A60 into A40 will go!

Colin Peck reports on the fitting of a 1622cc BMC B-series engine into a Somerset Part 1
Some of you will recall my previous ramblings regarding putting a Hereford 4.12:1 diff into my A40 Somerset coupe, together with the brakes from an A40 Sports. The purpose behind these upgrades was to have a car that could safely benefit from having a larger engine installed, so that long journeys (particularly on motorways) to car shows and club rallies no longer entailed what seemed like thrashing the daylights out of the car.

At the time of writing I am sitting here with a smug grim on my face after a faultless 20 mile shakedown drive of my A40, now powered by a BMC B-series 1622cc motor. By the time I get to part two of this feature various modifications and adaptions I made will have at least a few hundred miles to prove themselves, so we’ll discuss those later. To keep things simple from now on I will refer to the standard 1200cc Somerset engine as the A40 and the 1622cc motor as the A60.

When I first started restoring the coupe in 1994 I considered fitting an A60 engine and even went as far as buying one from an advert in Practical Classics. However, lack of information meant that I shelved the project, sold the engine and restored the car in standard form. Restoration of the Somerset was completed in 1996.

However by 1998 I had collected much information on BMC B-series 1500cc and 1622cc engine installations other ACCC members had made and was fortunate enough to even drive two such modified cars. That clinched it, I had to go for A60 power! My plan was to take the best features of each conversion and use them on my car and make the rest up as I went along.

Despite advertising for an A60 engine for more than 12 months, finding one proved a slow process. I even considered taking a complete car if cheap enough, but couldn’t find anything under £300. Then I had a brainwave and contacted the secretary of the Cambridge Oxford OC and within 24 hours had been put in touch with a young lad in North London was going to scrap a very rusty 1965 A60 Cambridge. I went to see that car a week later and drove it around the block. How could I resist, especially when it would only cost me £10 (the charge the local scrap man would make to take it away). 

A couple of weeks later and I was back in North London with an engine crane and all my tools to remove the engine. A good basic rule in such a situation is to take every single component, even remotely connected with the engine - you never if you might need it later. However, in an effort to prove that I could remove the engine and have it, together with the crane and every single tool safely packed into the back of my Astra, within 90 minutes of the first tool touching the donor car, I missed one vital component - the fuel pump. It was, of course, located in the boot, but more of that later!

Once I was back homer and ready to start the swapping process, I removed all panels from the front of the Somerset and then hoisted the engine and gearbox out. I then set about mating the A40 gearbox to the A60 engine for a trial installation.
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In order to mate the standard gearbox to the new engine you’ll need to drill some new bolt holes and elongate a couple of the existing holes on the A40’s pressed steel backplate. Which ones will become obvious by offering up the backplate to the back of the block. I bolted the two backplates together to use the A60 as a template for where the new holes should be drilled. You can discard the A60 cast backplate as it won’t marry up with the A40 gearbox.

I didn’t bother to fit a flywheel at this stage and after bolting the A60 engine to the A40 gearbox hoisted them into position. Having previously measured both engines I knew that the B-series was 1 1/8” longer than the A40 engine and while this may not seem like a lot, it makes a big difference in the confines of a Somerset engine bay which is restricted fore and aft by the front chassis crossmember and rear bulkhead - both of which are immovable.

Accepted wisdom points towards loosing about half and inch at the back and half and inch at the front and with the engine/gearbox in place I could confirm that this seemed the only way the engine would physically fit in the space. I could also confirm that the bolts at the bottom of the frontplate of the A60 engine would foul the front crossmember and would have to be modified later. 

I then turned my attentions to the gearbox crossmember to see how it could be adjusted to fit approx half an inch further back in the chassis. This was one of the most time consuming jobs as the V shaped crossmember needed a lot of major re-shaping to allow it to fit into the narrower V formed where the chassis members come together at the rear of the gearbox. 

With the rear cross member finally modified I turned my attentions to the front engine mountings and tried various combinations of A40 and A60 parts, before discarding all the A60 parts as unsuitable due to the fact that the angle from the vertical is different. More on that later. 

I now hoisted the engine back out again, stripped it down and took it took to XRN in Bracknell to examine. They confirmed that the engine had never been reconditioned and that it was basically in fair condition, but as the piston rings were loose in the pistons I opted for a full rebore and regrind with new pistons and bearings. On top of that I took an exchange unleaded cylinder, complete with eight brand new valves and double valve springs intended for an MGA. XRN were also able to supply assorted gasket sets and timing chain tensioner at half the price of the specialist suppliers.  

The rebuild also included a new rocker shaft and spin-off oil filter adapter supplied by BMC parts specialist NTG. In the next thrilling instalment I’ll give details of which A40 ancillaries fitted the A60 engine, which had to been modified and which had to be replaced. I’ll also tell you what it’s like to drive.

A60 into A40 will go!

