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Simple and tough ­
Austin's post-war baby

Mechallicallysimple, theA40 ill all its guises
transported thousands of families for 20 years.

B JTritton traces thecar's histon;.

T
he first post-wa r des igned Austin
was the A40 family saloon, intro­
duced in 1947. The A40 design ation
was destined to last 20 years.

encompassi ng 12 different models and
rema ining- one of the most popular family
saloo ns throu gh out that tim e.

The Devon and Dorset sta rted it a ll off,
four-doo r and. two-door saloons respcc­
lively, with a "Uti li ty" or estate version and
the Hl-cw t van and pickup follo wing in
1948.

Austin's first small OHV of 1200cc (th e
16hp, 2199cc) of 1945 had been the marque's
first O H V in a pri vat e ca r, was housed in a
rou nd ed bod y which - almost inev itab ly for
the tim e - harked back to a pre-war US
design , in this case the '41 Che vro let.

Other mod em features were hydrom e­
chanica ] bra kes where previ ou s Au stin's
were rod -operated.
coil-spring ind e­
penden t fru nt su spen­
sio n and pastel
colours .

One pre-war fea ture
the A40 did retain at
th is stage was a
massive V-section
cross braced chassis.
This, coupled with
bo lt-on heavy-gauge
pan els (the w hole front
assemb ly, including

both wings, was in one sect io n), mean t that
th e Devon and Do rset we re se t for long lives
in the chass is /body department.

And so they were mech anically. The
1200cc O HV unit was tou gh , if a littl e u nder­
powered for a heavy car, and a ll running
parts and tran smission we re wel l up to the
job. The four-speed gea rbox had sy nchro on
second, third and fourth . Later models
ad opted th e popular colu mn cha nge.

The hyd romcchanical brakes tended tu be
a little under par, and ha ndli ng cou ld no t be
regarded as outstanding. Soft front sus pe n­
sion encouraged wa llowing on corners.
However, with the 1200cc engine's only
average performance, perhaps th e so ft rid e
wa s mor e im por ta n t than handling.

A slidi ng s un-roof was available o n bo th
mod els and it was to prove popula r on c1 11 the
A40s for w hich it was available.
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Many examples of this first A40 still exis t, a
tribute both to their longev ity and to the
dedication of their owners/ restorers. The
Dorset was discontinued in early 1949, and is
consequently rarer now than the Devon.

In 1951 came the A40 Sports, a four-seater
convertible with the Devon/Dorset chassic
and mechanicals and a very attractive tow­
line bod y designed by Jensen . Overall height
of the car wa s six inches less than the saloo ns.
Twin SUs and 46bhp (six more than the
saloons) meant better performance and a top
speed of around OOmph. But performa nce
brought the handling problems into more
serious perspective.

The Sports never proved over-popular,
only 3,800 were produ ced before it was
discontinued in 1953. Accordingly it is now
rare and commands a much higher price than
the saloon s.

In 1952 the A40 Somerset repla ced the
Devon . Basically the new car had the same
chassis, engine and running gear although
the brakes were now fully hydraulic and
subseque ntly improved. Its style was based

on the six-cylinder Hereford of 1951. being
marc rounded and bulbous with more room
inside. You could now replace the bolt-on
front wings independently!

A few more horses were squeezed out of
the engin e, but the handling remained the
same. Column shirt was standard, although
it had independently ad justable front sea ts
rather than the "bench" which was becoming
popular. The usefulness of the fuJI instru­
mentation on the central fascia panel was
marred because most of the instruments
were usually hidden by wh eel or hands.

The Somerset was considered quite luxu­
rious with deep upholstery and nice detail
touches like child- proof locks on the rear
doors and "Arm rests which also act as door
handlesarefitted to the rear doors,addinggreatly
10 the passenger's comfort", said a contempo­
rary hand-book.

Another nice touch was the "Stevenson"
telescopic jack. It fitted through a hole in the
floor and engaged with the central cross
member of the chassis, lifting both wheels on
that side off the ground in the modem

fashion. "In such cases, therefore, there is no
need to insert a jack under either axle, whilst the
effort required to raise the ear with this type of
jackiug system, is relatively small." The d isad ­
vantage of having to remove the seat squab
to perform this operation were probably
offset by being able to keep out of the rain by
jacking the car up (rom inside.

It is possible that such soft options would
not be conside red by motorists of the time
who were obvio usly a different breed. The
hand-book recommend s "when starting from
cold, particularly during frosty weather, it is
helpful to tum the , tarting handle a few times
beforesu.'itchingon."

This, of course, is after having lifted the
bonn et, checked oil and water, and primed
the fuel lift pump manually - just in case.
Motoring had not yet reached the stage
where the well-being of the driver was
considered more important than that of the
car.

There was also a Somerset convertible _
no t to be confused with the Sports - while
the van, pickup and utility continued with
the old "Devon" body shape, the cornmc r-

Simp le
A· series
engine 998cc
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powered
A40MkI
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Mkl1.

cials lasting unlil they were rep laced with the
A55 comme rcials in 1957.

In 1955 the 1\40 went unitary with the
Cambridge, which was also designated ASO
when filled with the 1.5 litre BMC "B" series
engine. A totally new (our -door body design
went with the unitary cons truction, much
squarer than the Somerset wi th slab sides ,
smalle r frontal area and horizontal radiator
grille . Smaller IS-inch whee ls helped
improve steering and handling, though
suspension remai ned softish at the front
end .

Column change and the feeling of luxury
together with the now traditional A40 slid ing
sun roof option were all refined. But so was
the 1200cc engine, and the ASO with its extra
capacity proved more popula r. The Saloon
and Countryman versions of the A40 were
d iscontinued in 1956, the ASO in this guise
grew into the ASS and continued until 1959.
Its van and pickup derivatives lived into the
early seventies.

The Somerset lays claim to be the last
Aust in with a chassis, the A40/ ASO
Cambridge the last large saloon with an



A40 PROFILE e-.__""-__C>iooo......c:;

ide ntifiable Aus tin body style, for this was
the time of the BMC Farina revolution - and
it s tru ck the A40 de signat ion wi th all the
force ex pected of rev olutions.

The A40 Farina MkI, introduced as a two­
door saloon in 1958, was revolutionary in
every sense. It not only changed completely
the A40 d esign ation itself by becoming a
repl acement for the much sma ller A35, but
the Farina body introduced a whole new
concept to sma ll cars - although the Mini
took the sma ll car conce pt another giant leap
forwa rd the followi ng year.

A rather basic interior (sliding w indows,
simple trim, basic instrumentation) initially
did not detract from the roominess prov ided
by Farina's very am ple four-seater body,
with the Countryman of 1959 offering lifting
tail gate and prodigious carrying capacity.
Called a utility or estate at the time, it has to
be rega rd ed as the original hatchback.

The lively 948cc eng ine wa s carried ov er
from the A35, as were the 13-inch wheels,
with the Farina's wider track giving better
ha ndling.

Lockheed hydromechanical brakes on the
MkI gave way to a full y hyd raulic sys tem on
the Mkll in October 1961. The Mk1 also
gained a few inches in length an " other
upgrad ings such as window winding mecha­
nism. Vis ually the easiest w ay to differentia te
betw een the Mk1 and the Mkll is the latt er 's
full wid th radiator gri lle.

In 1962 the 1048cc "A" series engi ne was
in stalled and the de finitive A40 Farina was
comple te, to last right up to 1968 with littl e
but cosme tic changes.

The A40 Farina was a tough, reliabl e, prac­
Heat and for unitary construction a surpris­
ingly long- lasting little car. It was reliable,
economical and a very ade quate fami ly
hack.

It did not however have the charisma of
the Mini or the han dling quality of the front­
wheel-dri ve 1100/ 1300 range, and it died in
1968 end ing 20 years of the A40s.

No th ing too inspiring perh aps but beav­
ering away quietly in the background, reli­
ably and economica lly serving family and
commerce.

History
Devon: 1947-52. Four-door saloon. In-line OHV4,
1200Cc (65.48mmX 89mm). Compression ratio
7.2, 40bhp at 4,300rpm. Brakes GiriingILockheed
hydromechanical, nine inch drums. Clutch Bord &
Beckmechanical, 7'64 inch. Four-speedgearlJox,
synchro on upper three ratios, rolumn change on
latermodels. Wheels 18inch. 12-voltposilive earth
electrical system.
Dorset: 1947-48, Two-door saloon. Specification
asDevon.
Countryman: 1948--52. Utility. Specification as
Devon, except wheels 17 inch.
Vanand PickUp: 1948-52. 10-cwt commercials.
SpecifICationasCountIYman.
Sports: 195()-53. Four·seater convertible. Speciff·
cation as for Devon, except twin SUcettxuettors,
46bhp et 5,OOOrpm. Brakes Girling hydraulic
10inch drums.
Somerset: 1952-54. Four-door saloon anddrop·
head coupe. In-line OHV 4, 1200Cc
(65.48mmX89mm). Compression ratio 7.2. 42bhp
at 4,500rpm. Brakes Girling hydraulic, 9 inch
drums. Borg & Beck mechanical, 7'4 inch. Four·
speed gearlJox, synchro on upper three ratios,
column change. Wheels 16inch. 12·volt pos;'ive
earth electrical system.
CountrymanNan & Pickup: 1952-56. Utility!
10-cwtcommercial Devonbodystyle. Specification
as Somerset, except wheels 17 inch.
Cambridge: 1954-56. Four-door saloon. In-line
OHV 4, 1200Cc (65.48mm x 89mm). Compression
ratio 7.2, 42bhp et 4,SOOrpm. Brakes Girling
hydraulic, 9 inch drums. Clutch Borg & Beck
hydraulic, 7'4 inch. Four-speed gearlJox, synchro
on upper three ratios, column change. Wheels
15inch. 12·voll positiveearth eleclricalsystem.
Countryman: 1954-56. Utility. Specification as
Cambridge.
FarinaMkl, Saloon/Countryman: 1951Hil. Two­
door saloon/hatchback estate. In-line OHV 4,
948cc (62.9mmX 76.2mm). Compressionratio 8.3
or 7.2. 34bhp at 4,750rpm. Brakes Lockheedhydro­
mechanical, drums 8 inch front, 7 inch rear. Clutch
Borg & Beck hydraulic, 6~ inch. Four·speed
gearlJox, floor change. Wheels 13inch. 12' volt
positiveearth electrical system.
FarinaMkll & //f, Saloon/Countryman: 1961-58.
Two-door saloonfhatchback estate. Speciffcation
as Mkf, excepl full hydraulic brake operalion,
1048cc BMC"A' series enginefrom 1962.


