JALENT

This is no ordinary MGB: it

SmOoKeS its tyres and growls.

David Lillywhite discovers
Costello V8 power
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OB CHUTER WIPES A SPECK OF

dirt from his MGB GT and complains:
“Everyone thinks it’s easy to restore

MGBs because you can get all the

parts. But the parts are crap. They

just don't fit.” Wife Paula nods in
agreement: “I know things haven't fitted — I've
heard the language coming from the garage.”
But Bob, an RAC engineer, is a perfectionist
and his car is no ordinary MGB. That bonnet
bulge and painted aluminium egg-box grille
identify it as a Costello, the Rover V8-pow-
ered creation of Ken Costello that pre-dated
the factory MGB GT V8 by some four years. Of
the Costellos surviving (well under 100),
those in the know regard Bob's as the best.
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¢ ifs more nimbke than
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He’s moved on to the engine bay now,
distracted by the tinlest signs of oxidation
on the shiny aluminium. “T'll have a better
go at this later,” he says between bouts of
polishing, “I didn’t realise it had got so bad.”

In the house, concours trophies twinkle
in their display case. Paula emerges with a
cup the size of a baby, won at the 1996
Bexhill 100. In the dull, grey light the cup
and the MG sparkle as from another world.

Bob closes the glassfibre bonnet, unique
1o the Costelio, pushing down on its edges
with obvious annoyance: “The bioody bon-
net still doesn't fit — I've speni ages on. it.”

It looks perfect to me.

Bob's examining the paint. “For more con-
cours it really needs a respray,” he claims.
"But I'm not going to bother. We like using
it instead. What's the point of driving cars
200 miles a year? This does 3,000."

And then he’s off, like 2 man possessed.
Into the driver’s seat, out of
the drive ~ pause for Paula
to jump into the passenger
seat (the exhaust carches on
the path with two people
aboard) and for us to climb
into our car — and the MG

has disappeared round the corner. Surely
we didn't hear the wheels spin?

Atthe next road junction we catch up, to
be rewarded with a sexy growl from the
MG's staintess steel exhaust, followed by a
howlingly fast getaway. For a while we can
see dirty water being hurled from the
wheels on to the previously spotless red
bodywork and underside, and then he’s off
again, pedestrians’ heads turning to catch a
glimpse of this rorty machine.

I's soon obvious that Bob's car is made of
sterner stuff than the 137bhp factory Vs
{earty Costellos employed the 150bhp P6
version). Bob is in 2 good position to con-
firm this, having owned a facrory V8 and
several 1.8-litre MGBs, as well as a Y-type
and four MGAs. “In the Costello you just
touch the accelerator and it's off,” he grins.

“You hardly have to change down and it's
quieter than a normal MGB. The brakes -
aren’t britliant and the axle

skips around but it's more
nimble than the factory V8.

And it slides well...

“I've owned Triumph
Stags, too. The Costeflo is
ten times better: it's faster.
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a5 L 't;:lm':: and it’s much more eco-
nomical.” Then, as an afterthought, he adds:
“You're not going to make out that it was
easy to restore the Costello just because I've
owned so many cars, are you? It's harder to
do things properly when you've had loads
of cars — you get fed up more quickly.”

Bob bought his Costello in October 1991
for £4,000. It was running, with a current
MoT, but the sills were banana-shaped, the
engine hay messy and the trim damaged.
And it had been repainted silver.
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Straighi into Bob’s half-open carport it
weni, 1o be stripped of its trim. Then out
came the electric sander and off came the
paint, right down to the bare metal “It took
forever with the sander but I don't trust
chemical strippers,” Bob explained. There
were nine coats of palnt in some parrs.

Remarkably, most of the body was sound.
The sills had rotted and the ‘castle’ rails
{between inner and outer sills) had been
badly bodged but the rear wings were rusty
only in their lower sections, escaping &=

i) ill:l: B’ﬁ';r{fnfsﬁh £ ) .

- perfact AL it took

T i few hundred

hours, paticnce and
one nearsdeath
expefience, Small
ot fora Rover Vi
to look this good

=
- O
E
%
=2
5
:




Thebonnet bulge,
epg-pox grille and
diskied alloy whoils
give clues to identicy

the notorious MGB rust problem in the top
sear. Bob says that this helped persuade
him to buy the cax, because he could retain
the original rear wings, along with the rear
valance and tailgate. “That's why the panel
fit at the back is so good,” he adds.

All the same, the bortoms of the wings
had to be cut away to replace the sills. Bob
MIG-welded these into place, even repli-
cating the factory spot-welds where the

repairs were attached to the wheelarch lips.

At the [ront, he had to straighten the acci-
dent-damaged nearside wing: the offside
Was [oo. rusty 100 save. At the same rime
Bob replaced the front valance, into which
he cut holes for extra cooling.

A new door was boughe, tral-fitied, then
chucked out. 1t simply didn't fit properly,
50 Bob repaired the original instead. One
corner of the floor needed a welded repair
and he fitted new sills and castle rails.

Bob even sprayed the Costello himself,
using a tiniy, tankless compressor that he
bought in 1977. Five litres of Flame Red cel-
tulose went on; much of it was polished off
again in a (successful) bid to get as near as
possible to the perfect finish.

Although Bob's life was made easier by
the discovery that the engine needed only
its core plugs and water pump replacing, his
ateention to detail filled up the hours. The
result is an immaculate engine bay. It was
a similar story with the rear axle - rhere
was little wrong with it but Bob stripped it
down, replaced the thrust washers and fit-
ted a small split pin as insurance against the
pinion-shaft roll pin falling out (which can
cause a wrecked axle).

The gearbox was trouble. Having installed
the engine and transmission together, Bob
found that it jumped out of
third gear. Only at the third
arcempt did he solve the
problem, by fliting a
stronger detent spring from
a Hillman Minx — but not
before he narrowly escaped
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being crushed when the combined engine
and gearbox broke free of their supporting
hoist as Bob crawled from under the car,
Having survived that close shave, Bob gave
200 hours of his life (and over £2,000}) to
the renovation of the interior and exterior
trim. Most of it was replaced with new
paris — even the chrome taflgate supports —
but none flited to Bob's exacring standards.
He cites the carpets as 2 typical example:

. “It's the best carpet set that money can buy

but it still didn't fit over the wheelarches.”

The panels inside the rear pillars were the
same: “They never fit ~ 1 had them in and
out ten times before [ was happy. And I'm
on my third tailgate seal — each one took
four houss to fit. People just don't appreci-
ate how long these things take to get right.”

At least Bob's pleased with his set of MAG
(Milf Automotive Group) atioy wheels; rare
optional extras on Costellos. They are
remarkably similar to the wheels fitted 1o
the factory MGB GT V8 thar followed but
close comparison shows that the MAG
wheels are dished inwards at the centre,
whereas the facrory wheels curve outward,

The Costello treatment is topped off with
a new badge, copled fiom the Costello
original by a local engineering firm, It cost
£55, much to Bob’s disgust: "1 hate spend-
ing money. 1 spent £,000 on the car at first
and it looked grand... Then you get carried
away.” The final cost was £5,500 for the
rebuild, on top of the £4,000 purchase price.

Now Bob's just happy to use the Costello,
and use it hard. “there’s no point haviag 2
car like this if you don't thash it, is there?”
He doesn’t plan to sell the Costello but, as
we are leaving, he grins, plances conspira-
torially sideways and whispers, “My neigh-
bour told me to get a new
life and a proper car.”

With that he crawls under
the Costello to begin the
fong task of cleaning its
every nook and cranny. He'll
be there for some time. @

(OSTELLO'S ATTRACTIONS

KEN COSTELLO BUILT HIS FIRST VB MGB IN 1969 AT A
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