W
Stag at
hay ...

... no longer. Only two years
after its demise, (hastened by
its engine’s fragile reputation),
the Stag is now a star
ascendant among cars worth
keeping, as Roger Bell explains

“DON'T BE AFRAID to boot it!"” Tany
Hart's invitation to have a blast in his
five-year-old car certainly helped to restore
confidence in the machinery. Tales of woe
from other owners over the years had
seripusly undermined the reputation and

respectability of the Triumph Stag, which
ranks as one of Leyland's more endearing
misfits, superb in concept but found
wanting a little in execution, development
and perhaps glamour. Its Michelotti body,
conceived in the early ‘sixties, was not the
most eye-catching of Italian jobs, though it
clothed what on paper was a very
respectable, evan exciting, running gear.
Ironically, the engine that helped to make
the Stag the undeniably appaaiing car that
it was (and still is) also accounts for its
reputation as an expensive liability —
which, as we shall see, is not altogether
justified.

The 3-litre VB, in simple terms a
doubled-up Dolomite “four”, was designed
and developed for the Stag and an
up-market 3-litre version of the 2.5 saloon
before BL's rationalisation programme was
in full swing with its axe. It was a fait
accompli that Leyland could have chopped
but elected to live with, though with the
ex-Buick Rover V8 also in the stable,
Triumph's offering, despite being on paper
a more modern and attractive design with
its overhead cam valvegear, was a luxury
they could have done without. Had
Leyland foreseen the problems that were
to dog the engine in service, no doubt
they wow/d have abandoned it at a very
late stage, and shoe-horned the Rover VB
into the Stag instead. Yes, it does fit, as
the engine swappers have proved. So
does the straight-six Triumph and Ford's

VB, both of which are now also powering a
number of Stags that blew their original
engines. Not having driven any of these
hybrids, | must take the word of Stag
specialist and purist Tony Hart that they
are expensive and inferior alternatives to
the real thing. And the real thing when it's
in good shape is a very pleasing and
potent piece of machinery, as Motor's
original 1970 road test underlines. Even
with a test weight approaching 11 tons,
the original press car accelerated to

60 mph from rest in 9.7 sec and lapped
MIRA at 117 mph, reaching well over

120 mph on the fastest section of the
course. Tony Hart's car felt every bit as
guick as the automatic Motor tested in
1973, which did 112 mph and was anly a
fifth of a second slower to 60 mph. Q. the
two, the six-speed manual is surely the
more attractive, though, its long-legged
overdrive top giving over 24 mph 1000 rpm
and therefore very relaxed and economical
cruising — almost 30 mpg at 70 mph. Tony
Hart reckons to get 20 mpg overall from
his automatic, while some of his
customers claim over 26 mpg fram gently
driven manual versions.

The Stag was born in 1970 as a luxury
grand tourer with particularly sophisticated
headgear — open, closed or ragtop — and
it wasn't until after production had ceased
two years ago that many people began to
appreciate just how attractive it was in
concept and character, lgnoring supercar

Mercedes, the prices of which are out of
sight, there is nothing on the market now
that comes anywhere close, which is why
young, low-mileage Stags can command
very high prices. Rumour has it that a few
T-registered cars, the last of the new stock,

have actually changed hands for around
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Comfortable cockplt was an excellent blend of

modern ergonomics with traditional style

£10,000, though half that amount will buy
a good “7&77 car, and £1,500 an early
example. A few years ago, old Stags were
such bad news in the trade you could
hardly giva them away: like the

NSU ROB0, many an otherwise sound car
with a duff engine was sold for little more
than scrap value.

It was just such a sick car that kindled
Tony Hart's interest in the model a faw
vears back, since when his Hart Racing
Services in Britannia Rd, London SWE has
become Britain's largest Stag specialist, To
underline his faith in the car, Tony not
only drives one on the road but is now
campaigning a wide-wheeled modsport
version which, even with a standard
engine (thare's a 250 bhp tweaked one on
the way) has already raised a few
eyebrows. As two thirds of the 26,000
Stags that Triumph produced remained in
Britain — the car was not a great export
success, which was disappointing, as it
seemed just right for sunny American
climes — thare are plenty around to
receive his expert attention. And, more to
the point, plenty on the market for buyers
to choose from.

Jeremy Sinek has described the nature
of the engine problems on page 70, so |
won't go into it all here. It all sounds and
looks a bit alarming, but Hart claims that
the use of a good quality anti-freeze with
the right inhibitor to prevent corrosion,
and flushing out the whole system once a
year — particularly the radiator to unclog
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The compact 3-litre alloy-head overhead cam VB fits
with room to spare In the engine bay

it — are the only precautions necessary to
prevent these chronic disorders, He also
strongly recommends changing the oil and
filter every 3,000 miles and chacking the
timing chain every 25,000: once they start
to zizz, there's a danger of jumping a tooth
which is sufficient to cause destructive
encounters of the eight-fold kind between
valves and pistons. And if you've had the
heads off for any reason, Hart
recommends torquing them down to

60 |b ft instead of the recommended 55,
then re-torquing them immediately after
the engine has been warmed to full
running temperature, rather than after the
recommended 500 milas.

What you mustn't do in a Stag is to
attempt — as the previous owner of Tony
Hart's car apparently did — to make it to
the next garage if there are any signs,
from whatever cause, of overheating. With
an iron-headed engine you might make it
without serious conseguences. In the
Triumph, with its very heat-sensitive alloy
heads and |ubrication system, you won't, If
you're buying a Stag, .ncidentally, a rattly
engine does not necessarily indicate
imminent bearing failure: it could simply
be a loose timing chain which, provided it
doesn’t jump first and self destruct the
innards, is probably not as serious as it
sounds. Check that the radiator is as hot at
tha bottom as it is at the top: if it's not,
there's something amiss with the
circulation and the expensive damage may
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