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robably thanks to their humbie

backgrounds, limited. productlon
runs and chequered histories, Britain's
vast numbers of widely varying specialist
sports cars hoid a real sense of mystery:
once you become intrigued by one, the
likelihood is that you'll soon want to know
maore about others. vyet, for every
enthusiast, there is always one marque in
particular which becomes a real passion
and, really, it is hardly surprising that so
many car buffs are nowadays giving the
Trident the attention it deserves. Here is a
car which, in many ways, was well ahead
of its time and could truly have been a
British rival to all those Halian glamour
machines. Sadly, though, the car never
really "happened’, and today it is merely
one of those desirable machines we look
back on with fondness . . ,

The origins of the Trident began with the
Blackpooi-based company of TVR, the
specialist sports car concern set up in 1247
by Trevor Wilkinson. Towards the late
1950s, Wilkinson and his small band of
enthusiastic craftsmen were busily en-
gaged on styling a fixed head model, the
Grantura, which was to farm the basis of
the company’s production run for the next
two decades and more. A stubby two-
seater, the TVAR had a charoetar gl its own
and, finad with & vanety of sngines:and
clothed with a distinctive GRP body, it
soon found a ready market among the
enthusiasis.

Soon TVRs became popular in America
toa, and by 1962 a certain Jack Griffith was
busily engaged on building a derivative
powered by an American 4.7-ltre Ford V8
engine, the TVR's chassis design lending
itself particularly well to this kind of
modification while the comparatively
lightweight body made the car perform
extremely well.

The following year {1963) saw the
development of a British prototype TVR
V8, with the cutcome that an agreement
was signed befwean TVR and Griffith for
the exporting of specially adapted TVRs 1o
be sent—less power units—to the Siates
where Ford V8 engines were to be in-
stalled. The resuhting model was called the
TVR Griffith and production started in
1964, This model, incidentally, was to go
on and achieve quite a reputation!

Old flame

The idea of introduging a restyled TVR
had bean mooted 83 early as 1962 for by
ihid time the arigingl shapes was some slx
yiars ofd and lacked the flalr which was so
chiractaristic of the styles emerging from
ltaly. The first proposals were skatohed by
English born stvlist, Trevor Fiore, during
1863, bt TVR's management did not take
up options or his work until 1964, when
the project (named 'Trident' after Frank
Costin's PS prototypsl was given the-go-
aheacl. A standart TVR chassts was santio
Fissore’s Italian workshbps whora worlk
biEgan on transtorming tha styling sketch
into a protetype bodyshel

Unfartunately, work had riot besnaolng
long before Jack Griffith, Wwho by this tima
wats heavily involvad with TVH, saw the
Trident-styling proposals and sugaested
that work be temporanly halted. He falt
that if thecar was tohave aresdy markatin
the States, then it would have to be fitted
with a V8 anginie Uwhich would not fit the
standard TVR ohassisl. Moreover, Griffith
also suggestad that the Trident cught to be
g saft-top, which would make it even more
attragtive 1o the American buyer.

So work began on: produging twa
lengthvenad TVIR chassis, which warg
ayentually fitted with 4.7 fiwe Ford VY8
gngines and sent out 1o Fssore. It was
decided that, rather Lhan completaly upset
the project by changing the design to.a
eonvartible, work should [nitially carry on
with the coupés—tHe soft 1op version

being built at a later stage. {t was arranged
that both Tridents should appear at the
1966 Geneva Motor Show, with one car
subsequently becoming the British proto-
type while the second would be sent for
demonstration in America, production
proper to begin in June that year.
Everything sounded kighly promising . . .

indeed, the Tridents” reception at ihe
Geneva Show was most encauraging.
With their sleek, angular lines, the cars had
a dateless agpearance, so much a part of
the styles which emerged from ftaly during
this period. They featured pop-up head-
lights and an impressive specification
which placed their prospective market
between those of the Aston Martin and the
E-Type Jaguar.

But as June approached it was clear that
productior: of the Trident wouid have to be
deferred since TVR were undergcing con-
siderable financial difficulties brought
about by a prelonged dock strike {(which
had devastating effects on their American
exports) and a less-than-healthy British
market. Then, sadly, TVR Engineering
Limited went into liquidation in August

1966, at which point the Trident saga was .

to take a dramatic turr.

Bilt Last, a TVR agent in Woodbridge,
Suffolk, had already been approached by
TVR's Chairman, Arnold Burton, who
asked Last if he would be prepared to take
over the TVR company. But Last had
refused, influenced no doubt by TVR’s




erratic career. Neo, what Last was in-
terested in was the Trident, which, with its
impressive siyling and specification, was
in his view a far better het for a good
future. So'Lest approadhed Flore ragard-
ing the dasign nghts of the Trident, while
at the same time ordering a convertibie
version and acquiring the original body
plug, Scon after, a specially adapted
Austin Hesley 3000 chassis—imodified to
accept a Ford VBengine~ was sent to [taly
for work to begin on buifding a Trident
convertibla,

Last's programme was for a Trident
convertible and a coupe to be exhibited at
the Racing Car Showin January 1966, with
production starting scon after. [n the
event, the appearance of the Tridents at
the show proved a huge success, and
caused a little surprise since, by this time,
Arthur Lilley and his son Martin had
bought the assets of TVR from the receiver
and had thought that these included the
Trident project!

As for Last, he had already decided that
the existing Trident, the design which had
aroused sc much interest al the 1966
Show, was not quite what he had in mind
50, another car was ordered from Fissore,
this time slightly longer and wider 1w
improve its appearance stiil further and
dive more interior room. Fissore was
contracted to produce another prototype,
a coupé this time, as well as the body
roulds (Fissere had suggested manu-
facturing the complete praduction podies,
but Lasi discounted this suggestion as
being too costly), But, despite the fact that
Last had supplied many of the compo-
nents, when the prototype finally arrived in
Eritain it was found to contain many ltalian
fittings — which meant even more redesign
work to enable British equivalents to be
fitted. When, eventually, the Trident was
completed, it was exhibited at the 1967
Racing Car Show on the Trident Car
Company stand,

Despite the withdrawal of the Austin
Healey from production, Last made special
arrangements for the Healey chassis to be
manufactured for him by Sankeys and that
year, 1967 saw production begin with the
Trident coupé being offered in kit form at
£1923. With Tts V8 engine, performance

was impressive with a 0-60 time of only 5.0
seconds and & maximum speed of
180mph. The car's specification included
leather upholstery, electric windows and a
radic as standard items.

Soon after praduction got under way,
Trident began offering the car with the
Ford V6 engine as an option, and prices
ranged from £1840 in kit form to £2400
ready assembled. Performance was less
impressive with only 148bhp on tap, and
tha leather trim and electric windows gave
way 10 pve and manual winders, Even sg,
the V6 Trident was still an impressive
machine by any standards.

1968 saw the company move to a new
location in Woodbridge, Suffolk.
Meanwhile, earlier criticisms over the lack
of detail finish had been attended to, while
an export market to the States was
increasing with these cars being fitted with
the 302 cu. in. Mustang engine, which
compiled with the American emission
regulations. By 1969 sorne 29 Tridents had
been built, of which 20 had been exportad
to America. 1969 also saw the company
move yet again, this time to 10,000 sq. ft,
premises in Ipswich, and an appearance

was again made at the Racing Car Show In
Fanden, Also, the Trident chassis was
changed from the old Healay type to the
Triumph TRE& unit which featured i.r.s, By
now, V8 Tridents were known as Clipper
and the V6 models were called Venturers.

By now, sales of the Trident were
encouraging enough for a dealer networl
to be established. However, for a small
company (at their peak Trident employed
only 30-odd staff} the greatest difficulty
was the supply of components, As the
availability of oneitemn dried up, so another
had to be substituted, creating & pro-
Auction nightmate. A strike @t Ford, for
example, had a dramatic effect on the
supply of engines.

In 1971, Trident replaced the American
Ford V8 engine with the 5.4-litre Chrysler
unit, the car becoming known as the
Trident V8 Super 300. Aiso, to supplement
the erratic supplies of the Ford V6 engine,
Trident bégan offering the 150bhp
Triumph TRE fuel injection unit, although
in the event few of these cars were made.
In an attempt to rationatise production, the
V8 and VB cars were available only in
ready-assembled form, while all cars
received a restyled front and wara fitted
with &n opening tall gate. Prices rarged
from E2876 for the Venturer tm £4251 for
tha VB Clipper,

But despite a conoered effart to keep
protiuation under way, a growing financial
crisis saw Trident Cars Limited go into
liguidation in 1872, An essdclats company,
Viking Performance, was able to mairitain
asafvicing agancy and provide spares Tor
customers’ cars. Now came a period In the
wildarness for an exotic car which had
never redlly gained the success it deserved,
but, “eventuslly, in 1976, 8ill Last was
approached by an Amarican investor who
auggested that i he sunplied the factary,
stock, plant and experdence. then finance
cauld be made avallableto plt the Trident
bEck into production. & new comEEny whs
formed celled the Trident Maotar
Eompany, and. arrangeents Were mada
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to start production ence mors with the car
being =xhibited at the 1976 Earls Court
Muator Shioiw,

Whila the general specification
rerpalned unchangad, only the V6 and VB
cars were avallahbls; the. fottar with the
Gelitre Chrysiar powsr unit. Howsver, tha
revival ‘was 1o be short-lived Tor, by the
midille af 1977, the project had meved into
liquidstion yat again; with & total of some
130 Tridants having bean fada,

And at that poirt the Tridant was finally
lald to rest. Superb looks, oodles of powr,
a luxury cockpit and great promises; b sl
had all those essets but sadly now had
virtuglly no chance of ever gaining the
glory. It deserved. Other than with
enthusiasts who would, in furture years;
restore and  cherjsh examples of the
margqua and parkaps even twim them Into
classics . . .

George Tewkesbury is an American
working and living in the UK. His primary
interest, he says, is in British sports cars,
and @ Sunbeam Alpine, Sunbeam Tiger, as
well az an MG Midget and several hig
Healeys, are among the cars he has
owned. He says he got to know of the
Trident's existence through the odd article
it motoring magazines during its pro-
duction pericd, but never bought one at
the time. Then he began locking around
for a TVR Griffith VB to restore, but very
scon found that there were none to be

had. So when a Trident was advertised in ~

the columns of the Exchange and Mart he
went along to have a look . . .

On further investigation, the Trident for
sale, a VB Clipper in fact, was found to be in
less than first class order. To begin with,
there was no glass, and George says he
 was handed what remained of the interior
in a manure bag! However, despite this
depressing state of affairs, the car turned
out 1o be a good buy since structurally it
was in sound condition which made it an
excellent basis for renavation.

George says that the Trident is very like
the TVR Griffith in that its attraction lies in
a combination of style and power. Tha

Trident hes, 'ha' says, a tmefess shepe.
Although hefs careful topoint out that he
always takes his restoration projects in
step-by-stap stages; clearly the condition
of the Trident celled for a conpsiderable
amount.of work, He anjoys working in his
garaga, bul trylng ta find all the missing
parts o put the Trident back together
acein was, hessvs, vary much like com-
plating o jigsaw puzzlel

George describas hiz Trident's intetior
naw as being about the way he wants it,
with the engine compartrment reguiring a
little more work béfore that too s finkshed.
Hiz summer project for 1982 is 1o wire
brush the chassis and treatitwith red oxide
and Harmmarite. VWith tha Trident back on
the roatl, Gearge s dble 10 ressess It and
desaribas the car 25 “exhilarating” to
drive: His prarequisite for any car of this
kind f5 that it should have good peosl-
eration. This the Trident has. He says It is
the mast Interasting car he has ever
ovwinad,

Parhaps the most intriguing aspact of
George's Triderit is that while he wasat the
Brightan Classic Car Show in 1881, some-
ong eame upto the Trident Club Stand and
told Georgs that he thounht his cer was the
first production Trident. ‘Apparsntly, sl
the indications arethat this may well be the
CHIE.

Ken Madrgan i5 the driving force behind the
Tridant Owners Chib, He saw lis first
Trident a1 the 1976 Earls Court Motor
Show, where he was immeadintely Im-
pressed byits shape thinking that it had to
ba of Ialian orgin. Not surprisingly, he
was-amazed 1o find that it was a British car
irade By a small company In Suffolic

Later, whan Ken decided to sl tis 3.8
Jaguar, ha remambered the Trident and
decided 1o put an gdvert in the “wanmed”
columing of Exchangeand Mart. Tha result
of this was seversl replies, and of these the
mast promising seemed a VB Clipper
ownad by a policeman in Hull, Ken got In
touch with him and they agread (o meet &t
a service areg on tha M1.

The car twrned out 1o b metallic blue,

agnd white its basic condition was very
sound, it really needed a compiete respray.
Having bought the car, Ken ran it for abouit
six months before taking it off the road for
a thorough refurbishing. Bui he admits
that at the time he was more interested in
the matine world than motoring, turning
his attentioty termporarily 1o yachting.

However, he soon recovered from this
relapse 1) and began the task of putting
the Trident into first-class condition. The
hody was stripped down to bare GRP and
modified to take Porsche rear lamp clusters
before being sprayed with some twefve
coats of paint. The chassiz was scraped
and 1treated and the suspension rebuilt
using new bushes. Also, the rear lever arm
dampers ware changed to adjustable tele-
scopics. As for the power unit, Ken says
that the car had only done about 34,000
miles so he justremoved the cylinder heads
and reconditioned them, leaving the
engine in situ. He aiso put in a Crane
camshaft and rewired the entire car be-
cause the original wiring was a bit of a
mess.

Inside the Trident, Ksn maodified the
seats and aftered the area behind,
removing the occasional seats and putting
in a remaovable talse floor to improve
storage space. The battery was moved to
the rear of the car and extra instruments
were fitted to the dashboard.

For Ken, the attractlion of the Tridentis a
combination of the V8 power unit {which
gives the car impressive performance!), s
characiet and style {which he feels are
mare than a match for many contemporary
modeis), and its refinemeants such as the
hide upholstery and electric windows. He
admits that he has stranger feelings about
his Trident today than he did when he first
bought it, saying that quite an affection
hag built up between tham.

Ken first thought of starting a club for
Trident owners around December 1280,
with the first advertisements inviting
interested owners to apply appearing in
maotoring journals in early 1981, From then
the club has not looked back, with
members both in this country and abroad.
The cluby will be exhibiting &1 the Classic
Car Show in Brighton this year and at
Knebworth House on August Tst,

When it comes to cars, Ken feels that
more ana more pecple are looking for
something a little bit different, with the
result that interest in cars ke the Tridant is
increasing all the time.

Taday the Trident project smerges as
something of an enigma. Hs styling was
dateless and it benefited from Harcld
Radford and Delaney Galley's expertise,
these men giving advice on interior trim
and ventilation. Yet the car's production
engineering was weak and the company’s
public relations pregramme non-existent;
few cars were ever road tested to bring the
margue to enthusiasts’ attention. Mever-
theless, the Trident is still a very desirable
car for those who want performance, style
and individuality, And, surely, it is fast
becoming a classic,



