It took British Leyland some considerable time to realise the
potential of the Rover V8 as a sports car engine. It was an
engineer called Ken Costello who showed them the way. lan
Ward compares the two cars and talks to Ken Costello

s when ks a VB MGE not an MGB VE8? A

when it's a Costello. Puzzied! Well, way

k in the late ‘60s, when Abingdon's best-
selling sports car was already a few years
int its impressive production run, an
engineer and race-preparation spacialist by
the name of Ken Costello recognised that
the B could do with a decent supply of
horsepower and found the answer in Rover's
newly acquired V8,

This was back in the late 1960s, when
Ken spotted a GM version of the Rover
power plant sitting on someone else’s
workshop floor; he realised just how light the
unit must be, with its all-alloy construction
and reasonad that it would weigh little more
than the cast-iron B-series lump vet would
develop around twice as much power. He

was right; the V8 actually tipped the scales
at some 900k less than the straight-four,
which in turn weighed far less than the
massive in-ling six of the recent but unloved
MGC.

At that time, the factory had not given
maore than a passing thought to carrying oul
such a transplant. The engine, an obsolete
Buick unit, had only just been brought into
BL (the new conglomerate of 1968
incorporating both MG and Rover) and the
corporation preferred to push the MGC as
the ‘super B

The conversion itself was fairly easy to
carry out. There was plenty of room for the
engine itsalf, just a litthe judicious panel-
beating being required to produce
clearances batween the purpose-built
ftubular exhaust manifolds and the engine
bay side walls. To start with those manifolds
were fashioned in-house, but once the
shape was fixed the manufacturing job was
farmed out to Mike The Pipe” Randall, still
one of the most respected names in the
exhaust business.

The angine mountings weare adapted to
sult the V8 and a bell-housing adaptor
fabricated to make the engine to the existing
MGE gearbox: incidentally the MG flywhesl
was also employed, something which

The Costelio is identified from the front by
its egg-box grifle and VE badge; the under-
bumper spoiler is a late addition fo the
package (above). The rubber bumper of the
late car givies it quite a different

, burt this wisual difference is
puraly superficial (laft)



required the use of another adaptor to link it
to the Rover crankshaft.

The rest of the transmission on that
original car was standard B, which meant
that the whole set up was considerably
undergeared. The steering column required
an extra universal joint to thread it around
the right-hand manifold — something which
caused controversy |ater on.

One important point about that first
conversion was that it was carried outon a

.. . there were no
structural reasons
why the convertible
should not . . . take
the extra power . . .

roadster — as were many subsequent
transplants. Ken Costello maintains that
there were no structural reasons why the
convertible should not comfortably take the
extra power, but the factory never offered
the V8 in other than GT form

Having established that fitting the new
engine was a practical possibility, a second
car, this time a GT, was given the treatment,
with production solutions this time applied
to the engineering problems. The higher-
geared MGC back axle went in, but the
overdrive B box remained, giving
27 9mph/ 1000rpm in the overdrive ratio
Cooling was taken care of by an MGC
radiator, initially with a C fan on the end of
the crank, but later with an electric fan
located up front.

Suspension was untouched, the all-up
weight being reduced and the distribution of
that weight improving from a front bias to a

50/50 split. Braking, too, was left alone, on
the basis that it was adequate for 1800cc
MG performance (up to 105mph}, but
harder pads were specified for anyone who
intended to use the increased top speed of
nearly 130mph.

The bonnet bulge that clearly identified
the early Costellos was there to cover the
original Rover induction system, topped by
twin SUs and a large air cleaner behind.
Subsequent re-engineering brought a new
upper inlet manifold, either to move the SUs
or to fit a side-draught Weber, pounting
backwards just ahead of the bulkhead. As
Ken Costello pointed out, several customers
who were offered the update which

A 1.5-inch greater ride height in the late-
model MGE is exaggerated by the larger
rubber front bumper; even 50, there is no
missing the sleeker stance of the chrome-
bumper car (left). The V8 nafure of each
version is apparent from the rear badging,
but the Costello conversion adds ils namé
to complete the picture (above)

permitted refitting the original bonnet
refused, on the grounds that they wanted
their cars to be recognisable.

Power output depended on the version of
V8 used, but in general the output was a
gross 175bhp (more like a genuine 150), at
5000rpm, with a massive 200Ib ft of torque
on tap at a lowly 2750rpom. An Autocartest
of May 1972 revealed 0-60mph acceleration
of 7.8 seconds, compared with 11.6
seconds in an 1800, and a maximum speed
raised from around 105mph to 128mph.

Cost was the drawback, the conversion
adding £975 to the £1400 of a standard GT,
pricing it way above rivals of similar
performance. Still, this did not stop the
orders from rolling in between 1970 and
1973. Exact production figures are lost in
the mists of time, but Ken says he stopped
counting past the 200 mark.

0Of course the whole project died a natural
death when the Abingdon factory finally
introduced its own V8 MGB in August 1973
At £1925, it undercut the Costello by quite a
margin, so that there was no longer a real
demand even for converted roadsters. The
story Is not that simple, though. A lot of
water flowed under the bridge between
Costello Motor Engineering and BL on the
way.

For a start, the idea of slotting the V8 into
the B had passed through corporate minds
earlier on, but the product planners had
come to the conclusion that the car would
need to be considerably wider if it was to
accommodate the new engine. End of round
ona!

The next awakening for the works was
when Ken Costello let the Press loose in one
of his cars and accumulated a handy pile of
useful publicity as a result. A letter arrived
from the Director of Engineering at
Longbridge, asking if he could borrow a car









