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When the engine you’re rebuilding is rushed to A&E in the back of a taxi, you
know things aren’t going as planned. Mark Evans’ workshop capers continue...
THE STORY
SO FAR
Eight weeks in and life in
the workshop isn’t getting
any easier for vet and
amateur mechanic Mark
Evans. At the start of 2005,
he and his workshop buddy
Les Dale took on the task
of completely rebuilding
a 1973 MGB Roadster in
just three months. And all
in front of a TV camera for
Mark’s latest small-screen
epic – An MG Is Born.
When they started, neither
had any real spanner
experience of working on
MGBs. Mark hadn’t even
driven one. They had a
mountain to climb but they
conquered it... mostly on
their hands and knees.

I

N ANY relationship, it’s important to have
at least some secrets. Get to know a friend
too well and the mystery surrounding them
evaporates. That’s what happened between me
and my MG over the ﬁrst eight weeks of our
rollercoaster affair. In the last issue Les and I
completed all the metalwork on our to-do list
and I endured a seam-sealing nightmare ahead
of a mad dash to the paintshop. I had grown
too close to my MG. We had no secrets
left and, frankly, I was sick of
the sight of her. A few
days apart were
overdue.

Man with camera for
head ﬁlms the rebuild.

Given the fact I rolled up at the paintshop
more than 12 hours late, painters Mick and
Richard would have been within their rights to
send me home again. But, despite booking the
car in weeks beforehand, I reckon my arrival
with a shell ready to stone-chip and paint was
actually an unexpected surprise. I don’t think
Mick and Richard ever believed we would get
the bodyshell rebuilt in the allotted time.
Back in the workshop, Les and I were able to
get stuck into the MG’s engine and gearbox,
and that’s what I’m going to talk about in this
issue. We love pulling apart and rebuilding the
mechanical bits and had been looking forward
to stripping, refurbishing and upgrading my
MG’s B-series lump since day one. All went
well until we started to reassemble
it. Then, what should have
been just another
ﬁlming day

turned into a block-wrenching drama that
would see the stripped engine chauffeur-driven
on a 60-mile round trip in the back of a taxi.

DRAMATIC ENGINE BUILD
Given my love of big engines, I had been sorely
tempted to pluck out my MG’s heavy, castiron, four-pot lump and graft in a lightweight
V8. Plenty of friends and fans had assumed I
would do nothing less. But there were three
good reasons I didn’t. First, I had completely
rebuilt a Rover V8 on my previous workshop
TV series (A 4x4 Is Born), so thought it better
to avoid repetition. Second, if I wanted a V8
sportscar, I wouldn’t start with an MG, I would
buy a Stag. Third, by all accounts the B-series is
a remarkably good little engine.
Given the extent to which the B-series
engine has been used and abused over the
years, it must be a tough and reliable bit of kit.
It’s also dead easy to work on and ideal for any
aspiring classic car mechanic to cut his or her
teeth on. I learned how an engine works
by repeatedly stripping and
rebuilding the four-

cylinder engine in my Spitﬁre Mk III. I could
just as easily have ended up an MGB owner.
But having now worked on both, I’m glad I
ended up with a Triumph because it has two
built-in mechanic’s seats in the form of the
front wheels. It’s a lot more comfortable sitting
while you work than leaning over an easily
damaged wing with your hamstrings on the
point of rupture.
Les and I had plucked the heart from my
MG’s rotting carcass on day two. I say Les and
I, but it was actually much more a team effort.
About halfway through the job, and while
ﬁlming, Les had to disappear to help a friend
whose Trike had broken down. So Pete Mate
(director) and Nick (sound) stepped in. With
the help of a suitable crane, it’s possible to
remove an engine single-handed, but it’s a hell
of a lot easier with six hands. The only problem
is co-ordinating everyone’s efforts so that noone gets their ﬁngers trapped. I’m glad to say
we all left the workshop that day able to count
all ten, but thanks to Pete’s slightly over
enthusiastic winching, two of the long bellhousing bolts ended up banana-shaped.
Taking the engine to bits was uneventful
apart from having a bit of bother removing the
camshaft. The trick is to take the distributor
drive out ﬁrst. If we’d bothered to read a
manual or used what little grey matter we have
between us, we would have got it right ﬁrst
time. But we didn’t, so we struggled.
A receipt in the car’s history ﬁle revealed
that the engine we were working on was not
the original unit. It had been changed in 1990,
so it came as no surprise to discover that the
pistons were already 40 thou (0.04in)
oversize (marked on their tops) and the
big-end bearing shells were marked ten thou
(0.01in) undersize. Otherwise it seemed to be a
standard 1800cc B-series ‘18V’ unit.
In days gone by, having stripped an engine, I
would spend hours at the parts washer
cleaning and scrubbing everything from the
entire block down to individual nuts and bolts.
Not any more. For the MG project I managed
to get hold of a proper workshop dishwasher
that does the job for you at the touch of a
button (an Odlings MCR). The parts go on a

Mark gets down to
some stripping.

MGB’s heart is
ripped out.

Bay looks a state
with no engine.

spinning turntable (it will take up to 100kg)
and are sprayed from all directions by a hot
solution of alkaline salts and sodium nitrite. In
just ten minutes the parts are cleaner than you
will ever achieve by hand. And as well as
reducing our workload, the dishwasher helped
keep us warm. On frosty days, tea breaks were
taken sitting on top of it.
Les and I spent hours chewing the cud over
possible engine modiﬁcations and discussed
our ideas with some notable experts including
the legendary Roger Parker – technical guru at
the MG Owners’ Club. Upgrading
any engine to squeeze more

Engine before
stripping begins.
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MARK’S MGB
MAKE AND
MGB roadster
MODEL
ENGINE
1800cc/4-cyl/OHV
SPECIFICATION Right-hand drive
for UK
Bracken
EXTERIOR
COLOUR
TRIM
Autumn Leaf, vinyl
HOOD
Black, vinyl
DATE OF BUILD November 2-6,
1973 (11 months
older and it would
be tax-exempt
– no wonder seller
Jeremy was so
keen for me to
buy it!)
DATE OF
November 7, 1973
DESPATCH
(when it was less
than a week old)
DESTINATION
Hall and Laine
Ltd, Bath (anyone
know if this ﬁrm
still exists?)
FACTORY-FITTED Rostyle wheels,
EQUIPMENT
overdrive

Head removed to show
pistons and bores
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performance from it
is a science. It’s all too easy
to carry out upgrades for the sake of
it. If you don’t plan any speciﬁcation changes
and modiﬁcations carefully, you could easily
end up spending time and money to achieve
very little. You could even end up making your
much-loved sportscar less fun to drive. Our
aim was to enhance the performance of the
18V unit without going over the top. So we
decided to go for what seems to be a fairly
standard package of upgrades that can yield
around 30 per cent more useful and useable
power across the entire rev range.
The cylinders would be bored out to 60 thou
(0.06in) oversize from standard, giving a new
total capacity of around 1870cc. Increasing

capacity is
always a good idea
and you can go bigger – a
1950cc conversion was popular in the
Seventies – but it can get expensive. Because Bseries engines are a little ‘rough’ at the best of
times (Roger’s words, not mine), we would
also dynamically balance the crank and
ﬂywheel. And although the original factoryﬁtted cam has a well-designed and proven cam
proﬁle, we would replace it with one that
would open the valves further and keep them
open for longer.
Most of the effort, though, would be
concentrated on modifying the original
cylinder head to achieve more efﬁcient gas
ﬂow. This would include ﬁtting largerdiameter inlet valves, performance valve
springs and lightweight alloy valve spring
retainer caps. We would also get both the
inlet and exhaust ports opened up a little
and some poor soul would be let loose on a
port-polishing frenzy (get more explosive
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Sixty thou overbored cylinders.

Gearbox as
removed.
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Gearbox reassembled
and ready for reﬁt.

mixture into
the cylinder and you’ll
get a bigger bang).
We would keep the standard 1.5in HIF
carburettors because they are more than
capable of allowing our upgraded engine to
breath efﬁciently, but we would change the
needles for triple ‘A’s. When up and running,
we could put the car on a rolling road to play
around with different needle proﬁles. We
would also change the standard air ﬁlters f
or less-restrictive units and ﬁt a ceramiccoated, tubular, stainless-steel, performance
exhaust system. Although it looks like
something from The Flintstones, the original
exhaust manifold is actually a very efﬁcient
unit let down by the rest of the system. We
were keen to discover if ceramic-coating the
manifold would stop it boiling the carbs that
sit above it. Time would tell.
All the specialist machining required was
carried out by Classic and Modern Engine
Services in Bracknell. Boss Paul Adams is an
engineer with vast experience. He’s been
machining engines since he was a teenager.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to be there when
Pete Mate ﬁlmed the various processes so, like
you, I can only watch the highlights on the TV
or DVD. And I do so, again and again. For me
there’s something endlessly fascinating about
watching a self-centering cylinder borer at
work or a block being re-faced by a
polycrystallised diamond. If I could put more
of this stuff on my TV shows and DVDs, I
would. Problem is, TV execs don’t get quite as
excited about this kind of stuff as we do.
Back at the workshop and with all the
machined bits and new parts laid out on one
bench, we began to ﬁlm the step-by step
process of rebuilding the engine. But we didn’t
get far. With the crank in and the main bearing
caps torqued-up, I turned the crank, as you do,
to check for free and easy movement. But it all

engine, we may have got away with it. But, it
felt very dodgy. Through each 360-degree
would have been a crazy gamble to take. For
rotation there were a couple of ‘tight’ spots.
what it’s worth, our advice is this: if you ﬁnd a
Nothing major, but it just didn’t feel right. Les
problem when building an engine, resolve it.
checked it and agreed. So, with the clock
Don’t just assume it will wear itself in. It
ticking on a very expensive ﬁlming day, we
could just as easily wear itself out.
stripped the crank out and examined
every part of both it and all of its
THE GEARBOX
ﬁve main bearings. There were
Thanks to a rugged farm-track
some strange witness marks
test drive, we knew that the
on some of the main bearing
gearbox worked and didn’t
shells, but apart from that
make any nasty noises.
nothing that could explain
Because of the MG’s handy
the problem. So we rebuilt it
Chief p
access panel, you can easily do
and the same thing happened.
roject e
ngin
Dale pla
a visual check on the gears and
It was now midday and we had
ys a big eer Les
th
e
ours were OK. From what I
to ﬁlm the complete assembly of
MGB re role in
build.
understand, the all-synchromesh
the engine by 6pm.
four-speed MG boxes are relatively
Having worked on more than 1000
strong and sturdy, so we didn’t think it
TV programmes over the past 15 years, I’ve
necessary to do a more detailed strip and
learned to expect the unexpected on ﬁlming
rebuild. If the worst came to the worst we
days. There’s no point in panicking when
could always whip it off later and sort it out.
things go wrong, and in fact on this kind of
But there were a couple of simple jobs that
show, this kind of problem adds to the drama,
those in the know reckon it’s always worth
entertainment and reality of what ends up on
doing whenever you have the gearbox and
screen. So, wherever possible, I carry on
engine apart. So we did them.
ﬁlming. In this case, I made a quick phone call
First, we took a long hard look at the clutch
to a chauffeur friend of mine (the bloke I
release bearing and its lever arm, or fork. We
bought the donor Range Rover from in my
previous series) and 20 minutes later the block, decided to ﬁt a new release bearing and renew
the fork’s phosphor-bronze pivot bush.
crankshaft and main bearing caps were loaded
Neither were badly worn, but both are cheap
into the back of his executive taxi.
and easy to replace. It’s a no-brainer. Before
Like surgeons waiting at A&E, Paul and his
ﬁtting these new parts, we quickly removed the
team at the engine workshop were there to
end plate covering the ﬁrst motion shaft
greet the taxi and rush the block into casualty.
It turned out that one of the main bearing caps bearing. It seems that the huge-diameter but
very thin bearing shim that sits between the
was 1.5 thou (0.015in) undersize – a problem
bearing and its cover is prone to falling apart
that Paul thinks was probably there from its
and failing. Ours came away in bits, so I’m
last rebuild in 1990. Back at the workshop, a
refuelled ﬁlm crew was ready and waiting when really glad we checked. Don’t forget to renew
the gasket and oil seal.
the taxi returned three hours later. As well as
eating the crew’s lunch, we had used the time
to ﬁlm a few jobs on the gearbox (see later) and THE OVERDRIVE
We had to decide what to do with the
were now ready to crack on where we had left
overdrive. We knew it was OK (see the
off ﬁrst thing that morning.
November 2005 issue to see how we checked –
By 7pm, the crew was on the way home and
call Back Issues Hotline on 01323 831625), but
Les and I were left to reﬂect on an interesting
I was desperate to take it apart to see how it
day, not yet over. If, having discovered the
worked. Everyone else convinced me it would
problem, we had carried on building the

JOBS DONE THIS MONTH
● Rebuilt engine incorporating a number of upgrades
and enhancements
● Checked and overhauled the gearbox
● Built a new overdrive from scratch
● Organised all parts to refurbish and ﬁt front cross
member and rear axle
● Booked slot for Stage Two paintjob (more about
my unorthodox paintjob and controversial choice of
colour in the next issue)
LIST OF JOBS TO DO
● Refurbish front crossmember
● Strip, overhaul and paint rear axle
● Pipe and wire the shell
● Fit front and rear suspension units
● Overhaul brakes
● Fit engine and gearbox
● Fit front wings and hang doors (for the last time)
● Second Stage Paint
● Upgrade heater box and ﬁt (nightmare)
● Fit new windscreen and frame (nightmare)
● Fit all engine bay components
● Make and ﬁt new red leather upholstery
● Too much else to contemplate... I can feel
another migraine coming on

be a bad idea because I wouldn’t ﬁgure out
how to put its 130 or so component parts back
together again. And, more importantly, having
warned me, they wouldn’t be prepared to help
if I got stuck.
Not to be deterred, I called GKN Driveline
(which makes all kinds of overdrives) and
begged them to let me see one in bits.
Sometimes it pays to pester and we spent a
fantastic day at the factory ﬁlming the
assembly of a new overdrive for my car from
start to ﬁnish. What an amazing and incredibly
complex piece of engineering an overdrive is.
Sadly there isn’t space here to include the many
diagrams and drawings it would take to explain
it. If you want to know more, you could do
worse than watch my DVD – the relevant bit is
on Disc Two, Episode 6. I always thought my
MG had a single clutch. In fact, thanks to the
overdrive, it has three. You’re guaranteed
to win a few bar-room bets with that one.

a

NEED TO KNOW

An overdrive
unit in bits.

Odlings MCR: (automatic degreaser)
0151 3550261, www.odlingsmcr.co.uk
GKN Driveline: gearbox parts and services,
0121 3136237, www.gkndriveline.co.uk
Classic and Modern Engine
Services: 01344 488853,
www.classic-and-modern
-engine-services.co.uk
For a full contacts list relating
to our MG Project, see www.
markevans.co.uk

AN MG IS BO

Mark brushes up
the engine.

Cutaway model
of overdrive unit.
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