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Letting the Smoke out 

Marc Cherry 

Editor 

 

The break in temperature a couple of weeks ago was great!  We all knew it could not last, but even so, the 

promise of the beautiful fall driving season in the panhandle looms large.  We have had a couple of well-attended 

events recently, so the heat hasn’t kept us totally dormant.  Elsewhere, the events of Monterey have brought lots 

of attention to our hobby as well. 

Unfortunately, I am down for 

the count as a rear brake issue 

has driven a sudden uptake in 

Motrin consumption on my 

part.  My neighbors have 

learned new combinations of 

all the old profanities as I have 

wrestled with the Jaguar to 

give up the errant brake 

cylinders.  The Jaguar 

independent rear suspension 

system is a marvel of 

engineering and performance, 

but those inboard brakes defy 

logic (and servicing 

apparently).  With any luck I 

will have the rear suspension 

back under the car in time 

for the Dog Days Rally on 

the 26th.  

Please go to the Emerald Coast Car Show if you can.  It is being held at 

the Mullet Festival Park in Niceville.  We would like to see a big turnout 

Saturday.  Support Bill Moseley’s hard work at making sure there are 

multiple classes for British cars.   

I’ve had a lot of positive feedback about the ongoing improvements to 

our digital magazine.  One of the features we have that has not received 

a lot of notice is the clickable links.  Some of our pictures and graphics 

feature events and organizations that have an online presence.  Where 

possible, I’ve made it easy for you to investigate further by enabling a 

hypertext link, allowing you to click on a picture to take you on a voyage 

of discovery. 

1Work of art Jaguar independent rear suspension now removed to replace brake seals that were 
cooked by dragging slave cylinder. The wheel cylinders are laying on the dolly following a hard-won 

fight.  Reinstallation promises to be just as fun!  

http://www.emeraldcoastcarshow.com/
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This month brings the first of a series of articles on Lucas distributors.  These are guest articles from Jeff Simpson, 

a member of my old club, the Tucson British Car Register.  I think you will discover ways you had not even 

imagined that your car can go wrong. 

On August 14th, Taber Tompkins checked out a new show at the New Beginnings Church in Crestview at their first 

annual "Support the Mission" car show to raise funds for their mission to feed the homeless.  Forty-five vehicles of 

many marques, including Rat Rods, were entered, and Taber's 

2007 Caterham 7SV won one of the "Top Twenty" awards 

presented. 

We had four cars join us at the Pensacola Cars & Coffee prior 

to the club’s TT Wentworth Museum tour.  The Cars & Coffee 

was a great informal event with a lot of public interest.  It was 

conveniently early for most of us to naturally transition over 

and join the Wentworth tour.  In my view, a good Cars & 

Coffee happens before whatever the main Saturday event is.  

Now that C&C has moved to an 8 am start time,  we were  

able to enjoy a relaxed car event before moving on to 

whatever other events Saturday had in store.  Attending 

these other locally sponsored activities is a great way to 

advertise our club and grow our membership. 

The aforementioned Wentworth Museum tour was a fun and 

interesting way to take in local history and the work of one 

eclectic collector.  We enjoyed a reduced entry fee and spent just over an hour taking in the museum before 

walking over to the Tin Cow in downtown Pensacola for lunch.  A sudden threat of rain drove a bit of mild panic 

amongst convertible owners, but otherwise we enjoyed relaxed company and some excellent burgers. 

The August Fancy Friday goers ventured to Jackson’s Steakhouse, perhaps Pensacola’s finest restaurant, for 

another congenial evening event.  Therese Hemmert had twelve people make it out for some outstanding steaks 

and a chance to join the festivities of the local Gallery Night. 

TT Wentworth Museum--Photo by Bill Moseley 

PBCA was well-represented at Pensacola Cars and Coffee 



Smoke in the Wires   September 2015 Page 5 
 

As I alluded to earlier, the auctions, shows and races out in the Monterey region have wrapped up.  In particular, 

the auctions generate a lot of interest from classic car owners as they ultimately have more local impact than the 

Pebble Beach winner.  Of course, prices were strong at the headline sales as they posted big numbers.  However, 

some of the big money cars whose surviving numbers still exist in the hundreds and smaller thousands actually 

retracted just a bit.  Several of the auctions that focus on more affordable classics still achieved high prices, but 

saw only small gains in average hammer prices.  Others significantly posted sell-through rates of only around 50 to 

60 percent.  In short, we are still seeing value gains but not at the levels of the past two years.  Ambitious sellers 

who waited and stuck to their reserves based solely on recent growth rates often ended up taking their cars back 

home.   

The Auburn, IN, fall sale was held this 

past weekend with an incredible 

volume of affordable and just beyond 

affordable classics.  Much of the 

collector world was watching Auburn to 

see what lessons the market has taken 

from Monterey.  Most sellers consigned 

their cars and set their reserves many 

months ago to allow time for 

promotions and catalog production.  It 

was interesting to see that many sellers 

were prepared to drop their reserves as 

the market is now tightening down to a 

more sustainable growth rate.  

Conversely, a large number of sellers 

held their reserves despite taking bids 

that should have been enough to 

secure the car.  I guess they didn’t read 

the August issue of Smoke in the Wires. 

The Brits on the Bay car show seems like it is a long way off, but the effort required to successfully pull of an event 

of that magnitude requires early planning to secure venues, favorable hotel pricing and world-class sponsorship.  

The show committee has already met twice to keep building upon last year’s momentum.  We will soon be looking 

to you to help secure sponsorship and to re-form our incredible army of volunteers. 

We have a lot of great events coming up with the Emerald Coast  Car show on Saturday the 12th and the Natchez, 

Mississippi Brits on the River show on the 18th and 19th.  We have another Fancy Friday on the 25th as well as our 

own Dog Days Rally benefitting the Pensacola Humane Society on the 26th.   

The fall events are here with a vengeance.  Make sure you and your car are ready.  If you don’t have your tool kit 

ready, take a look at the emergency preparedness video linked elsewhere in this magazine.  We hope you enjoy 

this feature.  See you out on the road! 

 

Club members enjoy lunch at the Tin Cow following TT Wentworth museum tour-
Photo by Bill Moseley 
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PBCA 2015 EVENTS SCHEDULE 

SEPTEMBER THROUGH OCTOBER 

All PBCA Monthly Meetings will be 6:00 pm Dinner/7:00 pm Meeting at Sonny’s Bar-B-Que, Navy 

Blvd at US Hwy 98, Pensacola and will feature a Program, Door Prizes, 50/50 drawing until further notice 
by email, website and Telephone Tree. 
 

*All Executive and Show Committee Lunch Meetings are always open to the entire membership and 
participation is encouraged. For new members it is a good way to meet active members and get involved 
in either a small or larger way.  Be a part of the club. You will be enthusiastically welcomed. 
 

Event details will be emailed and posted on the PBCA Website: www.pbca1.com  
(PBCA Sponsored Events, Club Activities and Meetings in Bold type) 

  
 

SEPTEMBER 
Saturday 12  -  Emerald Coast Car Show, Niceville, FL 
Wednesday 16  -  PBCA Executive Committee Meeting, 12 pm, Crown Plaza 
Fri-Sat 18-19  -  Natchez, MS, “Brits on the River” British Car Show 
Monday 21  -  PBCA Meeting & Program 
Saturday 26  -  Dog Days Rally, Pensacola Humane Society, 9:00 am at the Humane Society 
 
 
 

OCTOBER 
Saturday 3 -  SABCC Annual Ice Cream Social, Cunningham’s Garage Mahal, Daphne, AL 
Tuesday 6  -  Breakfast at the Grand, 10:00 am, Crown Plaza 
Saturday 10  -  Pensacola Historic Rally and Lunch See Bill Weeks 
Wednesday 14  -  PBCA Executive Committee Meeting, 
Thur-Sun 15-18  - Southeastern MGT Registry Convention, Macon, GA 
Saturday 17  -  Drive-In Movie, Show Site Downtown Pensacola, Details TBA 
Monday 19  - PBCA Meeting & Program 
Friday 23 - SABCC Car Show Welcome Party, Fairhope 
Saturday 24  -  SABCC British Car Festival, Fairhope, AL 
Friday 30  - Possible Fancy Friday 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.pbca1.com/
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MISSING THE MARQUE 

This Month’s The British Line submission for The Marque by Richard Lewis 

Time again to share all sorts of sagacity and 
wisdom with an adoring audience. As usual, 
Your Loyal Correspondent (YLS) struggles with 
a topic riveting enough to capture the attention of 
readers with access to all sorts of distractions-
video games with barely clad heroines backing 
up characters who look like they never left Viking 
territory, summer-time movies filled with heroes 
who can disappear, turn into flames, stretch the 
length of the Brooklyn Bridge, or other heroes 
with guns who never cease firing and which 
apparently provides a shield protecting them 
from a hail of villainous bullets, not to mention all 
the allures of the internet, the list of which 
boggles the imagination. 

Still, YLC is up to the task. It only requires 
slipping into the nubby cardigan, stoking up the 
time-worn meerschaum with a mixture of cigar 
leavings and rug fuzz, and facing the old 
Underwood, without fear or favor. Perhaps, 
however, with a vacant stare which lasts all too 
long. 

 Still, it requires carving out time from an 
incredibly busy schedule of advising world 
leaders, accepting yet another prestigious 
award, and speaking at the UN. However, if you 
want a job done, give it to a busy person. 

You might ask what, in addition to the 
aforementioned tasks, takes so much of YLC’s 
valuable time. Perhaps the following vignette, 
ripped straight from reality, will give you some of 
the flavor of what occupies so much of it. 

“Where you last night? Brett and I waited for you 
at Joselitos, drinking absinthe and eating 
prawns. The Count asked Brett again to go with 
him on his yacht to the Greek islands. She said 
she would think about it.” 

“Robert and I were at the gym, trading a few 
punches, just to keep in practice. Then we went 
shooting. What are your plans for today?”  

“After a few daiquiris at Raffles, we’ll go back to 
the hotel and wait for you.” 

“Bill is coming today. You could all go on to the 
corrida and we’ll meet you there before the first 
bull comes out. I have some cables to file first.” 

“We’ll meet you, then. Everything will work out.” 

“Wouldn’t it be nice to think so?” 

While essentially true to life, this sketch gives 
you some sense of how action-filled YLC’s life is. 
Admittedly, it was borrowed directly from Ernest 
Hemmingway, who stole it from F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, who lifted it from Herman Melville, 
who purloined it from Christopher Marlow, who 
filched it from the Venerable Bede, who caged it 
from a Cro-Magnon man muttering over a camp 
fire. 

Nothing is new under the sun. However, it also 
rises. 

Perhaps YLC should jump right into club 
happenings and stop wasting so much of your 
time. 

Recent Events 

We have had a few activities during the 
scorching season.  

July 19-Premier among them was our 20th 
Annual All-British Car Clubs Pig Roast, where 
PBCA hosts our friends from the South Alabama 
British Car Club and Marti Gras MG, as well as 
others. There were 80 guests in attendance, all 
bringing a special dish to augment the delicious 
perfectly prepared porcine delight. Hosted at the 
home of Jeanne and Tom Schmitz, who always 
make everyone feel welcome, despite the 
intermittent light rain all day, we still had over 20 
British cars on display—one of our biggest 
turnouts yet. It was a great affair. 

August 4-Breakfast at the Grand. Still one of our 
most popular events, about twenty PBCA 
members and friends showed up for great food 
and conversation. 
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August 7-Executive Board Meeting at the 
Manske’s residence. This extended meeting 
gave us a chance to plan the events calendar 
until year’s end, and also to finish the onerous 
task of editing the By-Laws, which will now be 
distributed to members for approval.  

August 17-PBCA Regular Monthly Meeting at 
Sonny’s on Navy Boulevard at 7 pm. Business 
and fun  

August 21-Fancy Friday on the Town at 
Jackson’s Restaurant in Pensacola. This special 
event has us trying a new dining experience 
every month. Twelve diners attended. This was 
a great one, given Jackson’s reputation. Thanks 
to Therese Hemmert, planner extraordinaire. 

August 22-10 am-Drive to the Wentworth 
Museum in Pensacola and Lunch at the Tin 
Cow. The Museum, recently adding to their 
collection, is a jewel for lovers of local and 
Florida history.  

September 1-Breakfast at 10 at the Grand, 
followed by the Show Committee at 11 am. 
Please note the change from 11:30 to 11:00 am. 
Another great breakfast followed by a long 
meeting. 

Until next time, check the gas gauge this time 
before you set out. 

Our Dog Days Rally driving event is Saturday September 26. As always, it is a benefit for the 
Humane Society of Pensacola put on by me as a member of the Panhandle British Car 
Association.  I have also invited the Gulf Coast Region Mustang Club.  We meet at 9:00 am at the 
Humane Society parking lot on Q street (not the pound on Fairfield) and start cars out on a timed 
rally at 9:30 am. The rally ends at a water front restaurant for lunch and awards.  Entry fee is dog 
or cat food for the Humane Society and the more you donate, the more points you get for the rally.  

A couple of notes: 

First- We will log the food donated and post the totals to Facebook for the PBCA and the Humane 
Society along with pictures, I have encouraged the GCRMC to try and supply more than the PBCA, 
so we need to live up to our reputation of bringing a lot of food to make up for our bad navigators, 
leaky British cars, etc.... (yes I am trying to start a contest where the pets are the winners). 

Second- The Humane Society added a new building in the parking lot. It is a clinic for the animals 
and they are holding an event that morning at 8:00 am.  If we show up early there may not be 
enough parking, (an alternate lot is down the street). So hopefully we will not have to move as tons 
of food and cars show up to support the Humane Society and the pets.  RSVP's to help coordinate 
would be great. email me, text me , call....  

Tom Matsoukas:  tmatsoukas@bellsouth.net   
(850) 449-3435 

 

http://www.pensacolahumane.org/
mailto:tmatsoukas@bellsouth.net
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By Marc Cherry 
 

With the cooling weather, the fall driving season is upon us.  There are many great regional events 
available that take a day or more to get there.  Whether you are taking a short trip to Cars and 
Coffee or a road trip to Natchez, there is always the possibility of a breakdown or other emergency.  
Driving a classic car compounds the risk in two ways.  Our cars are less reliable than new 
machinery and parts for our cars are not readily available.  There is a great deal you can do to 
keep an incident from escalating and improve your odds of resuming a trip in your classic. 
 

The three topics to consider in emergency preparation are safety, repair and replacement. Safety 
gear prevents a bad situation from getting worse.  A good fire extinguisher should be the anchor of 
your safety preparation.  Repair as a topic is not limited to just tools, but workaround items such as 
jumpers, glue, tape and wire ties.  The tools you select are important too and involve an honest 
assessment of your car’s vulnerabilities and your mechanical capabilities.  Our cars are known for 
electrical gremlins.  My own kit is heavy on diagnostic tools for troubleshooting electrical issues.  
The final category is repair.  What spare parts do you carry?  Again, your own capabilities come 
into play as you consider what items you can replace along the roadside balanced against likely 
issues.  My spares are primarily focused on the electrical and fuel systems with just a few brake 
and lubrication components included as well. 
 

I’ve produced this video feature provoking food for thought on your own emergency preparation.  
Please take a few minutes to watch it and see if it shows you something you might have missed.  I 
would love to hear what is in your own kits that I didn’t consider. 
 

Just click on the image to watch the presentation.   
 

 
 

                                                                                                                                           
 

https://www.youtube.com/v/OmxcMTuU5FU
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By Marc Cherry

Petroliana?  Automobilia?  Whatever name you prefer 

for vintage items associated with classic cars will work 

just fine.  I would like to hear about yours.  Along the 

path of buying and selling classic cars and finding 

troves of spare parts there’s often a remainder.  

Something interesting that tells a story, sets a mood or 

evokes a memory.  You set it aside rather than back 

with the other parts.  It means more than any trophies 

your car may have earned.  You may even actively 

seek to use it as an enhancement for your garage 

office or car boot.  For many, it becomes a hobby unto 

itself. 

For me, I dream big but realize small.  My wife would 

probably disagree.  Likely she would be standing in the 

garage with the 48-inch illuminated ‘Union 76’ sign as 

her backdrop as she refuted my claim.  If it were 

the same size, but lit with external neon, that 

would be big to me.  Amongst our club members, 

Henry Hensel is far and away our club’s most 

prolific collector of automobilia.  Henry has been 

kind enough to tour us through his collection 

yearly.  But what does everyone else have that 

they are proud to collect? 

For myself, I have several pieces that I enjoy 

looking at and even utilize, such as an old gas 

station service bell.  Driving over the hose sets off 

the solenoid that rings the bell.  Every time I 

drive in or out of the garage the bell rings.  I have 

yet to have anyone run out and service the car 

but I suspect my wife just needs better training.   

A few months back I was in Nebraska and found 

an enamel display for hose clamps.  Here again, I 

can’t understate my passion for antiques that can 

actually be used.  Having just completed my 

engine rebuild and attempting to bring the 

Jaguar’s engine bay up to concours standards, you 

may not be surprised to learn that I’ve had to become 

a bit zealous about hose clamps of late.  This was just 

the thing to sort and baby those ultra-rare Cheney 

hose clamps that will, no doubt, make my car better 

than yours. 

48-inch internal neon '76' sign adds a glow of nostalgia to the garage 
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I also have a drive-in movie speaker on the 

shelf that always triggers a fond memory.  

My parents used to take us to the drive-in 

theater and my father was once a small-

town cop.  I remember one night at the 

drive-in, our Blazer was struck by a beer can 

tossed from the adjoining car.  When my 

father confronted the underage trio, they 

attempted to flee.  My father reached 

through the car for the keys, but only 

collected part of the driver’s shirt as they 

tore away.  He also collected the plate 

number.  I was with my father the next 

morning when he went knocking.  The guy 

who answered the door was missing half his 

shirt and had four claw marks across his 

chest.  Busted!  I’ll never forget that incident and the 
speaker serves to remind me of a great story and time 

with my father. 

While the speaker is recognizable to most of us, 

some objects are personal and only hold meaning to 

the owner.  They can’t really be counted as 

automobilia, they are just objects or parts but share 

shelf space with the more flamboyant automobilia. I 

hold two souvenirs from the Jaguar I owned in 

England.  The super-sized distributor cap does a poor 

job of holding pens and pencils, but the fact that it is 

so poor at holding 13 pencils reminds me that I once 

tangled regularly with a mighty Jaguar V-12.  

Conversely, the other souvenir is a reminder of a 

great lesson-learned.  What appears to be a crooked 

small coil spring is, in fact, the thread from one of 

my spark plugs.  After I had snapped off the plug 

flush with the cylinder head of that jag, a real 

mechanic hand-drilled out the plug with such 

precision, the head didn’t have to come off or even 

need a helicoil! 

The small (or large) accessories we keep that put our 

cars in context are part of the fun of running a classic 

car.  What do you have as your automobilia?  An old 

enamel sign, a gas pump, or a spinner? Whatever it 

is, we would love for you to share it with us.   

 The drive-in movie speaker shares space with an old oil bottle and a vintage 
English oil can reserved solely for filling SU dampers 

Pampered hose clamps perform better 
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By Marc Cherry 

The show committee has already met a couple of times to begin work on our 2016 show.  Now it is time for everyone 

else to do their part as well.  For most of us, that means volunteerism and sponsorship.  It is not too early to let me 

know how you would like to help with this year’s show.  Don’t worry too much, I’m sure to find you before too long 

anyway.  More importantly, it is not too early to start asking area businesses to sponsor the show.  I am happy to 

place advertising in Smoke in the Wires for our sponsors.  I just need the request from you and their website or other 

details.  The sad fact is only about a dozen club members brought in sponsors last year, with just four members lining 

up the bulk of sponsors.  We rely almost entirely on the success of the show for our operating budget.  “Don’t our 

dues pay for the show?” you ask.  We give up $11 for every member to pay for your subscription to the Marque, 

leaving very little to carry forward into the club treasury.  That is why sponsorship is so important to the success of 

our show. 

So what do we have lined up for our 2016 show?  Our featured models this year will be the Triumph TR-3 and the 

Spitfire.  Having a featured car aims at bringing in cars that normally don’t come to our show.  We know there are 

many TR-3s and Spitfires who just might come, knowing we are hosting a special welcome for them.  Please start 

getting the word out to any owners of these cars to join us April 15th and 16th. 

Some great things will not change.  We will bring the  tribute band,  , back as well as continue to 

grow our outstanding red beans and rice hospitality event on Friday night at the Commerce Museum.  We will 

continue to hold outstanding driving and touring events as well. 

Please start working on sponsorship.  We need our 2016 show to do very well.  Success in 2016 will give us the 

springboard needed to launch a massive effort for our special 25th anniversary show in 2017. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

http://www.notquitefab.com/
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Lucas Distributors 

By Jeff Simpson 

What follows is the first of a series of articles reprinted with permission from The Register, the newsletter 

of the Tucson British Car Register.  All words and photos copyright Jeff Simpson. 

We all know distributors are important for engine performance, so we change the points and 
condenser and reset the points gap.  We may even check the “timing”. Usually this is done by 
moving the crank to the desired degrees of static advance and then rotating the distributor so as to 
get a test light to just go off, indicating that the points have just opened and number one 
cylinder would be firing.  With that done we are satisfied that all is well with the distributor. 
 
Some of us go to the trouble to disconnect the vacuum advance tube, plug it, start the engine and 
check the timing with a strobe light by adjusting the distributor in order to get the strobe to indicate 
number one cylinder is firing at the correct number of degrees of advance, by checking a pointer 
against a mark on the crank pulley. 
 
The problem with both of these methods is 
that neither gives any indication of the 
functionality of the mechanical or vacuum 
advance systems which are critical for 
good engine power and economy.  We 
hope, or assume, if the distributor static 
advance is set right the rest will follow and 
be correct.  Not a bad assumption on fairly 
new cars where everything is original and 
the engine is still stock.  Not so good some 
40 years on, with many miles, numerous 
modifications, and different fuels.  Further, 
if you used a strobe light to adjust the 
distributor to the static advance 
recommendation, you have just mis-set the 
timing.  Once the engine is running,  
even idling, the mechanical advance has 
begun to work and the static advance 
number is no longer applicable.  Some 
manufactures will give you a setting, such 
as 10 degrees at 1500 rpm, which is 
perfect for use with the strobe. 
 
The object of the timing function of the 
distributor is to initiate the fuel burn so that 
the biggest gas  
expansion or thrust on the piston happens 
just after the piston begins its downward 
power stroke or at about 18 degrees after 
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top dead center.  Any later and power will be lost, much earlier and the rod and crank throw are too 
much in line and piston damage or worse will result.  Since most engines operate over roughly a 
ten-fold rpm range and the fuel mixture has a constant burn rate irrespective of the rpm, the burn or 
spark must be initiated sooner as the rpm increases in order to keep the main push at the desired 
point of 18 degrees ATDC.  To complicate matters more, the optimum amount of advance is not a 
straight line relationship to rpm, but rather sort of a curve. A more rapid rate of advance is required 
at lower rpm, with less at higher rpm, until the maximum advance allowed by the particular 
distributor is reached.  The shape of the curve and the maximum advance varies by engine design 
but is typically 35 to 40 degrees BTDC at 4000 to 5000 rpm. 
 
So, every time the engine rpm changes the distributor must move to readjust the required advance.  
The mechanism that accomplishes this is under the metal plate where the points are mounted.  I 
think you would be hard pressed to find an engine component that so affects the  
performance and gets less attention.  Once the points mounting plate (actually a sandwich of two 
plates, one fixed and one movable) are removed, you should see the timing mechanism. 
Note the two springs and weights.  The lighter spring is the “primary”, the heavier is the  
“secondary”.  The primary spring is responsible to return the weights and the attached spindle shaft 
(cam lobes) to the same position at idle as well as the initial section of the advance curve. 
Thus, it must be under slight tension as you are looking at it.  Not stretched, but firmly connected to 
both mounting points.  The secondary spring must not be under tension until the weights have 
swung out somewhat. The amount of “slop” in the connection points of this spring determine at 
what rpm the secondary will come in and begin to flatten out the advance curve.  As the springs 
allow the weights to swing out with increasing rpm, they should pivot the spindle which contains the 
cam, thus increasing the timing advance (weights move the cam relative to the points, vacuum 
advance moves the points relative to the cam).  The weights also have a block or pivot arm they 
work against as they swing out which helps flatten the advance curve. 
 
Over the years and miles the springs stretch, loose tension, their attachment points wear and bend, 
the weights get stuck in accumulated and hardened oil / grease, the spindle freezes, and pivot pins 
get sticky.  In short, the whole thing just stops moving.  But all looks fine, so you put in new points 
and a condenser.  You set the points gap carefully and checked the timing with your 12 volt test 
light just like always. “No problem there, must be the carbs!”  You may have even decided to pay 
for extra insurance and replace those points and condenser with a new Pertronix or Lumenition 
system, but lurking right under the new electronic module is the old timing mechanism, which the 
new system still depends on to get the proper advance.  It doesn't matter how many volts you have 
if they aren't firing at the right time.   
 
So what should you do if you suspect a problem?  If you have the older type of strobe light (no 
adjustment dial) hook it up and watch the indicator mark on the harmonic balancer (crank pulley) or 
wherever it is on your car.  Rev' the engine and watch the indicator mark.  It should move smoothly 
back and forth as you change the rpm. If it does move at least you know that the mechanical 
advance is doing something.  Since the total advance in crankshaft degrees, which is what you see 
on the crank pulley, can be as much as 40 degrees BTDC, it is unlikely you will find this marked on 
the pulley.  This is where the strobe light with dial comes in handy.  After the engine is warmed up, 
have someone hold the rpm's at several points, say 2000, 3000, 4000, and 5000 rpm long enough 
for you to dial the strobe light until the main mark looks like it is at the TDC point.  Match the 
degrees advance indicated on the strobe light dial against the corresponding rpm and you have a 
basic graph of your advance curve.  If your car's manual calls for an initial or static advance of 10 
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degrees and your distributor has a maximum advance of 15 degrees (15 degrees at the distributor 
equals 30 crank degrees), you should read 40 degrees at the highest rpm.  This may seem like a 
lot of advance, but at high rpm it takes that to get the main fuel burn expansion at the 18 degree 
ATDC target. 
 

 

Every distributor has a 
built in maximum 
advance.  Unfortunately 
you have to open it up to 
find out what you have.  
Many distributors look 
alike and are 
interchangeable and may 
have been switched  
over the years, so the 
only away to be sure 
what you have is to 
check.  The only 
differences between 
Lucas distributors in the 
same series are the 
springs and the full 
advance stop and these 
are all  

interchangeable. The full advance is stamped on the cam arm or base plate in distributor degrees. 
 
If you are lucky you may find your shop manual what the full advance should be and at what rpm.  
You may even find some intermediate settings like 8 degrees at 1200 rpm, and 18 degrees at 3000 
rpm etc., in addition to the static advance number.  But remember, these numbers were for the 
engine as originally built by the manufacturer. So while they are a good guide they don't account 
for changes made to the engine such as different carbs, cams, exhaust, exhaust system, and the 
very different fuel. If you are trying to sort out a performance problem, this area might be worth a 
second look.  And we haven't even begun to get into the vacuum advance yet. 
 

If you have the distributor apart, look for these possible problems: 
1.  The mounting plate on which the weights are attached is loose from the main shaft. 
2.  The hollow shaft which has the cam lobes and the full advance stop arm is frozen on the spindle 
of the main shaft or too stiff for the weights to move it out or the springs to pull it back. 
3.  Springs, missing, broken, bent, or stretched.  Also, check the attachment points which can be 
worn or bent.  The DMBZ units, such as used on early Jaguars, have a tab to which the springs 
outer ends connects. These are easily (and often found) bent, sometimes out and sometimes in 
and sometimes the tip where the spring attaches is worn completely away. 
4.  The weights are usually in good shape, just dirty and gummed up.  They should slide easily and 
move smoothly in their pivot holes. 
5.  The main shaft turns in one large brass bushing or two smaller brass bushings.  These are 
usually in good shape.  They should be smooth and not pitted or scored.  Some larger units use a 
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ball bearing at the top with a brass bushing at the bottom.  Compare the sections of the main shaft 
which ride in the bushing with sections above and below which are not subject to wear, you should 
find no difference. 
 
Warning!  Before you pull the main shaft from the housing, carefully file around the pin hole.  When 
you drove the pin out you will have distorted the metal around the hole enough to score the brass 
bushing. When you have it right, the shaft will come out easily. 
6.  The points mounting plate, actually a sandwich of two connected plates which must be able to 
move against each other easily.  There are three little nylon buttons that serve as sliders and a 
spring which keeps the sandwich stable.  This little flat leaf spring is often broken or missing, in 
which case the plate to which the points are mounted will be all wobbly.  Another problem here is 
the slot and pin across from the spring.  The flat head of the pin which is under tension from the 
spring gets so worn that the plate is not held steady, again a wobbly plate.  The whole assembly 
should be clean and able to move freely if you expect your vacuum advance to work at all.  Overall, 
you should be able to clean and lube your distributor to work as good as new.  The biggest 
problem being that you have the unknowns of the springs.  Are they the right ones? Are they giving 
you the advance curve you want? 
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Featured Car 
1960 Triumph TR-3 

Franz and Monica Bachmann 

 
Words and Photos by Monica Bachmann 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Our Adventure to The Vintage Triumph Register National Convention 2015 

 
On Sunday August 9, 2015 I loaded two weeks’ worth of clothes while Franz gathered up his tool 
kit and various TR parts that might fail whenever we leave the state of Florida, and headed for 
Fontana, Wisconsin.  The weather was sunny and hot when we left Crestview to take the back 
roads through Alabama and Mississippi.  We decided to leave the top up and side curtains stowed 
away in the small trailer that we pulled behind us as there was no rain in the forecast.  The first day 
of traveling was wonderful and the roads were winding and mostly shady.  We spent the night in 
Corinth, Mississippi after traveling 423 miles.   
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We left bright and early Monday morning 
hoping to make it to northern Illinois but 
late in the afternoon as we were coming to 
a stop light in (appropriately named) 
Effingham, Illinois we heard a loud pop 
from the right front of the car.  We pulled 
into a Tractor Supply parking lot and 
stopped the car.  I told Franz to move the 
car to a shadier spot if he was going to 
work on the car and he backed up (so 
naturally what ensued was entirely my 
fault!).  Pulling a small motorcycle trailer is 
like pulling nothing at all and Franz 
apparently forgot it was behind us 
because when he backed up we heard a 
crunch in the rear of the car and we both 
yelled some expletives and realized we 
had jack-knifed the trailer.  We were both  

afraid to look.  Luckily, the rear over-rider on the car kept the damage down to a big dent and 
scratch in the left rear fender.  After a few more choice words, we moved the car to a shady spot 
and Franz then proceeded to assess what was making the noise. He discovered that the caliper 
bolts had backed out and the only thing holding them in 
place was the dust shield!  Of course the jack and tool 
kit were buried under everything in the trailer, so it took 
a while to take them out. Franz took off the wire wheel, 
and straightened the dust shield and re-attached the 
caliper to its mount.  He put the wheel back on and we 
got a room for the night.  
 
Tuesday morning we walked out of our room and 
walked right back inside and put on our sweatshirts as it 
was 55 degrees! It felt marvelous to us Floridians who 
had been baking in triple digit heat indexes for the past 
month.  We did turn on the heater and prayed nothing 
else would go wrong.  We abandoned the 2 lane back 
roads and hit the interstate to make it to Wisconsin by 
noon.  We did 70-75 MPH to keep up with big city 
traffic.   
 
Upon arriving in Fontana after driving a total of 1,286 
miles, we were greeted by many beautiful Triumphs in 
the parking lot.  The host hotel was a beautiful 5 star 

resort on Lake Geneva called The Abbey and over 200 
Triumphs were parked on the expansive grounds.  We 
checked in and after meeting some old friends.  After celebrating our arrival with a libation or two 
we proceeded to the Funkhana which was a fun little obstacle course on the hotel grounds.  Next 
was the welcome reception where were entertained by a band formed by the Illinois Club who 

The dent from jack-knifing the trailer 

The tool box is always packed at the bottom 
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composed and performed parody songs about everything Triumph…Smoke on the Water became 
Smoke in the Dashboard!  
 

Wednesday morning was 
sweatshirt weather again for 
the 28 mile breakfast run to the 
Big Foot Inn through the 
beautiful countryside with 
twisting roads and breathtaking 
scenery.  It warmed up to 80 
degrees by noon and we put 
the top down and were ready 
for the Gimmick Rally.  This is 
a great opportunity to see 
places of the area we would 
normally not drive to and to 
give husbands and wives one 
more reason to yell at each 
other. We completed the Rally 
without a divorce and joined 
everyone for dinner at Gus’s 
Old fashioned Drive-In for 

fabulous cheeseburgers and 
malts. 

 
On Thursday we watched the Autocross for a while and then we decided we had better wash the 
car since the Car Show was the next day.  Apparently, this entails the wives detailing the cars while 
the husbands talk car stuff to each other.  That evening was the Pub Crawl/Scavenger Hunt.  This 
event involves locating 25 bars in the area.  The object was to find and identify one Triumph car 
part in each bar that had been placed there the day before.  Needless to say, this was a very 
enjoyable way to spend the afternoon and the locals got a kick out of us walking into their pubs and 
searching the room from floor to ceiling for an obscure part.   
 
Friday we joined all the VTR members for a Panoramic Photo Shoot and prepared for the Car 
Show.  A total of 212 stunning Triumphs participated ranging from as early as 1935 to as late as 
1980. We entered our 1960 TR3 in the Concours d’Elegance Modified Touring. It was mind-
boggling to see all these different model Triumphs in one place and to talk to the owners about 
their cars.  After the show the club chartered a boat and we took a tour of Lake Geneva and all the 
mansions built on the lake by the millionaires of Chicago.  That evening was the Awards Banquet 
of Filet Mignon and Chicken Cordon Bleu.  We were pleasantly surprised to be awarded Third 
Place in our Class.  On a side note our “concrete” model TR2 placed 3rd in the model contest. We 
missed the award for driving the longest distance to a Texan who drove 200 more miles than we 
did. 
 
On Saturday we said our goodbyes to the many friends that we made and will see them next year 
at the Lake Texoma Resort on the Texas/Oklahoma border for the 2016 VTR Convention. 
 

All the way from Utah. 1953 TS1 was on display 
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We drove to Michigan and Ohio to 
visit family and friends for the 
following week.   Our experience of 
driving through Chicago and Detroit 
was a hair-raising adventure.  Those 
drivers are maniacs and they are all 
in a hurry.  We decided we have lived 
in the South too long and are just not 
used to 6 lanes of 80mph driving.  We 
also had to make our annual 
pilgrimage to a junk yard in Pandora, 
Ohio.  As Franz was in heaven 
rummaging through the rusty British 
cars looking for a radiator reservoir, I 
was busy taking pictures for the 
PBCA Facebook page.  The owner of 

the junk yard gave us a rare 
glimpse of his cars….the first 2 
production model TR-8 that he and 
his son have owned since day one.  
 
The two weeks passed far too 
quickly but our return trip went 
smoothly.  We would encourage 
everyone to attend a National Meet 
at least once.  We belong to VTR 
and TRA and they both have yearly 
gatherings in various parts of the 
country.  Even though we didn’t 
know a soul at the first meet three 
years ago, we instantly made new 
friends.  The cars that come are not 
all perfect and many people trailer 
their cars, but all share the passion 
and enthusiasm that come from 
owning these wonderful 
automobiles.  This was our sixth 
national meet, having driven our 
TR-3 to S. Carolina, Galveston, 
Tennessee, Pennsylvania and 
Ohio, we look forward to many, 
many more. 
 

 
Winners at the awards ceremony 

Concrete Triumph model 
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Thanks to Rich Willows for donating the Spark Plug Gapper, this month’s tool of the month.  It is rare to see an old 

tool like this still in its original box.  I was glad, too, as the finer points of the Gapper’s operation were not instantly 

apparent without the instructions printed on the packaging.  Likewise, the box helped to put this tool into context 

as I searched for the reason it came to be driven from store shelves and tool collections.  I remember seeing these 

things as a kid but for most of my adult life I remember using different versions of little disks to set my spark plug 

gap instead.  I am not sure where the original owner of the tool purchased it from, but the sticker price listed it at 

$8.93.  Clearly this was the work of a marketing genius, as this pricing scheme was way better that the highwayman 

down the street asking $8.99 for the same item.  Pricing oddities aside, this item dates at least back to the 1970s 

when $8.93 was a large chunk of change.  This was not an inexpensive tool.  Today, $8.93 will only get you a 

hamburger with a few fries and no drink.  Despite the toll of inflation, Autozone has spark plug setting disks parked 

right next to the register for a mere 99 cents.  The disk is superficially easier to use for the home mechanic, even if 

it is not actually a highly accurate item.  This was not always the case.  The original disks had small square loops of 

precision-gauge wire mounted around the circumference.  Likely these higher quality disks were what drove the 

Gapper into retirement.  Ironically, the precision wire loop disks were themselves edged out by today’s pot metal 
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version.  Viewed from the standpoint of cost and ease of use, the demise of the Spark Plug Gapper seemed 

inevitable. 

But was it really inferior and can it do the job well?  It turns out that after a brief familiarization, the tool works very 

well.  The E-Type uses a 25 thousandths gap, so I set the tool according to the instructions on the box.  I then 

rounded up a spare 

plug from the Jag’s 

tool kit and tried to 

mount it into the 

machine.  It didn’t fit 

at first.  It turned out 

that rough handling 

of the tool kit had 

closed up my plug’s 

gap.  There is a tiny 

wedge built into the 

Gapper expressly for 

the purpose of 

opening the gap 

prior to setting.  I’m 

glad I had the box 

handy or I would 

have never found this nearly hidden feature.  True, you can do this same gap-opening job with the disk and a little 

shimmying, but you’ll likely damage the cheap metal disk.  With the gap opened, the plug mounted easily into the 

Gapper.  One firm squeeze of the handle and the plug’s gap was set with a perfect result. 

 

$8.93 could once put the Gapper in your own toolbox 

Handy instructions make sense of the Gapper's features--still can't open a bottle though 
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I revisited the gap-opening feature as it appeared also to be well-

suited to opening bottles.  This turned out not to be the case.  I 

feel there was an opportunity lost by the Gapper’s developmental 

team that might have saved it from extinction.  Most beer came 

in cans back then so the lack of vision can be forgiven.  Fast 

forward to 2015 and the pot metal disks can’t open a bottle 

either, though they can lift a can tab.  There’s progress for you. 

So which tool is better?  If you are 

setting one plug, you can do that 

faster with the disk than you 

could prepare the Gapper.  Once 

the Gapper is set up however, one 

could set a whole V-12’s worth of 

plugs with precision in under a 

minute.  Since my other cars now 

demand plugs that can’t be 

gapped, I guess I won’t ever need 

to move it off of the 25 

thousandths setting so the 

Gapper is set for life.  The cheap 

disk is going into my roadside kit.  

The Gapper will take pride of 

place on the bench.   Here at 

Smoke in the Wires, we love 

antiques, but demand that they 

be useable items.  Having an 

antique that still does a useful job 

is really the core of our hobby.   

The Spark Plug Gapper fits that 

bill.  

 

 

The modern replacement lacks panache 

Sets your gap correctly the first time—every time 
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/386778981527204/
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