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problem solved

People acquire classic cars for all sorts 
of reasons. Besides driving to (and 
hopefully back from) car shows, most 
owners enjoy evening and weekend 
outings through the summer months and 
most will have at least some interest in, 
and probably gain as much enjoyment, 
from tinkering with their car, not only 
for regular maintenance but also to 
improve on the original specifications. 
So, having acquired a classic Triumph, 
what upgrades and improvements can 
be considered that will make it safer and 
more comfortable as it shares the road 
with its modern counterparts? A number 
of items are discussed that could lead 
to an improvement in both safety and 
convenience. However, if you place a 
premium on exact originality then not all 
suggestions will be for you. 

Head & Tail Lights
I experienced an incident one summer 
while driving on a local suburban road 
which, in industrial H&S jargon, would 
probably have been classified as a “report-
able incident.” The driver of a tour bus, not 
normally seen on such roads, made an 
abrupt left turn across my path causing 
me to immediately drop all anchors. For-
tunately, only the heart rate suffered but 
the incident got me thinking that perhaps 
the bus driver hadn’t seen the approaching 
Triumph because of its small size and low 
profile and perhaps his gaze was fixated 
more on the larger SUV following several 
vehicle lengths behind me.

Consequently, having the brightest pos-
sible headlights, tail lights, and signal lights 
ensures that you can see and be seen in all 
conditions, even if you don’t plan on driving 

at night. It is best to use dip beam headlights 
at all times and consideration could be given 
to installing a daytime light system (about 
$40 from your favourite auto store) so as 
to have daytime running lights connected 
through the ignition switch. We all must have 
forgotten, at one time or another, to switch 
off the headlights when parking, so if you 
plan to leave the lighting as standard, per-
haps fitting a headlight “on” warning buzzer1 

is an alternative worth considering.
It is amazing the improvement that can 

be obtained just by removing the plas-
tic lamp lenses and thoroughly cleaning 
them inside and outside. Forty plus years 
of grime can reduce efficiency! While at 
it, consideration should be given to the 
replacement of the rubber gaskets, which 
have likely gone hard or disintegrated over 

time, thus preventing water and dirt get-
ting back inside your clean lenses, particu-
larly on the rear light clusters. 

I recently read in a Moss Motors Tech 
Tip forum that a significant improvement 
in tail light brightness can be achieved by 
making a reflector out of silver mylar which 
should be readily available from craft and 
hobby shops or from Amazon.com.

All of the bulb holders should be cleaned 
and freshened with emery paper to re-
move years of oxidation build up. Ground-
ing (earth) points should be cleaned and 
re-secured. Many electrical issues can be 
traced back to poor grounding. All bulbs 
should be replaced if more than 10 years 
old regardless of whether or not they are 
still working. Consideration could be given 
to the use of halogen or LED replacement 
bulbs, although it will be necessary to use 
different bulb holders and/or install relays 
depending on the actual current draw. 

Halogen headlights, another excellent 
upgrade, will require some new wiring and 
the installation of a pair of relays to remove 
the full current draw away from the panel 
light switch and prevent overheating, or 
potential melt down.

Turn Signals
The self-cancelling mechanism on turn sig-
nals can become non-operational over time 
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resulting in one’s turn signals being left 
flashing for mile after mile, causing annoy-
ance and mayhem for other motorists. The 
solution is to adjust the column indicator 
switch so that the cancelling mechanism on 
the switch is the appropriate distance from 
the striker clip on the steering column. If the 
striker clip is worn it should be replaced. 

There are, however, a couple of other 
solutions to consider which involve the 
use of a brighter LED-type light bulb and/
or a louder buzzer/clicker to provide more 
positive visual and audible warning, espe-
cially when coping with the extra noise of 
top down driving. There are at least two 
off-the-shelf solutions available; one is 
from Lite Minder2 in the U.S. and the other 
from John Wells of Norfolk, U.K.3 I have fit-
ted one of the John’s units to my Six and 
find the LED light an amazing improve-
ment in strong sunlight and of course, the 
beeper means one will never again forget 
to cancel one’s turn signal, although I have 
to admit that I had to mute the beeper with 

a piece of masking tape! The unit can also 
be used in place of the oil warning, or in-
deed, any other warning light.

Panel Lights
When it’s time to replace the bulbs on 
your facia panel, consider using screw-in 
LED bulbs for a remarkable improvement 
in light intensity. The bulbs fit right in to 

the existing holders but you may need to 
punch out the green plastic domes on the 
instrument. Some of the smaller instru-
ments require smaller size bulbs.

Accessory Outlet
Installing a 12-volt power plug is a useful 
addition for recharging cell phones and 
GPS units. Don’t forget to install a dedicat-
ed in-line fuse of appropriate amperage. 
Some of the older central panel light rheo-
stats can be prone to overheating, leading 
to reported melt downs, or worse. Consid-
eration should be given to replacing it with 
a modern unit or disconnecting altogether.

Fuses
British cars of this vintage were horribly 
under-protected when it came to electrical 
fuses and circuits. There is a good deal of 
information available on the internet and 
from the likes of British car electrical guru, 
Dan Masters4, on rewiring a Triumph and 
updating the fuse panel with relays and 

modern, spade-type fuses. 
However, even if you are retaining the 

original fuse box and wiring, it is worthwhile 
checking the type of fuses being used as it is 
very likely that incorrect replacement fuses 
may be present in your car. The original IEC 
Lucas-type fuses (glass tube type with the 
paper insert) are rated at 35 amps which is 
the fuse’s surge limit and not the current that 
it can reliably carry (the constant load capac-
ity), which is actually about ½ that amperage, 
or 17 amps. If your fuses have been replaced 
with comparable-looking North American 
fuses (AGC or SFE glass tube type) bearing 
a 35 amp rating then you are actually get-
ting inadequate fuse protection because 
these fuses are rated at twice the appropriate 
amperages and should be immediately re-
placed with the proper Lucas fuses from your 
favourite British parts dealer. If British fuses 
are not available then use a 15 amp (AGC) or 
possibly a 20 amp (SFE) fuse, there being no 
17 amp North American fuses available. 

Heat Insulation
It is well worth the few hours of effort re-
quired to install insulation under the carpets, 
over the transmission tunnel and the firewall. 
A cool car really is a more comfortable car. 
Make sure, however, that any such material 
does not cause the carpet to interfere with 
the free movement of the brake, clutch and 
accelerator pedals. There are several varieties 
of heat shield/sound deadening material on 
the market. Remember, the metallic side is 
placed against the heat source.

Waterless Coolant
If you have ever experienced the 60 minute 
+ line up to cross in to the U.S. during the 
summer then you may have watched with 
some dismay as your temperature steadily 
climbed to the extreme right hand side of 
the gauge. Evans Waterless Coolant (EWC) is 
one of several such ‘waterless’ cooling fluids. 
As the name implies, this is a non-aqueous 
product and protects from minus 40 de-
grees C up to 180 degrees C (-400 to 3750 F). 

The Evans website in-
cludes a video showing 
Edd China (Wheeler Deal-
ers) converting a TR6 over 
to waterless coolant. The 
good news is that once in 
your system, EWC never 
has to be removed and it lasts a lifetime pro-
vided there is no water contamination. Now 
comes the biggest surprise, as even when 
the engine is hot and running, you will still 
be able to remove the radiator cap without 
being scalded or coolant being spewed out 
under pressure! If you squeeze your coolant 
hoses, you will find, even with the engine 
running, they are as soft as when cool. Due 
to the absence of water, the pressure from 
the coolant is negligible and as a result, hos-
es will not deteriorate so rapidly.

Electric Fan
A further aid to better cooling is the in-
stallation of a thermostatically controlled 
‘pusher’ electric fan to the front of the 
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radiator. Hayden and Kenlowe are two of 
the better known manufacturers. The fans 
are easily attached by plastic ties pass-
ing through the cooling veins of the ra-
diator. Installation of a thermostat control 
or manual switch and a relay is required 
to keep the current draw away from the 
switching mechanism.

Electronic Ignition
Regular replacing or gapping of ignition 
points and setting the timing is not a 
particularly difficult task but can be a nui-
sance. However, the task can be eliminated 
by changing to an electronic ignition sys-
tem like the Pertronix Ignitor. The unit sits 
under the distributor cap and maintains 

the original look. With electronic ignition, 
the timing of the ignition system remains 
fixed, rather than varying as the points 
wear down, and the car’s tolerance to mi-
nor variations in timing, which can occur if 
a distributor shaft is slightly worn, is con-
siderably more tolerant with an electronic 
ignition. Some electronic ignition systems 
do not readily integrate with the electronic 
tachometers fitted to TR7s and Stags which 
may require some modification. Some of 
the new electronic distributors do not have 
a mechanical offtake to provide a linkage 

to a mechanical tachometer. 
In conjunction with electronic igni-

tion, one can also consider upgrading to a 
high performance coil, such as a Bosch or 
Flame-Thrower oil cooled coil, to provide a 
larger spark at the plugs for added power 
and fuel economy, as pitting of the points 
is no longer a consideration.

vide for additional electrical accessories 
such as high intensity driving lights or 
other electrical accessories. There are re-
placement alternators out there that can 
be dropped in without any modifications 
being made. However, some replacement 
alternators may require the use of a longer 
fan belt or a different tensioning bracket 
and it may be necessary to replace the 
older five-terminal alternator wiring with 
a single three terminal plug. 

Negative Ground
Earlier TR models with a positive ground 
should be converted to negative ground-
ing. It is not exactly a case of just swap-
ping the battery terminals but the reason 
for doing this conversion is convenience 
- it allows for the use of modern electrical 
accessories, especially radios. The Vintage 
Triumph Register, Moss Motors website, as 
well as other internet sites, provide reason-
ably detailed descriptions of the necessary 
moves to take.  

Overdrive
If your TR, Spitfire or Stag has a manual 
four-speed gearbox you may want to con-
sider adding the appropriate Laycock de 
Normanville overdrive unit to provide an 
additional two ratios on third and fourth 
gear (the A-type unit can also be wired to 
provide an overdrive second gear ratio). 
Overdrive allows the car to cruise at sus-
tained speed with reduced engine RPM, 
leading to better fuel economy, lower 
noise and vibration. Both A-type and J-
type overdrive units are becoming harder 
to find although Quantum Mechanics of 
Oxford, CT and Little Britain Motors would 
be a good starting point. Some people 
have successfully bypassed the issue by 
installing a Toyota or Ford five-speed trans-
mission into their TR6s. Herman Van den 
Akker provides a conversion kit to adapt 
a transmission from a Toyota Celica/Supra 
(1982-85) or pickup truck (1984-96). 
(see ad page 37 – Ed)

Tires
Any tires older than 6 or 7 years, regardless 
of the tread wear, should be considered for 
replacement. A more in-depth article on 
this subject was published in the Fall 2011 
issue of Ragtop5.

Seat Belts
Early static seat belts should be replaced 
with the inertia-reel type. Ensure that 
the seat fasteners are installed securely, 
through the frame if possible, with large 
bolts and washers. Shoulder belt fasteners 
should be no lower than six inches below 
the shoulder.

Body Mountings
Unless your car has had a recent frame off 
restoration, it is highly unlikely that any of 
the main body mounts have ever been re-
placed. These comprise a combination of 
rubber, canvas and metal pads which will 
have compressed, hardened or disinte-
grated over time leading to some unwant-
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Alternator
In the later model cars that were equipped 
with alternators, it can be worthwhile in-
creasing the current output from say the 
typical 35 amp to 50 or 60 amps to pro-
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ed looseness or vibration between body and frame. Most Triumph 
parts suppliers have handy kits available of all the requisite parts 
for about $120, although it is not an easy job to replace all of the 
mountings without major disassembly.

Roll Bar
Proper installation of a roll bar has two advantages, firstly, it can pro-
vide added protection for the occupants in the event of a roll over 
and secondly, it can be used as a supporting frame for the instal-
lation of a wind blocker to alleviate some of the eddy effect when 
top-down driving. 

Suspension
The car’s suspension comprises damper units and springs. The term 
shock absorber is actually a misnomer as it is the springs that support 
the car and the shock absorbers dampen the springs by controlling 
how quickly they extend and compress. When in rebound the piston 
of the shock absorber is being pulled out from its body and when 
in compression, the piston is being pushed back into the body. The 
unit’s ability to control such compression and rebound can greatly 
impact on the car’s handling.

Shock absorbers wear out over time, as the internal seals, valves 
and other parts deteriorate. A worn-out shock absorber will not 
keep the tire firmly planted on the road. Original shock absorbers 
and springs that are currently 40 or more years old should be re-
placed (in pairs). 

The original Armstrong lever-arm units installed at the rear of 
the IRS TRs can be rebuilt or conversions to modern, tube-style 
shock absorbers are available. When replacing or upgrading the 
rear suspension, consideration should be given to the installation 
of polyurethane trailing arm bushings and the possible installation 
of a set of Good Parts adjustable trailing arm brackets to facilitate 
easy adjustment of rear camber. 

On the front suspension, in addition to replacement of springs 
and dampers, one could consider replacing the standard bushings 
with polyurethane ones for the upper and lower inner wishbone 
pivots as well as on the lower outer pivots connecting the trunnions 
to the lower spring pan assemblies and the rubber mounts on the 
front sway bar might also benefit from replacement.

 
Cylinder Head Oil Feed
This provides increased oil flow to your valve train and extends en-
gine life. The external oil feed pipe routes oil from the main engine 
oil gallery directly to the back of the cylinder head. It may lead to 
excessive oil consumption if your valve guides or piston rings re-
quire attention.

Battery Isolator
A battery isolator or cut-off switch is very useful when conducting 
work on the car or for long term storage. A strategically placed re-
mote switch can deter theft. The isolator should be installed on the 
negative terminal of the battery. If your radio is code protected, en-
sure you have the code to hand before disconnecting your battery.

Fire Extinguisher
A car fire extinguisher should be an essential 
part of every vehicle safety kit, not just your 
British classic. It will allow you to fight a blaze 
and deter excessive vehicle damage. How-
ever, all fire extinguishers are not made equal. 
When in doubt, go for the largest convenient 
size – at least 2 lbs. Dry powder fire extinguish-
ers are the lowest cost choice but Halon or 
preferably, Halotron filled extinguishers are a better choice and are 
far less harmful to the vehicle components. Carrying a fire blanket 
could provide additional insurance. Of course, for improved safety, 
your fire extinguisher should be securely attached to the vehicle 
and be readily accessible. ragtop
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Not all of these modifications or upgrades are essential but some of 
them have more than a modicum of merit for safe reliable modern 
driving and, if truth be admitted, none of them really go too far beyond 
the look or feel of the manufacturer’s original specifications. 




