Get ahead, get a new headlining

Is the 50 year old headlining looking a bit tired and dirty and spoiling the overall effect of your Somerset,  then why not fit a new one ?  It may seem a daunting task but with a little patience and skill of the average DIY enthusiast the job can be easily undertaken to expert standards.

If you feel encouraged to try your hand, here is a guide and a few hints from personal experience:-

1   Remove the cover panels above the front and side windows, the “B” post and the surround to the rear window. If a sunroof is fitted remove the sliding section as instructed in the Service Manual.

2   Mark the headlining along the centreline of the car with a felt tipped pen and extend this line to a mark on the front and rear windows, to help with future alignment. The old headlining can now be removed with care as you will need to use it as a pattern for cutting the new cloth. Take note as to how the whole thing is put together and if you think your memory will fail you take some photos as a future aide memoir. The headlining to a Counties Car is held up by six transverse hoops ( two for cars with a sunroof) which are threaded through pockets formed along the seams in the lining. The hoops are held in place by a clip at each end which have to be removed by prising them upwards, to release the hoop. The lining is secured along the sides by tacks and by adhesive over the front and rear window. It is a laborious task removing all the tacks but necessary as you will inevitably hit them later. The lining is likely to contain 50 years of grime but don`t be tempted to wash it as it will shrink and you will loose the pattern.

3   With the headlining removed take the opportunity to inspect and replace the sound insulation material attached to the roof. Also if you have a sunroof check the drainage channels for debris and clear the down pipes with an old inner speedo cable or curtain wire.

4    It will take perhaps two or more days of solid work to undertake the transformation so don`t spoil your efforts by using cheap materials. Use a “West of England” cloth which is of good quality with the right amount of  “give” in the weave and is available from outlets such as Woolies. With careful cutting  you will require a 3 metre length of standard 152 cm width cloth for a Somerset with a sunroof and a little less for one without. 

 5  Unstitch the seams and lay the old roof sections, pockets and cover panel coverings flat on the new cloth and mark around them with some tailors chalk (available from a good Haberdashery shop) including the stitch lines and the centre line referred to in 2 above. Cut out the material but remember it is expensive, so measure twice and cut once. It is advisable to overcut along the sides and ends as surplus material can be removed once the lining has been tacked and glued in position. 

6  Temporarily pin the stitching lines of the roof sections together with the hoop pocket making sure that the marked centre lines on each section coincide. If you haven`t got a sewing machine available or your partner does not want to be blamed for getting it wrong then most local Dry Cleaners have a Seamstress who could run up the seams for a small fee.

 7  Thread the hoops through the pockets and relocate the hoops in their correct position with the clips. If you have been observant you will have noticed that the hoops are colour coded at the ends as they are all of different shapes to suit the profile of the roof.

8  The rear hoop is restrained from forward movement by two straps attached to either side of the rear window. Using this restraint pull the lining forward and tack along on either side of the car making sure that the centerline mark on the cloth is aligned with that on the front screen. If you have a sunroof then start by tacking along the rear edge of the opening. It is useful to have another pair of hands for this operation. A fibrous material is set into  channel on either side of the car above the windows and used to secure  the headlining with tacks. This material is not very thick so the maximum size of tack should be 10mm which can be obtained from any good hardware store. Whilst there, purchase a small tack hammer because if it is used in conjunction with a pair of long nose pliers, it will save bruised fingers and young children learning bad language. The material can be stretched during the tacking operation to get the majority of creases or wrinkles out but don`t panic if some remain at this stage. There is no provision for tacking the cloth over the front and rear windows so it needs to be secured with an aerosol contact adhesive. Masking the windows with newspaper to protect them against overspray will save a cleaning job later. 

9   The cover panels over the windows and “B” posts can be covered with off cuts from the cloth again using a contact adhesive on the rear of the panel only. The panels can now be reinstalled using the original or new screws with cup washers and 20mm veneer pins. The lining to a sunroof is mounted on a metal frame and secured by “bend over” tabs and contact adhesive.

10    Finally those creases and wrinkles which could not be removed by stretching the cloth, both on the headlining and cover panels can be eliminated by shrinking the material using steam. It is a little difficult producing a constant flow of steam from a modern thermostatically controlled kettle but an ideal implement to do the job is a wallpaper steam stripper, with the steam plate removed.

Happy headlining. 

Dennis Robinson

