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When Neil Cridland bought a Hatty old Rapier* 
to play withy life was never to be the same again. 

John Williams explains 

Above, the 1959 Rapier midway through restoration. Doors had to be replaced 

Right, the Rapier is now a concours winner and has been joined by a Series V Alpine 

NEIL Cridland had always been 
interested in cars but had 
never become particularly 
involved with them. I t was 

mere curiosity, nothing more than that, 
that persuaded him to have a look at a 
Sunbeam Rapier which was advertised 
for sale early in 1981. Certainly he had 
no intention of buying the car. I t was 
only a few miles from his Gosport home 
and, after all, he had owned a Series I I I 
Rapier from 1964 to 1968, though he had 
traded i t in for a more modern car when 
it became rusty. Yes, i t might be fun to 
have a look at this old car. 

I t was a cold winter's evening - the 
sort of conditions in which no car looks 
at its best. Despite this the Rapier didn't 
seem too bad. When the owner started i t 
up i t didn't sound too bad, either. " I t was 
quite nostalgic and he only wanted £275 
for i t , which was not a lot of money." 
Neil thought about i t for a few days 
before returning for a drive at the 
weekend. He bought the Rapier, a 1959 
Series I I model, for £250. 

He hadn't intended to buy but, having 
done so, there was no question of 
restoring the car. After all, i t was just an 
old car, something to play with in his 
spare time. Neil had not yet heard of the 
'Classic car movement'. 

Soon he began to realise that this was 
a pretty tatty old car. It had holes in the 
floor and in the boot and there was rust 
in all the standard places such as the 
front valance, the wheel arches, the tops 

of the front wings and so on. Neil soon 
discovered the Sunbeam Rapier Owners 
Club, which he joined. Its Chairman, 
David Parrott, encouraged him to 
consider restoring the Rapier rather 
than just playing with it . 

A lot of new parts would be needed for 
a restoration, and body and trim parts 
for Rapiers were quite hard to find in 
1981; there were no remanufactured 
items in those days. Neil spent six 
months searching for spares, then 
started the restoration by stripping out 
the interior and, using an electric drill 
fitted with a succession of abrasive 
flapwheels, cleaning up all the rusted 
metal - except for the worst areas, which 
were cut out. I t was slow, dirty work. The 
bare metal was painted with Comma 
Rust Plus, an anti-rust primer which 
proved effective. This was as far as he 
could go without help. The engine was 
left in the car because i t ran reasonably 
well and he didn't want to do anything 
to it . As work progressed i t became clear 
that still more parts would be needed. 

In the autumn of 1981 a friend, 
Graham, was enlisted to carry out the 
welding and fabrication work. Sunday 
morning restoration sessions became a 
regular feature and this continued for 
several months. One inner front wing 
was obtained but only the rear section 
of i t was needed, and a 'mirror image' of 
this section was fabricated for the 
opposite side of the car. By March 1982 
Graham's employers had moved him to 
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Scotland but by then he had repaired the 
floors and inner sills and all the 
bodywork forward of the windscreen. 

The doors had no bottoms - you could 
reach up inside them to the winder 
mechanisms. A scrapyard yielded a pair 
of good doors from a Series V Rapier 
which differed from the Series I I only in 
that the winder handles were in a 
different position. These doors were 
renovated and fitted: i t was important to 
have them on at this stage as work was 
about to start on the outer sills which, 
together with the rear spring hangers, 
the wheelarches and the holes in the 
boot, were awaiting attention. 

Neil arranged for the rest of the 
welding and the painting to be done by 
Bernard Guest, who was restoring 
Rapiers in his spare time at his garage 
near Lydney in the Forest of Dean. First, 
however, a mobile shotblasting service 
was called in to deal with the underside 
of the Rapier. They did a good job, 
blasting and priming the underside in 
one day. Neil added a couple of coats of 
Comma Rust Plus followed by two or 
three coats of Hammerite in a light blue, 
which was roughly the same colour as 
the outer bodywork. 

Neil's involvement in the Classic car 
scene took a further leap forward in 1982 
when he became the Secretary of the 
Sunbeam Rapier Owners Club, retiring 
(escaping perhaps!) in 1990. 

The Rapier had been transformed by 
December 1982 when i t returned from 
Bernard's garage. Neil resvimed work by 
Waxoyling the whole of the underside 
including the sills and box sections. A l l 
body seams were treated with Seam 
Sealer, effectively preventing the motor 
car's equivalent of rising damp. The 
interior had been quite good but new 
door trim panels had to be made from 
scratch to suit the Series V doors. A l l 
the inside of the car was rubbed down, 
painted with Hammerite and fitted with 
self-adhesive sound deadening pads from 
Edgware Motor Accessories, while Neil's 
wife Ann made new carpets, including 
the transmission cover, all of them 
bound by hand in front of the TV during 
the long winter evenings. 

Every part of the braking system was 
renewed. Another Series I I Rapier had 
been acquired and this proved to be a 
vital source of odd small spares. 
However, the engine, gearbox, back axle 
and clutch all worked perfectly well and 
had not been touched so far. Only the 
clutch master and slave cylinders had 
been reconditioned. 

A new Series I I windscreen was 
obtained to replace the rather poor 
example on the car but new windscreen 
seals were not available, so the old seal 
was reused. I t "leaked like a sieve", 
however, and three or four other 
secondhand seals have been fitted since; 
as Neil pointed out, " I must have spent a 
fortune on various proprietary wind
screen sealants but without success." 
Seals are available now for Series I I I and 
later cars but not for the relatively few 
Series I I survivors. 

Surplus wiring which had served 
sundry add-on 'extras' was removed but 
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Above, fresh from the paintshop. ProbL.^ 
with rainspotting meant that the roof 
later resprayed using two-pack paint. \ 
Left, tatty but robust, the Rapier's engii 
was not replaced till a year after the re«i 
of the car was finished. Below, the I 
interior was pretty good from the start. 
Below left, inner front wings were 
repaired with a mixture of new parts an 
fabrication . 

Above, the Alpine as bought. The onep 
of the car in excellent condition was th 
hardtop and this was later sold! Left, t 
local village garage made a good job o/ 
the paint. Below left, the car's interior 
stripped for refurbishment. Alpines 
always were well equipped inside. Bek 
careful polishing of alloy components 
really sets off the finished engine. 
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the original loom remained in the car 
and was checked carefully. A l l ignition 
components were renewed. The heater 
was fully overhauled. The radiator was 
dismantled and re-cored and a new 
exhaust system was obtained from the 
SROC's parts scheme. The Rapier gained 
a set of new Pirelli Cinturatos and Neil 
sees no reason to bother with crossplies 
again, even though they were original 
equipment. 

By April 1983 the car was ready for its 
MoT. A new battery was fitted and the 
car started and ran without trouble. 
Later that day Ann took a telephone 
call from the garage. Apparently Neil 
had appeared so anxious about the car's 
prospects in the test that they thought 
they should telephone with the good 
news. There were celebrations that 
evening! 

It was not the end of the story, though, 
because the gearbox proved less than 
satisfactory and an overhaul in late 1983 
failed to improve matters. Eventually an 
all-synchro 'box from a late Series IV 
was fitted and there has been no trouble 
since. In April '84 Neil was lucky 
enough to obtain a factory reconditioned 
engine and fitted it with David Parrott's 
help. I t was just like new and it has 
never missed a beat. Some time later a 
new differential was also acquired to 
replace the existing assembly which had 
always seemed a little noisy, but the new 
diff turned out to be even noisier due to 
rust in the bearings, so the old one was 
back on the car within days and it's 
there still. 

Prior to a house move in 1985 the 
Rapier had been used for shows and 
rallies and evening outings. Since then 
it has been used for work as well, 
travelling 24,000 miles since the 
restoration over seven years ago, and 
has needed a new battery, rear wheel 
bearings and seals, a clutch slave 
cylinder, an inner speedometer cable, a 
set of tyres and dampers and an exhaust 

Above, owner Neil Cridland behind the wheel of his Rapier - it has now done 24,000 
miles since restoration and has often been used as daily transport 
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"The cars have 
changed our lives 

completely" 

system. Electronic ignition was fitted in 
1988 and there has been no cause to 
touch it since. By July '89 the black roof 
had begun to display 'rain marks' which 
could be polished out but kept returning, 
so this was resprayed in two-pack. Neil 
has followed all the service routines but 
otherwise no further mechanical work 
has been needed. At last, however, a few 
rust bubbles are beginning to appear 
and Neil thinks that he may have the 
car resprayed next year 

Meanwhile, in December 1986 the 
Rapier was joined by a Series V Sunbeam 
Alpine whose previous owner had 
stripped i t down for restoration but had 
been forced to sell by the loss of his 
garage. When purchased i t amounted to 
four wheels on a shell, a nice engine in a 
box, about 12 other cardboard boxes full 
of parts and a hardtop which was "the 
best bit at that time", according to Neil, 
who has since sold i t because he didn't 
want a hardtop. There had been a short 
engine overhaul but the cylinder head 
had not been touched. None of the parts 
in the cardboard boxes had been labelled 
because the previous owner knew his 
Alpines - to Neil i t was a massive 
jig-saw puzzle. 

Once again the electric dril l and 
flapwheel went to work. The Alpine was 
put up on ramps in the garage, old 
underbody sealant was chipped away 
and the rust beneath i t removed. For 
several weeks Neil's spare time was 
occupied with this hard, filthy work. 

By March 1987 i t was time to start 
welding, mainly on the sills, rear wheel 
arches and nearside front wing. This, 
together with the painting, was done by 
the local village garage. Parts were 
readily available. "Berkshire Alpine 

Centre and Alpine West Midlands have 
got them al l , " says Neil, which must 
have made a pleasant change after the 
Rapier. 

The Alpine was resprayed in the 
original colour, Mediterranean Blue, 
using two-pack paint for its durability 
The garage mixed some cellulose of the 
correct colour and allowed Neil to paint 
the engine compartment by brush in his 
own time, rather than remove all the 
wiring and plumbing to allow access for 
spraying. 

The car, with engine fitted, was back 
in Neil's garage by May '87 and ready for 
fitting up. The whole of the underside 
was Waxoyled at this stage, and new 
shock absorbers and all-new brake parts 
were fitted, except for the master 
cylinder which had been overhauled. 
The petrol tanks were cleaned and 
painted as were most of the ancillaries 
but nothing was done to the gearbox, 
rear axle, servo or alternator. The 
carburettors were stripped and over
hauled and a reconditioned radiator was 
fitted. 

A l l the brightwork, except for the 
bumpers and overriders, had been coated 
in lacquer by a previous owner and these 
items were in good condition. Neil tried 
everything he could think of to remove 
the lacquei; including methylated spirits, 
cellulose thinners, white spirit, paint 
stripper and acetone, but the only 
method which worked was scratching it 
off with his fingernails. Even now he 
finds the odd bit of lacquer to work on 
while waiting in traffic jams. 

In September 1987 the Alpine was 
reassembled (minvis the hood) and passed 
its MoT at the first attempt, but there 
have been problems since. Oil leaks from 
the gearbox and overdrive have never 
been entirely eliminated; a dramatic 
head gasket failure led to a complete 
overhaul and substantial skimming of 
the cylinder head, which appears to 
have cured the problem, and the 
carburettors have been overhauled 
again, this time by Carburettor 
Exchange in Leighton Buzzard. The 
alternator also needed an overhaul and 
new bearings. 

Alpines are notorious for allowing 
water to leak into the interior and 
replacement rubber seals all round the 
hood made no difference on Neil's car. 
Ann made new carpets but refused to fit 
them while the leaks persisted. 
Eventually John Timms, a renowned 
Alpine restorer, made the car completely 
weatherproof with a new mohair hood. 

Like the Rapier, the Alpine is used all 
the year round. Both cars have had theii 
fair share of trips to France, Norwich 
Union Runs, shows and club events, as 
well as providing daily transport, and 
the Rapier was the overall winner of the 
SROC's National concours in '86 and 
'89. 

"We are now very much involved in 
the Classic car hobby. The cars have 
given us years of fun and they have 
changed our lives completely." Which is 
not a bad achievement, starting with a 
'Tatty old Rapier'. 0 
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