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MG REVIVAL

The MGB V8 is now being made again — Pearl McGlen

examines the background of the Costello experiment that

led to the official factory cars . . . Tim Watson discovers a
small garage making brand new MG V8s.




MG REVIVAL

Y the late Sixties the MGB,

whilst still retaining its

popularity as one of the

world’s best loved sports cars,

was undoubtedly suffering
from lack of further development and, as
the new MGC 6-cylinder model had
showed, it could certainly cope with a
great deal more power.

The main criticisms of the MGC were,
on the whole, confined to that cars
understeering characteristics, caused by
the extra weight of the straight-six engine,
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and its inherent laziness and reluctance to
rev. Criticism which, in fairness and with
the passing of time, have come to be
accepted with good natured humour and
tolerance as the cars other, more
enviable, qualities have borne the brunt
of time.

The situation with MG in the late
'sixties however, was such that one man
at least decided to go ahead and put his
money where everyone else’s mouth
was! That man was Ken Costello, garage
owner and engineer, from Farnborough
in Kent, and his brainchild was the
MGB/GT Costello V8.

At this particular moment in time
Rover, under licence to General Motors
in the USA, were producing a superb,
all-alloy, V8 engine for Buicks, which
had been used extensively by General
Motors in the early part of the decade.
The Americans stopped their production
of this particular Vee-eight when
improvements in their thin wall, iron
casting techniques enabled them to
standardise their range and the alloy
engine became surplus to their needs
Rover commenced building the GM V8
in 1967, just as the new MGC was being
introduced and, a year later, Rover Cars
became a part of the British Leyland
empire on the merger with the British
Motor Corporation. Had all this taken
place a year or two earlier, the entire
course of MG history might well have
changed and the MGC would almost
certainly have been V8 powered!

Unfortunately for MG however, there
were deemed to be more important cars
in the BL range which needed this
engine — especially Rover saloons and
the planned Range Rover, so that MG
had to take a back seat.

When Ken Costello decided to market
his conversion, he had little or no trouble
in getting BL to supply his Costello
Motor Engineering Ltd with new Rover
3500 (P6B) engines, and they gave no
indication of either knowing or caring to
what use these engines were being put.

The first Costello MG V8 prototype
came late in 1969 and, from thereon,
the car was gradually improved and put
into production until by 1971 building of

Pearl McGlen recounts
the history of the MGB
Costello V8

the cars was a steady two per week. The
cars were virtually never advertised and
yet a demand soon built up for these
hand-built conversions. At this point I can
quote from a statement issued by Ken
Costello himself:-

“The MG Works Project Team stated
that it was not possible to put a V8
engine into the MGB. They said the car
would have had to be 6 inches wider!
However, I proved otherwise and,
although initially on early models there
was a bonnet bulge, later use of a
modified Weber carburettor brought back
the original MGB line. The Costello V8,
at it’s peak performance, produced
178bhp and not the 150bhp shown in
many road tests.

“It could out-accelerate a Porsche
G115

“A special grill was made for the car,
hence the missing octagonal badge and
the axle and radiator were MGC parts,
as was the 140 mph speedometer.

The MG Works requested the loan of
one of my cars and, on seeing what
could be achieved, brought out their
version of the MGB/GT V8, it thus
became cost prohibitive for me to

Dave Witton, part of the original Costello team now continue the theme with V8 Conversions
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continue to convert the car and the
Costello V8 was finally phased out
when it became impossible to purchase
the V8 engines from Leyland.”

The story goes that, whilst BL said
publicly that the conversion was
impractical for quantity production
applications, privately they were very
impressed and, according to Wilson
McComb in his MG history, Lord
Stokes (Chairman of BL) wanted to
know why MG designers could not do
the same thing! Accordingly Abingdon
were given the go ahead to produce
such a car and, within a very short
time, a V8 engined ‘official’ MG
prototype was on the road.

From this point on it became
increasingly difficult for Ken Costello to
obtain supplies of the new V8 engine
— another case of BL ‘battening down
the hatches’ once they realised the error
of their ways, and finally the supply was
cut off altogether, so that, since 1972,
late type conversions have had to rely
on second-hand Rover and even
refurbished Buick engines.

Ken Costello therefore was forced to
stop producing his cars, and became
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increasingly interested in the
development of 5-speed gearboxes and
is now Technical Director of Kent
Transmissions Ltd. His conversion
business was sold to two enthusiasts —
Dave Vale and Dave Whitton — who
took over the entire operation and
workshops in Orpington, Kent and are
still continuing to convert MG’s under
the name of The V8 Conversion Co.

According to Dave Vale no historicl
records exist and he estimates the total
number of V8 models produced since
1970 as being about 200. The vast
majority of these were GT’s with very
few roadsters produced, possibly
something to do with the lurid tales
which used to abound within the MG
world of how the open car was not
strong enought to stand the massive
torque of the V8 and was known to
twist and distort with dire consequences
to the occupants! I must add that time
has shown this ‘theory’ to be completely
unfounded — the MGB tourer shell
being quite adequate to withstand the
V8 power — problems with V8 torque
always being associated with rear
suspension, axles and transmissions!

In 1979-80 the Editor of Sporting
Cars bought a second-hand Costello V8
MG, a green GT, and ran it as a
successful Q-car. It was supposed to
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have been the second Costello made.

The MGC’s superior suspension,
tougher bodyshell and more suitable
range of axle ratios, coupled with the
adverse criticism levelled at the car at its
launch, should have combined to result
in many of these models being
converted to V8 power, but the records
show that only a very few were. There
was one ‘official’ Costello conversion
and a couple of ‘late’ conversions plus a
C Roadster converted by John
Chatham which has had considerable
press exposure, but no more are known
which gives undeniable proof that C
owners were, and are, perfectly happy
with their cars despite the initially cool
press reception. (The Editor drove the
Chatham car, when it was being run by
journalist Chris Harvey — it was shown
to be an excellent performer, although
the standard MGC steering proved
exceptionally light, rather too light, with
the reduced weight).

The Costello V8 of the 1970-1972
period made use of the Rover 3500cc
(P6B), 150bhp (DIN) engines, in
unmodified form. They retained the
10:5:1 compression ratio together with
the inclined and opposed 134" SU
HIF6 carburettors on the earlier models
which necessitated a large but nicely
executed ‘frying pan’ type bonnet bulge
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on a special fibreglass bonnet.

Later cars used a modified Weber
allowing the standard B bonnet to be
retained and the present day
conversions from The V8 Conversion
Company make use of a specially
fabricated reversed inlet manifold in
conjunction with an Offenhauser inlet
accepting a twin choke sidedraught
Dellorto or, alternatively, a Holley 4
barrel carb, both of which use the
standard bonnet.

Mated to this extremely potent unit,
Ken Costello took the risk of using the
standard MGB gearbox, (the actual
new, all synchromesh version
developed for the MGC and using that
models original non-overdrive, internal
ratios) and appears to have had few, if
any problems. This was driven through
a 9.5in diameter clutch (the MGB uses
an 8in version). The existing
MGB/MGC hypoid bevel back axle
was considered quite strong enough but
the final drive ratio was that of the
early, non-overdrive MGC, i.e. 3.07:1
— this being considerably higher than
the MGB’s 3.909:1. Normal sized MGB
wheels and tyres were used, i.e.

5" x 14" Rostyles (wires not being
considered suitable) with 165 x 14
radial tyres, the latter, of necessity,
being HR rated as opposed to the usual

Costello V8 made use of the Rover 3500, later modification to the carbs led to the bonnet bulge being removed
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SR type fitted to the MGB.

All the brakes, suspension, steering
etc., were standard MGB except that
harder, DS11 brake pads were specified
and a servo was fitted as standard. The
only other modification which had to be
made to early models was the dressing
back of the inner front wings to clear
the specially fabricated exhaust
manifolding. This procedure became
unnnecessary on later cars after the
advent of the ‘official’ Leyland V8
which had more clearance in the engine
bay.

The radiator was the only other
major change — an MGC part being
fitted with the resultant extra cooling
ability. Strangely enough no oil cooler
was specified on early examples.

A new and very different front grill
was designed for the car — of ‘eggbox’
pattern — which fitted in front of and in
addition to the existing standard, inset
and not very attractive MGB affair. The
combination of the new grille and large
bonnet bulge gave the Costello V8 a
very impressive and attractive snout.

Some special Dunlop alloy wheels
were available as an optional extra but
many cars were sold with the standard
rostyles as the car, with extras, tended
to be rather expensive.

Compared with these figures, the
MGB/GT cost a mere £1,459, the
Reliant Scimitar GTE cost £2,300, the
Triumph Stag £2,387 and a 3 litre Ford
Capri only £1,538. It can be seen
therefore that the Costello V8 was far
from cheap and this must have
influenced its sales figures.

Driving the Costello

The Costello V8 is 90Ibs lighter overall
than the MGB/GT and the all-alloy
engine makes the weight distribution
exactly 50:50. The combination of a
3.07:1 final drive and 165-14 tyres
gives a figure of 27.9mph per 1000
revs in overdrive top gear, making this
a similarly long-legged and unstressed
car to the MGC.

Despite the ultra high gearing, the
Costello V8 is extremely quick off the
mark. Autocar Magazine road-tested a
new example in May 1972 and, despite
the engine still being very tight owing to
the few miles it had covered, the
magazine recorded 0-60mph in 7.8
secs and 0-100 in a mere 22.0 secs.
For comparison, the same years model
of MGB took 13 secs to reach 60mph
and, after 22 secs, was only doing
76mph! The engine develops over
200lbs/ft of torque (DIN) and the peak
comes at 2,750rpm.

Autocar found the car flexible and
easy to drive and, despite the massive
power and absence of rear radius rods,
experienced no axle tramp even under
hard acceleration. They compared the
car very favourably with their staff
Sunbeam Tiger and found it much
more subtle, just as quick and much
safer on corners with far more traction
on wet roads and no suspension
problems at all. They wondered why
BL hadn’t produced such a model and
concluded: “As a conversion we rate
this car as perfect and as a model in its
own right it deserves the highest
praise”.

The car featured in this article is a
1971 example with 89,000 miles on
the clock and retaining all the important
Costello features, i.e. the bonnet bulge,
early carburettor set up, special badging
etc, but in addition has one or two
further modifications. The axle is an
MGC 3.3:1 ratio thereby lowering the
final drive. The clutch is a competition
one, making for rather more pedal
effort than normal, the rear suspension
has been changed to Koni telescopics
from the standard lever arm dampers
and the car, as tested, was shod with
Pirelli P6 low profile tyres, 195/65 HR
14, effectively lowering the gearing
even further. (This tyre size being
approximately equivalent to a 145 or
150 — 14 82% aspect type!). And
finally the car is fitted with a specially
fabricated DUAL exhaust system in
place of the standard single.

The result is what must be one of the
very fastest road-going MG’s in the
country.

Accurate performance figures were
difficult to obtain as we were dogged
with damp weather and a great deal of
wheelspin but the car scorched off the
line and rocketed to 60, snaking under
the torque, in something under 6 secs
on up to 100 between 16 and 17 secs.
The original Costello was said to be
capable of 130mph on the 3.07 axle
and standard wheels but obviously the
lower gearing of this particular example

- . o o & fa
The B with the most sting. To many this looks
somewhat limits its top end
performance although the dual exhaust
possibly rectifies it. We can only
estimate top speed — not having the
benefit of an off-road test track — but a
quick sprint up to 125 mph on our
measured local mile proved there was
still something left under the right foot.

A conservative estimate of this cars
power output as tested would be
around 180bhp (DIN).

The Costello is totally tractable in all
forms of traffic but does show a slight
tendency to run hot when involved in
long traffic queues and, although no
actual overheating has been
experienced, it is a car which is
obviously happiest out on the open
road rather than a city stalker!
Cornering ability has been even further
improved with the addition of the
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like a standard MGB, but only the driver knows that beneath that bonnet lurks a V8 capable of speeds up to 13p mph

Koni’s and the car feels safe and stable
at all times and speeds.

This particular example has now
been re-shod on Wolfrace alloys with
185/70 HR 14 Pirelli CN36 tyres in
order to restore the gearing to
something nearer the original and more
economic figures.

The Costello V8 is a real ‘macho’ fun
car. It combines the smoothness and
silkiness of the Leyland MG/V8 with
more exciting performance and
aggressive appearance and, as such,
displays somewhat more character than
its later bretheren. A classic in its own
right it represents an important and
historic development in the MG story.

V8 Conversions can be found at Oak Farm,
Farnborough Hill, Green Street Green,
Orpington, Kent.

Torque (Max)
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’,'Engine Type .
Engine Cnpac_itg

‘Max. Power

Carburettors

Transmission

Final Drive
Dampers
Wheels

'Fuel Tank

MPG
Production

- _Vee-gight ’
7 '180blip (DIN)

70n 3rd & top

'Hypoid bevel 3. 31 1=
Lever arm front/ Konis rear

2011b/ft (DIN) _
SU HIF6 (134")x 2 :
4 speed manual with ovetdrlve

5 x 14 Pressed steel Bostyle
195/65 HR 14 Pirelli P6
Discs (F) Drums (R) Servo nssisted
12 gallons

pg overall /30 touring

200 + since 1970.
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were based on the same frame as the
V8&’s that British Leyland produced.
Surprisingly the MGB gearbox, with an
adaptor plate, will take the power from RO s e —

the V8 engine with no trouble, though Dave Vale (left) and Dave Witton (right) outside their small V8 Conversion workshop at
we can supply a five speed box. None Farnborough, in Kent, with just some of the MGBs they convert to V8 Super Power
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