nyone who likes to

classify people neatly

— accountant, salesman,
introvert, extrovert — would
have a tough time finding a
pigeon hole for Charles Ware.
He runs a small business in
Bath, overhauling and recon-
ditioning Morris Minors. In
the past, he’s been art teacher,
builder, property developer.
He talks freely, with mild
understated humour, but
there’s also a sense of irony
and an underlying trace of
caution. At 43, he’s made and
lost a fortune and had to start
again from scratch.

In the vard and workshop chere are
Morris Minors both awaiting atten-
tion and at various stages of repair.
Charles aims to make sure that when
the cars go out they will be mechanic-
ally sound. underscaled and respray-
cdj and looking so good that they
baffle anvone who knows chewr age
from the registrations. Estate cars can
look especially blooming as the
wooden trim emerges complerely
clean from chemical stripping. Any
worn bits are replaced with new
wood and the surface sealed with six
coats of marine varmish, A different
story, says Nick Harding. who's
\-.m'-kin;_: on the final sanding. from
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trying to smarten up worn wood-
work with a quick coat of varnish
which soon lets any rot come
through again. He says that with
experience you can even help to date
a Traveller by looking at the wood.
the presence or absence of lamination
in one section, even the accurrence of
knots in the amber.

The Morris Minor Centre is on a
busy main road on the city outskires,
housed appropriately in a 19th cen-
wiry  building which 15 npe tor
sympathetic restoration. Appropri-
ately because thar was how Charles
Ware made his money m the 6is and
carly 70s. He's trained at the Slade
and taughr art, but he began to feel
that an art teacher wasn't really of
much use. You can. he says, teach a

“ew rudimentary things only. He

boaahs a hittle house n Islington and
did it up

“People bk " the way I'd done it

up and [ got vaguely into the
building trade.” He lett teaching and
became a full ome builder. running
his own smail firm and doing mosr of
the carpentry  himself. They  did
small. high quality jobs and he goe a
fair insight inte how money can be
wasted on developments and conver-
STONS.

restoration

“1 found that mast architects are
fairlv lunatic,” he says dispassionate-
ly. “They sugdest things which are
rL‘AHy quize unnecessary. I remember
a kitchen and bathroom which cost
¥25.000, There were about 30 arch-
steet’s drawings. The kitchen ended
up with 'so many gadgets that there

wasn't A cut up a bit of
garlic.

App Taste of resources,
he gra o properey,

buying houses. converting them into
flars and selling.

“There were three of us — [ was the
chippy - running around in an old
van. But [ was always invelved
restoration. With the pood tlats we
always made sure that at least one
room in cach flat was an original
roonm. Georgian or Victorian  or
whatever. We did some nice. very
thorough jobs. That sert of work 1
expensive, but m the lare 605 and
early 70s people had che monc, ndl
did become enormoeusty successful.”

His involvement with Bath began
about 1970, He'd bought a house
there while teaching at the Bath
Academy of Art and sull used part ol
it for weekends. He realised that lots
of Bath's beautiful streets seemed o
be disappearing and felt chat he must
do samething about it. By now he
knew how the world works.

“Monev is the thing that wlks,
particularly to councils and so on.
Being interested isn't enough. The
business was doing very well. 1 had
the resources and so [ got involved
with buving stuff down here.”

We're talking m the office. There's
no  noticeable job  demarcavon -
anvone who's near the phone takes
the calls. There's a girlie calendar or
the wall, and the phone calls are
about second-hand prices. spares and
deliverv dates just like anv other car
outfit, bur Charles Ware is ralking
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about architecture,

“The quality down here 1s quire
different = berter than che Nash
terraces, It's 18ch century Palladian,
rare stuff.” He savs that he gor a bic
into Bath because 1t's a nice place.
That meant involvement with the
Preservation Trust, the Theatre
Roval, helpmg community groups.
Ty moved swiftly, He was now
running two businesses, one in Bath
and onc i London.

It was an inerestng experience,”
he says reflectively. “To be
catapulted from being normally poor
into being pretey rich. [ suppose that
if I'd sold up and cleared our in 1973
I'd have been worth abour a mil-
lion.™

His lifestyle, he savs, was never all
that fantastic. but he came up against
all sorts of conflicting ideologies.

“There was probably an clement
of guilt 1w this thing abour moneyv.
My dad was @ teacher. he was a pre-
war pacifist. socialist. vegerarian.
And there | was, involved with
property. which of course became a
dirty word in the 70s. But [ fele chac it
vou give good value and af vour
surplus money is recyeled into usetul
activities then it's a reasonable way to
do things. It makes using the money
more interesting. but it's probably
not the way to keep it.”

Then the world changed. The
property crash, general recession, the
three day week. Evervehing came o
4 stop. He was sall building, sull had
his programme. With two offices and
a payroll of around 25 people,
Charles Ware sold nothing at all for
18 months. He wartched the cash How

Cgraduglly crumple. In March 1975 he

went bankrupt.

“Ie's 4 weird business. They came
into the house. They ook everything
away. virtually, At the end. | was
dniﬁg 2 bit of car trading to pay the
central hearing bill, and they ook
away a couple of ald Ford Corunag=
and 100 our of my pocker and gave
me back ten quid for the weekend.”

paid off

Bur it’s said without bitterness,
and he adds, " When you go bankrupt
vour responsibility for that great load
is taken off you. T think it’s a very
human thing and very much better
than the old days when you were
bunged in prison and couldn’t get
out. Whar [ owed was monolithic
cums of interest to banks and a lot of
mouney to the revenue on personal
fax. When | was going down 1 paid
off all the rradesmen and debts to the
small people. 1 thoughe. at least T've
looked after that.”

He was on social secunty for six
weeks, He didn’e ke ir, but be had a
voung family to think of.

i Elmu:_:ht at least it was the righe
use of the welfare state. [t you're
right down on vour arse at least you

know that the kids are gomg to be
fed.”

Somcone lent himn a damp base-
ment flat and a coupledof people lent
him €200 each. He was offered jobs
i property, but he'd never liked
going back to things and he'd always
been his own boss.

“I thought. motor cars are the
answer, really. | started going to
auctions and buying licde cars. 1 had a
small vard and generally about four
cars.

I remark chat it sounds nsky.

“Generally they were all righe,
because 1 applicd my eve - at the
Slade vou had a very strong drawing
course where vou had w learn to
draw things correctly and to observe.
If you apply that to something like a
car, vou're talking abour detailing,
what the structure’s like. The reason
I made moncy in property is thar [
could see a rervible crumbling house
and know exactly what it would leck
like when 1t was done up. You can
apply these principles to anything.

“What [ did have to learn was a bit
about the internal combustion engine
— tor 15 vears I'd always had a car
that worked and was serviced for me.
When you're in the motor trade
vou're looking ar a Vauxhall Viva
one minute. 1 Mun the next. and
then an old Ford Anglia. You've gort
to decide which of these old dogs are
structurally sound and work. You
gradually build up derailed exper-
Croe

It didn’t take him long to realisc
that big, shiny cars dropped quickly
in value 1if anvthing went wrong, *

“I tended to go tor the ecconomical
cars m a sense trom my own
experience. having seen the money
just vanish — but also I thought that
the only cars which were going to be
important to people in the nexe few
years are the ones which do 30-40 o
the gallon and are cheap to maintam.
[ then tound thar among all the old
bangers that | beught, it 1 had
Morris Minor it always started in the
moriing.

This 1mpressed any prospecuye
buver. especially on a cold dav.

I thought I'd like to specialise in
these a bit. They're nice friendly lictle
carss

He was intrigued, too, by the
history of the Minor —a car designed
in the 4is which was still running in
the 70s wich only small changes
the design. Producdon ti ally
stopped in 1971, 1t's & car which
neople actually like. and what's
more, sayvs Charles Ware. it's some-
thing completely classless.

First move was to make sure of the
availability of 3_:(_)0(! stocks. both of
cars and of spare parts. Spares are seill
in production because the demand
has remained high, and cthere are
plenty of Morris Minors Jround_, oo
— they were used by everyone from
s J;-my and the police to the gas
boards, apart from thousands ot
private buvers.
© “Bur ir all seemed a bit mad at the
start.” he says. 1 used o £0 Lo the
auctions and the other motor traders

who knew about my previous incar-
nation used ro wonder what 1 was
doing  poking around under  old
Morris Mingrs, 've found  that

motor traders don’t like looking
under cars — chey usually wear quite
nice trousers — bur I used to take a
sort of praver ntat with me. [f you
look under a car vou can see whatit's
really hke™

He was drawn to the notion of
dealing in a running “antque’” which
wouldn't be hit by obsolescence
because it's no longer in the second-
hand guides. The iden of specialising
atrracted him. too, because he real-
ised that 1t was impossible to make an
accurate judgement on any one of the
400 or so types of car which might
turn up at an auction.

“You can’t know enough abour 1t
We o oare still learning  about the
Marris. You end up being able 1o
cost vour car within three to four per
cent if vou specialise sutficiently. so
that vou know by taking it round the
block whether it's possible or not.
You get a feel for i, Once this
happens vou get unrivalled specialist
knowledge. fe's hke old buildings - |
knew when I went into a house
whether it was going to be trouble or
not.”’

low return

From this groundwork came the
Morris Minor Cenere. [t's been going
as a business for two vears and is just
beginning to make a small profic. Ir
has a mechanical workshop. body
shop. and wood fitring and finishing
shop. Finished cars go out at'the rate
of abour five a weck. and a'though
the selling prices appear high the
amount of work done means a low
return on capital. Over 30 hours goes
mrto cach car on the mechanical side
alone. without counting the
paintwork and funshing.

“Unol you arrive at your actual
standard.” says Charles Warc,

“youre in the process of Investung
time and experience finding our what
really does need to be done in order
to arrive at a product which is
consistent.”’

He intends to stick to turning out a
small number of cars. and toresees
that the chief expansion of the
business will be mto the spares
service which he will be setting up
shortly. Morris Minor owners
should then be able to get mamten-
ance packages and all spares by
post. rather than have to make
endless phone calls or sit around
dealers™ offices as we've all had o do
waiting for an clusive hose or fan belt
or whatever.

He makes 1t sound a logical pro-
gression, but his flair comes from an
unusual  mixwure of abilities. The
arust and conservationist can be hard
headed when it comes to costs.
percentages and profit margns.

“I suppose I'm not a bad dealer.™
he savs. “I've had mavbe a fow duth
cars. but I was never out for very
much.”

I remark on the handsome portico
in front of the bulding, and he
describes his plans for restoring the
19ch century fagade mnto a showroom
and building a2 modern workshop at
the back. Then a passmg motorist
stops 1o enquire abour the cars, the
external phone starts ninging, and |
make myself scarce while Charles
Ware stares talking abour Morns
Minors all over agamn. @

For more details send SAE to the
Moarris Minor Centre, Avon House,
Lower Bristol Road, Bath, Avon BAZ
1ES. (Tel: Bath 315449)

An AA spokesman recommends that anyone
buying & reconditioned/secend-hand car should
take & technical expert with them. Mast dealers do
very good jobs on the cars but it's better 1o be on
the safe side. And do please remember that

nowever beautiful the object you desire looks, you
are still buying a second-hand car

“The things that crop up onalong journey

Flower boxe:
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i bird cages are among some of the paraphernalia
on this 1928 Austin seen Frankiurt, West Germany



