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With 25 examples listed under Class 16 

(cars from 1979 to 1989) and 63 entries 

in Class 17 (1990 to 1999), SZs were out 

in force at the 2014 RREC Annual Rally. 

Fritz Feller’s angular design was better 

represented than any other model at 

Rockingham Castle – and the judged entries 

were among the finest cars on display

CONCOURS FIRST PRIZE
Stephen Oyston’s peacock blue 1998 
Bentley Brooklands Mulliner R is number 
51 of 100 and was reputedly owned by the 
Iranian Ambassador to London who kept it 
in an underground garage. “When I bought 
the Bentley in 2004 it had done about 
6,900 miles,” he says. “The car is only 
used for shows and now, with three RREC 

first prizes and a second place under its belt since then, the mileage is up to 7,600. But just 
because it gets so little use doesn’t mean  it doesn’t need a lot of cleaning to maintain it!” 

CLASS 17 WINNERS AT ROCKINGHAM CASTLE 2014

TOURING CLASS WINNER
Markus Gottschall bought his 1994 Silver 
Spirit III in 2011 and drove it to the Rally 
from his home in Germany. The car has 
covered 125,000 miles and still does about 
4,000 miles every year. Markus spends 
about six hours a month keeping it clean, 
paying particular attention to the chrome 
and stainless steel. He has won several 

prizes over the years (he also owns a Silver Shadow II and an Arnage Black Label) and says: 
“This was our first time at the Annual Rally but from now on we will come every year!”

CONCOURS SECOND PRIZE
Alan Thompson bought his Continental R 
in 2001 when it was eight years old but had 
completed just 3000 miles – and even now 
it is registering only 7,700 on the clock. 
Its first owner was Ion Tiriac the Romanian 
tennis player of the 1970s and manager of 
Boris Becker in the 1980s and 90s. The car 
came second in 2001 and first in the 2004 
class concours at the RREC Annual Rally and was entered again in 2013 and 2014 coming 
second both years. Alan says it may now be time “to retire the car and put it out to stud.”

ELEGANCE PRIZE
Graeme Calvert-Thomson joined the RREC 
in 1985 and has attended every Annual 
Rally since. Graeme was over the moon with 
the elegance award: “I have won a number 
of concours classes over the years but never 
the prize for elegance – one which I have 
always wanted because it reflects on the car 
itself rather than just its presentation,” he 
says. Graeme believes in using his car, doing about 10,000 miles a year; his 1996 Silver Spirit 
was bought last year at 65,000 miles and has already passed the 72,000 mile mark.
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The vendor said a few 

hundred Euros would 

turn this Bentley Eight 

into an “ideal wedding 

car.” Well, it took a bit 

more money than that 

for the tired old car to 

be rebuilt into a prize 

winner, as owner and 

SZ Register technical 

consultant Daniel 

Diewerge explains

From my earliest childhood, I have 
been in love with Rolls-Royce cars. I 
recall seeing one for the first time in 

the late 1970s as though it was yesterday; 
I must have been seven or eight years old. 
It was a dark red Silver Shadow parked on 
the Grand Rue in the city of Luxembourg 
and I spent an eternity admiring it from 
every angle. From that moment I knew 
that only one company could rightfully 
claim to build ‘the best car in the world’. 

In Luxembourg, where I was born 
and grew up, these cars were almost 

nonexistent on the streets during my 
adolescence. The official agent sold one or 
two cars per year but most were probably 
kept in the holiday homes of their owners. 
Luckily, I spent most of my holidays with 
my family in St Jean Cap Ferrat on the 
French Riviera and it was there where I 
could see many of these wonderful cars in 
reality. I even had the opportunity to ride 
as a passenger in a few Spurs, Turbo Rs 
and Corniches.

Even though I like almost every Rolls-
Royce, it is the unobtrusive styling of the 

SZ series that makes me favour this model 
as a daily driver.

I specifically looked for an early, pre-
1985, SZ model because these cars ride 
a bit softer than the later models. I also 
prefer the earlier facia with the classic 
switchbox design. That the earlier cars 
have a much simpler electronic layout 
(i.e. no fuel injection, ABS or dreaded 
headlight control module) was an added 
plus for me. Of all the SZ cars, I always 
liked the Bentley Eight a lot. Once more, 
it is the facia layout with the classic round 

analogue gauges instead of the square 
digital ones and the simple, straight 
grained walnut dashboard (a ‘board’ in its 
true sense) that I like.

Shortly before buying my project car, 
I had the opportunity to keep a friend’s 
’91 Bentley Continental for a few months 
while he was abroad and I was able to do 
some minor work on this car. It was then 
when I realised that I should not delay 
buying my first Bentley any longer.

The car I found on a large used car 
internet site was advertised as a “very 
rare” LHD Bentley Mulsanne S, but due 
to the build year, the mesh grille and the 
missing sport centre console I knew it had 
to be a Bentley Eight. The ad mentioned 
that the car had not been on the road for 
several years but that it was in good shape 
and for “a few hundred Euros” could be 
transformed into the “ideal wedding car”.

So I contacted the seller and he agreed 
to meet me in his showroom on a Sunday. 
Arriving in Düsseldorf, Germany, after a 
three-hour drive, he admitted that the 
transmission had a problem and the car 
would only move in reverse, thus making 
any test drive or even an inspection of the 
under floor on a hoist impossible.

Pictures 1  and 2  
On the outside of the car there were the 
usual and expected rust spots in the lower 
rear quarters and some less usual rust 
bubbles on the rear apron. A look under 
the driver’s carpet revealed a clear view 
onto the silencer heat shield and part of 
the rat trap. Both bumpers had damaged 
rubber sections, the fuel filler lid was 
kinked and the boot lid as well as the grille 
were badly damaged where some ‘badge 

collectors’ had tried to pry off the Flying B 
and the Bentley badge with a screwdriver.

More encouraging was the fact that the 
engine ran smoothly and every electrical 
feature such as the window lifts, the seat 
motors and the central locking system 
worked. Even the air-con system worked 
perfectly; to my surprise the compressor 
kicked in which meant that the system 
still held its charge of refrigerant.

The hydraulic system made no bad 
noises and the rear rams showed no signs 
of leaking. The steering rack also seemed 
dry and had already been exchanged for 
the improved later model version.

A check of the front longerons (the part 
of the body structure that runs parallel 
to the exhaust manifolds) showed no 
kinks or dents, suggesting that the car had 
never suffered a heavy front impact.

Pictures 3  and 4  
The windscreen had an enormous crack 
right across the driver’s field of vision.

The seats had been repainted with a 
thick and glossy coat of leather paint, 
this coating was already hardened and 
cracked. The woodwork needed attention 
too; the clearcoat was cracked in many 
places with the waist rails showing water 
stains on the exposed wood.

The carpets were generally good but 
the driver’s carpet was partly burned from 
exhaust heat through the rust holes in the 
floor and was partly rotten, in other words 
a clear case for the waste bin.

The car wore four different tyres; one 
of them was a gnarly off-road tyre, but all 
four wheel discs were at least present.

The seller was a very nice and honest 
chap with a lot of R-R and Bentley 

1 2 3 4 5

Rust bubbles were evident on the lower rear 
quarters and also on the rear apron

The driver’s floor was rusted through to give 
a view of the silencer heat shield

The wood trim needed attention due to a  
cracked clearcoat and water damage

The seats had been repainted and the new 
coating was hardened and cracked

Once home, the car was driven over the 
inspection pit to assess its true condition
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experience and I spent the rest of the day 
chatting with him about the cars. 

After returning from Düsseldorf, I 
was up almost all night planning the 
restoration in my mind. After another 
sleepless night I agreed to buy the car if 
the seller would deliver it to my garage.

One might ask why I chose this car 
when so many better examples are for 
sale at reasonable prices. Right from the 
beginning, I was looking for a project car. 
I have been in love for so long with Rolls-
Royce and Bentley cars that I wanted to 
experience first hand how these cars are 
built beneath their glamorous surface. 

As tired as the car looked at first glance, 
there were no bodge jobs or curious 
modifications apparent, it was simply 
neglected and had been put aside for 
years by a desperate owner when the 
transmission let go, probably shortly after 
an expensive ‘rip-off’ rebuild. 

I knew I could handle the transmission 
repair as I had rebuilt a few TH400 
transmissions before. These transmissions 
have a straightforward design with 
almost no technical flaws and can be 
repaired by almost anybody. I also had 
some bodywork experience from former 
car restorations and at the time, the 
necessary work seemed reasonable.

standing still, the brake pumps and the 
carburettor fuel inlets started to leak 
badly, so replacing the hardened O-rings 
was the next job I tackled. I also had 
the radiator re-cored since it seeped 
coolant from a few places on the cooler 
matrix. I also renewed the hoses from 
the LHM reservoirs to the brake pumps 
with some industrial grade hydraulic 
hose from Aeroquip that I obtained from 
a hydraulic shop. Unfortunately, the 
original style herringbone hose seems to 
be no longer available but, as I learned, 
any hose suitable for hydraulic fluid can 
be used. The power steering cooler hoses 
were replaced with dedicated Goodyear 
transmission cooler hoses specifically 
designed for hot ATF fluid like that which 
circulates in the steering system.

A local hydraulic shop fabricated two 
new braided high pressure hoses for a 
very modest price and bent and flared 
some brake lines to pattern to replace the 
rusted out ones. Some of the hydraulic 
lines feature a different kind of flare and 
I was lucky that the hydraulic shop also 
did jobs for the nearby Citroën garage 
and could fabricate this flare without a 
problem. Only once did I visit this Citroën 
garage to buy new seals as Rolls-Royce 
used many components from Citroën 

Pictures 5  and 6  
A week later, the Eight arrived on a 
Friday night. On Saturday I began the 
restoration. My original plan was to 
overhaul the transmission, repair the floor 
and then drive the car for a few months 
to get to know it better. I had to change 
my plan as soon as I had driven the car 
onto the pit in my garage and was able 
to assess the extent of the rust damage. 
Rusted out spring pods and severe rust on 
some brake and hydraulic pipes strongly 
advised against driving the car on a public 
road in its present condition.

Picture 7
I removed the grille, which would 
decorate my home office for a long time, 
and the bumpers to gain a better access 
to the body. With a friend, I removed the 
transmission which I rebuilt using a kit 
from an American supplier. The forward 
clutch drum seal (a little rubber seal) that 
was apparently incorrectly installed during 
a previous rebuild was identified as the 
culprit for the missing forward gears.

With the transmission reinstalled and 
the engine oil and coolant changed, I 
could do some test drives in the courtyard 
in front of my garage. After being used 
for the first time, after many years of 

in this series of cars. I was more than 
surprised to find out that Citroën spare 
part prices can be almost three times 
more than those ‘our’ preferred spare 
specialists demand for the same parts.

While I was working around the 
drivetrain, I also replaced all the flexible 
brake lines, the brake and suspension 
spheres, the brake calliper seals, 
the parking brake lines, the exhaust 
downpipes, the exhaust manifold gaskets, 
the valve cover gaskets, the engine 
mounting rubbers, all the drive belts, the 
flexible joints of the propeller shaft, the 
sparking plugs and high tension leads...
and a few more things I have certainly 
forgotten to mention.

I now had a car that could reliably 
move, steer and brake under it’s own 
power but still looked horrible.

On a school trip to London in the mid 
1980s, I visited the Rolls-Royce showroom 
in Conduit Street where, somewhat to my 
surprise, I was treated really well and was 
given a lot of catalogues, a price list and a 
colour fan where one could slide different 
colours behind a transparent SZ or 
Corniche model. I decided right then that 
my Bentley would be Brewster green.

Fortunately, Rolls-Royce cars make 
a colour change relatively simple since 

the engine compartment is finished in 
black and the boot is lined with carpet. 
Moreover, the stainless steel finishing 
rails under the side windows can be slid 
up by about 10mm and don’t have to be 
removed to renew the paint finish. After 
the new paint is applied, they are simply 
pushed down again with a new rubber seal 
inserted to give a clean appearance with 
no joining line.

I started by removing the windscreen 
and the rear screen. Being aware of the 
price of a replacement, I was extremely 
careful when removing the rear screen. I 
decided not to cut the rubber seal which 
undoubtedly would have been the safer 
method. Instead, I first pried out the 
chrome strip to release some tension from 
the seal. Then I carefully went around the 
circumference of the seal from the inside 
to free the sticking seal from the window 
channel and the glass. Finally I inserted 
around 50 wooden spacers between the 
seal and the body from inside the car. The 
rear glass could then be pushed out easily.

The car was finished in Old English 
white when I bought it, but the lacquer 
had seen better days, showing a lot of fine 
crazing on all the horizontal surfaces.

There was also a lot of white overspray, 
for example on the boot lid carpet binding 

and on the rubber grommets on the doors. 
Underneath the carpeting in the boot, 
I could see that the car must have left 
the factory in Dark Oyster. Interestingly, 
the paint code for Old English white was 
embossed on an original paint code plate 
fixed to the bonnet so the change to 
white might have been done by an official 
Rolls-Royce garage. The painter who had 
executed the colour change had sprayed a 
very heavy coat of filler and a thick layer 
of paint right over the original thermo 
plastic finish so the only answer was to 
take the whole car back to bare metal if I 
was to avoid future problems.

Picture 8
I used several methods to strip the paint: a 
razor blade; chemical stripper; sandpaper; 
and 3M fibre discs. The thermoplastic 
paint has a habit of instantly clogging 
even the roughest sandpaper, since it 
melts under the heat of the abrasive 
process, so the standard approach did 
not work in my case. The professional 
chemical stripper softened the paint very 
quickly and turned it into a gluey mess 
before turning gummy almost as fast so I 
could only do small sections at a time. The 
fibre discs worked really well but were too 
harsh for the aluminium parts of the car 

6
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Severely rusted spring pods meant the car 
was not safe to drive on public roads

The first job was to rebuild the transmission 
using a kit from an American supplier

Several methods were tried in order to 
achieve the most effective paint stripping

Further exploration revealed much more 
rust damage than had been expected

The rusted driver’s side floor panel was 
carefully cut away

All repair panels were made from scratch 
out of 1mm sheet metal

Rust damage to the driver’s floor had 
allowed exhaust heat to singe the carpet

With the new floor panel in place, it was 
time to move on to other body repairs

Lead filling turned out to be less difficult 
than I thought and I prefer this to 2K filler

The Eight finally stripped of its paint and 
ready to receive its first coat of primer

17

Using coats of two different colours (I used 
black and green) helps when sanding

16

2K epoxy primer was used to spray a first 
coat on the bare metal outer body
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strip the paint from parts of the inner door 
or the front apron. I used two different 
colours of epoxy primer, green and black. 
This approach was used by the factory, the 
advantage being that, during sanding, you 
can see immediately when you are going 
too far, before reaching metal.

Picture 18
At this stage I took the doors and lids off 
the car. The rear doors were removed with 
their hinges at the B-pillar and, for the 
front doors, I left the hinges on the car.

Pictures 19  and 20  
After correcting some minor 
imperfections on the primered body 
with conventional plastic filler, I applied 
several coats of spray-on filler which was 
flattened with 800 grit and finally 1200 
grit paper to achieve the desired result.

Picture 21
I was able to do all this work in my own 
garage since minor imperfections and any 
dust attracted during the primer or filler 
stage would be sanded out.

After almost a year of work on the 
Eight, I rented a paint booth and a friend 
put the Brewster green basecoat and 
the clearcoat on the car. It is a stunning 

I did not use any prefabricated repair 
panels since, at least in my experience, 
these always have to be extensively 
reworked anyway. I formed all the 
necessary pieces from 1mm sheet metal.

Picture 14
For the final shaping of the body lines, I 
tried my luck on lead filling for the first 
time. It was much easier than I thought 
and I now prefer this method over the 
more common 2K plastic filler.

In the end, I had to replace the lower 
rear quarter panels, both corners of the 
rear apron, sections of both rear wheel 
wells, the lower rear corners of the front 
wheel wells, the entire driver’s side floor 
and some little patches here and there.

Picture 15
Once these areas were welded and lead 
filled and the complete outer body 
stripped down to bare metal, I used a 2K 
epoxy primer to spray the first coat.

Pictures 16  and 17  
I found a brand of primer that was suitable 
both for steel and aluminium and could 
be applied directly over thermoplastic 
paints. That last point was important to 
me since I did not bother to completely 

experience to see a freshly painted car in a 
paint booth.

Picture 22
Reassembly was quite straightforward 
because I had used the time when I 
felt unenthusiastic about doing more 
bodywork to clean and prepare small 
parts and to restore the woodwork.

Picture 23
Since I wanted to use the car on a 
regular basis, I applied a thorough rust 
preservation treatment with a product 
called Mike Sanders. Instead of wax, which 
turns hard and splits after a few years 
when all the solvents have evaporated, 
a special grease mixture is sprayed into 
the cavities. The process is somewhat 
involved since the grease has to be heated 
to approximately 100º Celsius in order 
to be usable but is the best long term 
protection I have come across so far. In 
warm weather, the grease will soften 
and continue to creep into unprotected 
crevices or over newly formed rust. Of 
course, this product was also liberally 
applied into the vulnerable spring pods.

Finally the car received its Luxembourg 
registration. The only observation 

during the mandatory official technical 
inspection was the weak performance of 
the parking brake. I corrected this problem 
and the brake now performs quite well. 
The secret to a well functioning parking 
brake is to make sure that all pivots of the 
system can move freely.

After more than 40,000km throughout 
Europe, my Eight has only let me down 
once. In Berlin, the original fuel pump 
stuck and I blew a handful of fuses before 
disassembling it on the side of the street 
and being able to get it to work again. It 
was swiftly exchanged for a Faucet pump.

It goes without saying that the work on 
such a car is never really completed. In the 
meantime, I rebuilt the front suspension, 
changed the rear subframe mounts and 

installed Turbo R rear hubs. I was lucky 
enough to find a complete interior in very 
good condition from a low mileage Silver 
Spur that was damaged beyond repair, to 
replace the mediocre seats I had in my car.

As a preliminary conclusion I can 
merely repeat the old classic car wisdom 
that one should always buy the best car 
one can find and afford instead of one 
in need of a total restoration. My total 
expenses far exceeded the costs for a well 
maintained car of the same model even 
without taking into account the hundreds 
of working hours I spent on the car. To 
make matters worse, my Eight still does 
not have the exquisite factory finish that 
a well preserved model displays. On the 
other hand, the restoration achieved just 
what I had hoped: to learn about a Rolls-
Royce built car from the inside out.

The crowning glory of my efforts was 
to be awarded the Tom Woods Trophy for 
the best personal restoration at this year’s 
RREC Annual Rally at Rockingham Castle.

• I would like to thank Conny, Sebastian, 
David and Carsten for their hands-on and 
moral support . For Silver Spirit parts and 
technical advice please visit my website: 
www.spiritspares.com

so I could not use these on the bonnet, 
the boot lid, the doors or the fuel filler lid.

Picture 9
To mentally recover from hours and hours 
of paint stripping, I started to cut out and 
repair rust damaged sections of the body. 
The rear apron was in very bad shape and 
once I took the paint off, the rear corners 
looked like Emmental cheese... 

Pictures 10  to 13  
Since the factory rust proofing on 
these cars is generally very good, I was 
flabbergasted by the extent of the rust 
I found. Other parts of the car were not 
nearly as corroded. Only recently, after 
ordering and studying the factory build 
sheets for my car, I found a possible 
logical explanation: a one-liner in the test 
drive section of the build sheet mentions 
an accident with damage done to the rear 
apron and the boot lid. The repair was 
done in Crewe’s own repair shop and as 
they used lead as body filler, they must 
have burned off the epoxy coating on the 
inner side of the panels which left these 
spots unprotected against humidity. The 
hydrochloric acid used in the lead loading 
process might also have contributed to 
the damage...

1918 20

21 22 23

The crowning glory was being awarded the Tom Woods Trophy for the best personal restoration at the Annual Rally at Rockingham Castle

The doors, bonnet and boot lid were all 
removed for painting

Correcting the last minor imperfections on 
the primered body with plastic filler

Spray-on filler was flatted with 800 grit and 
then 1200 grit paper for a smooth finish

A spraybooth was rented and a friend 
applied the Brewster green finish

Reassembly was easy as most parts had 
already been cleaned and prepared

Mike Sanders rust prevention grease was 
applied to all the cavities

Bill Coburn’s Tee One Topics proved 
really important during my Bentley 
resurrection. For those who have not 
heard of this publication, Bill writes 
newsletters that can be downloaded 
as .pdf documents from the internet. 
Besides being an extremely good read, 
the articles approach almost every 
technical aspect of our cars in a typical 
Australian hands-on manner.
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It was a spring afternoon in 1965 and 
I was six years old; lessons were over 
and I was hurrying out of class when I 

ran right into her. She was nearly twice 
my age and had the most beautiful body 
I had ever seen. The memory of that 
Mason’s black Bentley S-type, parked 
surreptitiously beside the kitchen garden 
wall, has stayed with me ever since. 

In hindsight, I suspect the car belonged 
to the war poet Siegfried Sassoon who 
was a patron of the school, lived nearby, 
and was reputed to have had an affair 
with the headmistress. But such intrigue 
was wasted on a car-mad six-year-old. 

What was important was that my Dad 
was about to swap his Morris Minor for 
a new car and I now knew exactly what 
he ought to buy. Sadly, my entreaties to 

save up for a bit longer and get a Bentley 
fell on deaf ears. Instead, he came home 
with a two-tone green Vauxhall Victor 101 
Super estate. It wasn’t even the blue Ford 
Cortina Mk 1 estate with faux wood side 
panels that he had recently taken me to 
see. I made a secret pledge that, one day, 
somehow I would buy a Bentley.

Well, it took 48 years for that day to 
arrive and a Turbo RT – one of just 138 
recorded by DVLA in the UK  – now shares 
a garage with my primrose MG Midget. 
The Bentley is sublime, unfeasibly fast, 
and as luxurious as anything on the 
road… I love it. The MG is crude, noisy, 
slow and uncomfortable… I love it, too.

That’s not to say the Bentley is without 
its faults. That exquisite, dial-packed 
dashboard dates from an era before 

ergonomics and the position of the fuel 
gauge means the driver can only estimate 
what is left to within two or three gallons; 
and anyone with a Silver Shadow will find 
the suspension tooth-shakingly firm. And 
don’t even try to park it unless there are 
at least two empty spaces.

On the plus side, for such an affordable 
indulgence, the Bentley is a passport to 
another world. Our MG is often admired 
but seldom singled out for special 
treatment. But on its first show outing 
the Bentley was directed to park in a 
Ferrari sandwich between a 456 and a 
512 TR. Then, a few weeks later, it was off 
to Classics at the Castle in Sherborne – a 
favourite event every year, where the MG 
mingles unobtrusively with hundreds of 
other classics on the show field. This time 

the Bentley was ushered through to a 
reserved space in the supercar enclosure 
outside the castle door. In the company 
of the Earl of Pembroke’s Bugatti Veyron, 
a new McLaren, a gleaming De Tomaso 
Pantera and a brace of Ford GT40s it was 
like being an interloper at a royal ball. 

At the end of the day, there are two 
things people want to know about the car: 
how much petrol does it drink and what’s 
it really like to own? 

The first one is easy: about 20mpg if 
you are careful and 10mpg if you are not. 
The second question is harder but Holly 
Golightly summed it up in Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s: “It calms me down right away, 
the quietness and the proud look of it… 
nothing very bad could happen to you in 
there.” That, I reckon, says it all.

THE SPIRIT THE SPIRIT 

It took 48 years before Richard Charnley’s schoolboy dream came true

Clockwise from far left: occasional wedding 
hire helps to subsidise the fuel bill; parked 
in a Ferrari sandwich at Torquay Super-
Weekend; paintwork gleaming after a 
machine polish; in the supercar enclosure 
at Sherborne Castle; collecting the car 
– Jaguar taken in part exchange “wasn’t 
costing enough to run!”; the Bentley shares 
garage space with a primrose Midget

If you would like your 

SZ to be featured 

on these pages in a 

forthcoming issue 

of The Spirit please 

email 700 words 

and a selection of 

pictures to richard@

charnleypublishing.

co.uk

The boy’s Bentley

ME 

AND MY 

CAR
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Named after the spectacular coastal routes between Nice and Menton 

near the Italian border, Ralph Bünger explains how he tracked down 

this beautiful Corniche III in Switzerland and the trials and tribulations of 

bringing the originally French-supplied car up to concours standard

Of all the cars in Rolls-Royce’s 
history, the Corniche was in 
production for the longest. Soon 

after the Silver Shadow was launched in 
1965, a two-door saloon and then a drop 
head coupe (DHC) were introduced and 
these models were renamed Corniche in 
1971. Production of the saloon ended in 
1981 but the convertible continued to 
be built until 1995. For this reason, the 
Corniche can be considered a classic as 
well as a modern car.

The design of the DHC and later 
Corniche was so timeless, stylish and 
beautiful, that hardly any exterior change 
was necessary over it’s life-span of 
nearly 30 years. But from a mechanical 
perspective, it was the technology carrier 
for several other model lines including the 
Silver Shadow, Silver Spirit and Spur, and 
the similar Bentley Mulsanne and Turbo 
models. Most technical innovations were 
first implemented in the Corniche before 
being carried over to the other models. 

For example, the Corniche was the first 
Crewe-built car to be equipped with rack 
and pinion steering, automatic climate 
control, a mineral oil hydraulic system, 
improved rear suspension, fuel injection 
and many other features.

For the whole time it was in production, 
the Corniche DHC was considered to be 
the finest luxury car one could acquire. 
All attempts to imitate or improve on  
the Corniche’s style since then have 
not achieved the same success, with 
the possible exception of the Bentley 
Continental GTC.

Before I began the search for a 
Corniche, I already had two Rolls-Royce 
saloons, a 1973 Silver Shadow and 1953 
Silver Dawn, seen in the picture below.

Several friends owned Rolls-Royce or 
Bentley convertibles: Andrée had a Silver 
Cloud II, Christian a Bentley S2 Park Ward, 
Patrick a Corniche III and a Mulliner Park 
Ward ‘Chinese-Eye’ Silver Cloud and 
Jean-Yves owned a Bentley Continental, 
which made it difficult to withstand the 
temptation of buying a Corniche of my 
own any longer. 

At this time there was a nicely restored 
lime green Corniche II for sale in P&A 
Wood’s showroom in Essex, England. This 
is the garage where my other cars have 
been serviced regularly for more than 20 
years. Unfortunately, this Corniche was 
a RHD car with a Stromberg carburettor 
topped by the air filter in the form of a 
huge pan. This set-up can be difficult to 
adjust and, had I bought it, I would have 
wanted to fit SU carburettors, similar to 
those of the Silver Shadow.

I then decided to look for a Corniche 
IV. This model was built from 1992 to 
1995 and was equipped with technical 
features such as the Zetec fuel injection 
and ignition programming system, 
four-speed transmission, electronic ride 
control, driver and passenger airbags, 
and an electrically operated hood with 
a glass rear window. However, an expert 
dissuaded me from choosing a Corniche 
IV, mainly because the glass rear window 
is prone to cracking and its replacement 
is complicated and extremely costly. 
Also, the other improvements were not 
considered as beneficial as those of the 
Corniche III (although, as I discovered 
later, the Zetec programming provides the 
engine with a smoother idling). 
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There is one other reason why I finally 
opted for the Corniche III: most left hand 
drive Corniche IVs were built for the US 
market and have a different specification 
compared with European cars. These 
differences include a modified engine 
management system, due to different 
emission control regulations; more 
protruding bumpers; a third brake light 
mounted on the boot lid; side marker 
lights and a speedometer calibrated in 
miles per hour. 

The speedometer is often replaced 
by one displaying kilometres when such 
cars are imported into Europe and this 
makes it difficult for the genuine distance 
covered by the car to be verified. US 

Nearly all Corniche IV models on the 
European market have been imported 
from Florida and California. The majority 
have white coachwork and have suffered 
damage from the sun and salty air due 
to being parked outside for too long 
with the hood down. I viewed a number 
of American cars with cracked veneers, 
especially on the rear seat armrests. 

To be fair, most of these differences are 
simply observations and not necessarily 
problems but a purist will recognise it as 
an American car and may consider it less 
prestigious than a European model.

For this reason, I forgot about the 
Corniche IV and concentrated my search 
on the III, which seemed more readily 

specification cars also lack a front spoiler 
and the steering wheel is bulky because of 
the need to accommodate an airbag. 

The 1990 Corniche III that I

tracked down in Switzerland  

was the one in the best   

condition. With two   

previous owners, it had  

covered just 58,000km

by the time I bought it

Differences between US Corniche IV (white) and a European Corniche III (blue) include more prominent bumpers, side marker lights and a 
centrally mounted brake light on the boot lid of the US car (which has the number plate mountings modified to meet French regulations)

Alpine audio unit fits in the slot used by the original CD player and the former radio/cassette’s space is now a small storage compartment

Small stains needed to be removed from 
the inside face of the speedometer glass

Because the original left hand door flask 
and glasses were missing, they were 
replaced with a Baccarat crystal ‘diamant 
pierreries’ bottle from the Louvre des 
Antiquaires in Paris and two crystal 
tumblers by Thomas Goode of South Audley 
Street, Mayfair, London

Work needed to get the car as near as possible to new condition

Mechanical
l Eliminate howling noise from engine when starting from cold, renew defective 

secondary air pump
l Replace leaking water pump with a reconditioned unit
l Renew engine drive belts. These have been replaced three times since October 

2012. After relatively short periods of not driving the car, i.e. six weeks, the belts cause 
squeaking

l Remedy leaking by removing prop-shaft and gearbox output shaft and replacing 
flange end plug

l Renew front brake discs to remedy vibration
l Renew both accumulator spheres
l Remedy poor efficiency or failure of air conditioning cold airflow
l Remedy faulty operation of heater temperature control
l Install new sensor and fit to front bumper
l Investigate speed control surging

Coachwork
l Clean and touch in paint on scuttle vent filter cover
l Flat and polish scratches from front face of radiator shell
l Remove dents and ripples from both front bumper top valance panels
l Refit rear bumper ends flush to wing panels
l Remove scratches from right hand front wheel arch trim
l Correctly reposition left hand wheel arch trim rubber seal
l Touch in edges of all wheels and apply paint to visible balance weights as necessary

Interior
l Adjust alignment of glovebox lid
l Investigate label missing from left hand sun visor
l Arrange specialist repair and refinishing of both front door cappings
l Remove marks from inside speedometer glass
l Extend both front seat runners to increase rearward travel

available with the specification I was 
looking for. The Internet is a great help 
these days and so I was able to spot a 
number of suitable cars for sale in France, 
Germany and Switzerland. 

The Corniche III I tracked down near 
Zurich in Switzerland proved to be the 
one in the best condition. This car has had 
two previous owners, the first one having 
acquired the car at Franco Britannic 
Automobiles in Paris at the end of 1990 
and taken it to Geneva later on. 

He sold it in 2006 to a gentleman 
from Lucerne who confirms that he never 
used the car in rainy weather – which, 
in Switzerland, means not very often. 
Another plus point was that the service 

booklet was maintained in good order 
(something, I think in general, few people 
do) supported by a number of invoices, 
confirming the service history and the 
number of kilometres covered, some 
58,000 in total. 

After buying it, I had to re-import the 
car to France, because Switzerland is not 
a member of the EU, and this meant a 
lot of paperwork and the need to pay 
French VAT. Thus, the tax has been paid 
three times for this car: in France in 1990 
when it was new and again 2012, and in 
Switzerland in the 1990s.

Although the car was in very good 
cosmetic and mechanical condition when 
I bought it, there were a number of faults, 

such as vibrating front brakes, a climate 
control system that did not work correctly 
and several smaller issues. The car also 
needed a set of new tyres, which I chose 
with white sidewalls, and I also fitted a 
modern audio unit with iPod connection 
and Bluetooth. 

Having not been used much in more 
than 20 years, the car needed a thorough 
maintenance service and general check-
up. So, after completing the import and 
registration formalities, in a record time 
of less than one week, I took the car 
to P&A Wood on September 24 for a 
complete overhaul. It was delivered back 
to me, ready to enjoy, in almost as-new 
condition on October 31, 2012.
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Engine surging 
When I bought the Corniche and drove 
it from Lake Zurich to Paris, I noticed 
an engine surge at about 120 km/h, 
which was especially noticeable with 
the cruise control engaged. I was 
convinced that after carrying out a 
maintenance service, changing the 
spark plugs and doing the usual checks, 
this problem would disappear. The work 
was completed in October 2012, but it 
didn’t solve the problem.

In May 2013, while carrying out some 
additional work following the previous 
service, I had the engine surging/holding 
back issue checked once more.   

In the meantime, I had been able 
to work out more accurately the 
conditions under which it happened: 
at a cruising speed of 110 to 120km/h, 
corresponding to about 2,500rpm, and 
when not under load. At lower speeds 
or accelerating strongly the surging was 
not present. 

Also, the ‘check engine’ light would 
illuminate under certain circumstances 
– normally indicating a Lambda sensor 
problem according to the handbook 
and other literature. But no fault was 
registered by the Electronic Control 
Unit (ECU). It became clear that the 
engine surging and the surging caused 
by the cruise control were in fact two 
separate issues. One of them probably 
amplifying the other.

A long list of checks, tests and new 
parts followed, none of them solving 
the problem. In fact it became worse to 
such an extent that it was impossible 
to exceed 100km/h (approximately 
65mph) because, at higher speeds, the 
surging became intolerable. It felt as 
though the engine was about to jump 
out of its compartment.

After the first round of checks, at the 
end of July, I took the car to the RREC 
North of England Rally under difficult 
driving conditions, and returned it 

to the workshop on August 6th. As a 
consolation the Corniche was awarded 
two trophies. Previously it had been 
awarded Best in Class at the 2013 Annual 
Concours and Rally at Rockingham.

The first idea to check was that there 
might be an insufficient fuel supply. All 
filters and strainers, even the one inside 
the fuel tank, were checked or replaced. 
Next step, all spark plug leads were 
renewed (the spark plugs themselves had 
been renewed a short time earlier). New 
fuel injectors were fitted (as two of them 
were considered not in perfect condition) 
and the engine earth and other electrical 
connections secured.    

A similar fuel-metering device (the 
fuel distributor on top of the engine 
with several little pipes sending petrol 
to the cylinders) from another Corniche 
III, as well as the ECU, was transferred 
for testing purposes – but this made no 
difference either.  

This was, however, a good opportunity 
to study how the Lambda sensor works. 
Its role is to continuously measure 
the exhaust gas composition after it 
has passed through the pre-catalyst. 
Depending on the content of air and 
fuel, in order to obtain the cleanest mix 
possible, the sensor continuously sends 
instructions to the engine management 
to influence this mixture: too much air 
results in more fuel and vice-versa. If this 

system doesn’t work correctly because of 
a faulty sensor, then the engine surging 
would be a typical result. 

However, a twofold sensor replacement 
didn’t solve the problem either, although 
in the meantime an engine diagnosis 
specialist who also assumed that the 
surging was caused by a faulty sensor had 
checked the car. Probably the sensor was 
working correctly but was not able to 
influence a problem elsewhere.

At a later stage the car’s pre-catalyst 
was removed and a crack discovered 
inside. But even after replacing it with 
a secondhand unit, because no new 
catalysts are available, the surging 
continued (the difficulty of accessing the 
pre-catalyst and lambda sensor is visible 
on the right-hand picture).

Finally, the expert who had worked 
on the problem and whom I have now 
appointed ‘official engine surging expert’, 
discovered that the ignition sparks were 
reducing or even disappearing at the 
critical engine speed. 

He explored further and discovered the 
ignition distributors were not correctly 
synchronised, a fault not shown by the 
sophisticated engine analysing equipment. 
Following the necessary adjustment, the 
surging problem was finally cured. 

This was like a miracle. The car is fine 
now and is a pleasure to drive. Thanks to 
my engine surging expert!

Cruise control 
The cruise control has three options: 
Set, Cancel and Resume. When I set 
the speed, there is a little jump, but it 
stabilises quickly. I can then increase 
the speed by about 1kph at a time by 
repeatedly pressing the Set button. 

Once set, the speed control holds 
speed correctly as long as the car is 
being driven on a level road (such as 
a motorway) or uphill. The problem 
occurs once the road goes downhill. 
The steeper the hill, the more the cruise 
control starts surging, trying to reduce 
the speed and then accelerate again. 

The result is similar to the problem 
caused by a faulty Lambda sensor. 
As a result, one has to disengage the 
speed control and wait until the road 
becomes level again. This may be due 
to the fact that the system is not linked 
to the brakes in order to stabilise speed, 
as most of the modern cruise control 
systems are (even some older ones…).

Trying to remedy the problem I was 
told that this is inherent in the system 
fitted by Rolls-Royce and nothing can 
be done.

Engine Idling
The Corniche III is equipped with a 
Bosch K-Motronic digital fuel injection 
and ignition control system. Reading 
these imposing technical definitions one 
should think: can’t do better! Yes you 
can (© by an American President).

Compared with the SU carburettor-
equipped Silver Shadow, the Corniche’s 
engine idling is simply not nice. 
Although the engine turns very 
smoothly, it shakes. Maybe this was an 
attempt to give the Corniche a more 
sporty character (rather like some older 
Ferraris)? As one can imagine, I asked 
my workshop to try to remedy this. 
But it seems there is no way. Only the 
Corniche IV Zetec ignition program 
improves the problem, I was told.

Using and enjoying the Corniche

It took almost a year to put right the faults but the Corniche is now a dream to drive. 
Compared with my previous Silver Shadow I, the car’s handling is much more precise 
and predictable, due to rack and pinion steering, engine response, improved geometry 
and better suspension. The latter is on the ‘very comfortable’ side, and slightly stiffer 
damping would be desirable at times. But overall it’s very satisfying. The Shadow had a 
handling kit and Bilstein dampers, which improved it’s handling greatly. The Corniche III’s 
suspension cannot be modified, I believe, because of the gas struts. The Corniche IV has 
electronically adaptable suspension, which might be an advantage. 

With the roof closed, wind noise is perceptible only when exceeding 130km/h 
(80mph). With it down, the wind doesn’t bother anybody, there is just the pleasure of 
being under the sun or the stars in the open air. Anyway, 130km/h is fast enough and the 
fuel consumption at that speed is in the region of 16 to 17 litres/100 km (about 17mpg).

Since I am retired I have time to live part of the year in Portugal, on the Algarve Coast. 
A convertible is well suited to the Algarve climate, and one can drop the roof nearly 
all year round. So I decided to take the Corniche over there and booked a ferry from 
Portsmouth to Bilbao and drove the some 900km to Seville and from there to Vilamoura 
in Portugal. The trip was made on excellent new motorways across Spain, with very little 
traffic – and no tolls to pay.

Upon arrival I had the pleasant surprise of being invited to take part in the Algarve 
Classic Cars 2014 event (pictured below), a car rally which has taken place in July every 
year for the past 20 years. Among the other participants there were many English cars. 
These were mostly sports cars including MGs and Triumphs, plus some Jaguars, Daimlers 
and Austins. There were also several Mercedes SLs, BMW Coupés, Citroën 12 and 15 
Lights, 2CVs and Renaults, plus some Bentleys including a 4.5-litre, two Mk VIs and an 
S-type. Not forgetting my Rolls-Royce Corniche, of course.

a fEW of thE MEChanICal problEMs that nEEdEd to bE pUt rIght In thE pUrsUIt of pErfECtIon

Damaged pre-catalyst (left): difficulty of reaching pre-catalyst and lambda sensor (right)










































