pathfinder a low profile by running the chasss dong the outer edges so the
sedting aea was indde the dructure, an idea finding its way into a number of
American models. He dso decided the Riley and the Wolsdey 6/90 should be
equipped with a right-hand, floor-mounted gear change to dlow for three-abreast
seating. The Wolsdley was given the 2,639cc BMC C-seriesengine.
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Wolseley 6/90 was the first car with BMC' s C-Series engine

Pdmer met with some friction from Riley chief engineer, Hary Rush. “He was
extremey reluctant to retire. 1 had a brief to design a complete new car, and he was
sort of dtering the exising RM,” Pdmer recdls. Sadly, Rush died in a road accident
on hisway to Canley from Cowley early in 1950.

Following the amdgamation of Nuffidd and Audin to foom BMC, Pdmer became
group chasss and body designer, and joined the board of the Morris section in the
new empire.

The merger was not problem-free, says Pamer. Leonard Lord, who headed the group,
lived up to his reputation for being extremdy autocratic and difficult to work with,
and the companies involved in the merger were not the happiest of bed-fdlows



Pdmer worked on other projects, most importantly a smal monocoque sports car to
replace the MG TF, which could have been produced in full-bodied or traditiona
style, depending on market trends. The project was axed at prototype stage. PAmer
aso looked a compact V4 engines and a twin-cam conversion of the BMC Gseries
unit, before being sacked in 1955.

“They wanted Alec Issgonis to come back from Alvis My boss, Reggie Hanks fell
out with Lord, and so he got rid of both of us a the sametime,” he says.

Padmer began work a Vauxhadl but says “Redly, my desgning career ended with the
Nuffidd/BMC cars, except that | influenced some of the Vauxhals, often by saying
‘Bravo, this design is much better than the other one.”

When he arived a Luton, the origind F-series Victor was in the desgn stage, with
admog dl the work being carried out a Detroit, which he thinks was a mistake. Thus
was the car with the scallop-shaped moulding on the flanks, which Pamer says looks
like *built-in accident damage.”

He was given the title of Assstant Chief Designer, Passenger Cars. Pamer’s work at
Vauxhdl dl included dedgning an independent front suspenson sysem for the
Cresta and afront end structure for the British-designed FB series Victor.

He then became increasingly involved with engine and safety design before retiring in
1972, after 16 years of commuting to Luton from his home near Oxford.

He leads an extremdy active life and is ill involved with the design of equipment for
dissbled people, manufactured by a firm of which he is a director. PAmer is even
allocated a mmpany car - a 1980 Ford Escort estate, which he describes as a “highly
capable vehicle”

In the garage are PAmer’s two classics - a 1924 supercharged 2litre Mercedes Targa
Florio and a 1928 Type 44 Bugetti, both bought in the sixties in bits. He built the four
seater bodywork, which adorns the Bugatti. “I'd dways hankered after a Bugatti,
partly for their engineering excellence” The Mercedes, one of only four produced,
was snagpped up when he saw it advertised locally for £250, and has been the subject
of a15-year retoration.

Pdmer is presdent of the Jowett Car Club and attends events whenever possible. He
looks at the Javein as the best of his desgns, and was particularly pleased when, in
1985 a pand of diginguished motoring experts included it in a ligt of the ten greatest
dl-time British cars.

“When the Javelin was in the desgn dage | sad to my wife tha it would make
higtory,” he recdls. “She told me not to be slly! But that car set new standards. The
MG, Riley and Wolsdeys ae not the interesting car the Javein is though | do
particularly like the Magnette.”

He 4ill laments the decline of Jowett, which he blames to a large degree on the
company’s concentration on the Jupiter two-seater sports model, introduced in 1950.
“They spent dl their resources and money on building a sports car and racing it, when
it waaT't in ther tradition a dl. They ought to have spent ther money refining and
chegpening the Javein - backing their bread and butter.”

Pdmer reckons bad management played a part in the company’s downfal, but he ill
doubts that Jowett could have lasted much longer as an independent manufacturer, but
they could have been bought up by abigger firm.

He is pleased to see so many Javelins preserved. “| like to see people buying Javdins
and regtoring them, because of the enginesring and styling features” he says. ‘Though
Javelin prices have increased, | prefer people not to look a the cars for how much
they are worth. Like my own cars, they will only he worth something if | decide to
sl them.”



He adds. “People say | should buy a Javein and restore it. I'd like to - when | find the
time”

Pdmer and his wife, Diana, whom he met when working & Scammdl, have been
married for 50 years. Ther home since 1950 was largely designed by Gerad,
featuring the subtle curves associated with his car designs.

Despite living near Rover's Cowley plants, he has no contact with the company. “I
don't think they know who | am now,” he says. He reckons the Rover 800 is a well
designed car, and is intrigued by the al new aduminium K-series engine going into the
Rover 200. “I just hope they can build them to he reliable,” says PAmer.

He raes the current Jaguar designs highly, and compliments the current Vauxhdls.
He is dso pleased to see the curve back as a mgor feature of modern car design. “I
believe the curve is the perfect aerodynamic shape, though car design is to a degree as
much down to fashion as technica innovation,” he says.

His grestet memories include competing in the 1949 Monte Carlo rdly in Jowett
Javelin, as one of three drivers, and seeing the cars on the road for the firgt time. “I
came back to this country with the intention of designing a car | would see running on
British roads and there it was. A wonderful feding.”

Palmer never fdt in awe of the task before him when designing a car. “There was job
to do and | just got stuck into it” But he believes tha legidation has, to a large degree
difled gtyling flar “We had very little of this in the forties and fifties Legidation hes
taken alot o the fun out of car design.”

He adds: “Looking back, | know | had a series of unique opportunities.”
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Palmer is rebuilding the engine of his 1924 Mercedes

This article was originaly published in Popular Classics March 1990 and was written by Nick Larkin, photographs by Garry
Stuart. Permission for reproduction on the website applied for.




