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The Milano MGs - Australian Beauties of 1959 
 
Graeme Jackson muses on the use of glass fibre reinforced plastic to beautify old MGs… 
 
During the period of post-World War 2 austerity, an acute shortage of new motor cars meant that many old vehicles 
were kept in service on Australian roads regardless of condition.  Money was not a plentiful commodity, but vintage 
cars and worn out 1930s cars could be bought quite cheaply.  Car ownership brought to a post war car-mad 
generation a freedom and status which clearly defined the identity of the driver.  So what were the options for the 
would-be Stirling Moss (or Pat Moss) who did not have a hundred pounds for a well-worn, ten year old, MG TC? 
One choice was to pick up for a few quid, an old pre-war Austin Seven, Singer, Morris 8, or preferably an MG, and 
fit it with a fibre glass body to make it look like a Ferrari.  
 
Glass fibre reinforced plastic composite dates back to 1936 but the technology was not sufficiently developed for 
use to make car panels until 1946 when William Stout produced the first car to have a fibreglass body.  A solitary 
Stout Scarab Experimental, a futuristic rear engine monocoque, using a Firestone air suspension system, was built 
in Detroit Michigan. 
 
Fibre glass is inherently light weight, strong and weather resistant, but the polyester resins are subject to 
contraction during curing, causing distortion.  However, quite complex shapes can be achieved and the material is 
ideal for a motor car manufacturer who wishes to save high tooling costs.  The 1953 Chevrolet Corvette pioneered 
mass production of a fibre glass bodied car.  Early examples of the Corvette did not display a particularly high 
quality of finish but this improved as the resin technology developed.  Other manufacturers have successfully 
utilised GRP bodies, for example Lotus, Daimler with the Dart SP250, Studebaker’s Avanti and the Goggfather Bill 
Buckle’s 1958 Australian designed and built Goggomobile Dart, the thinking man’s E type Jaguar.  
 

In 1959 Sydney based JWF Fibreglass Industries 
announced the Milano body, a Ferrari Monza look-
alike.  There were three standard wheelbases, 80 
inch for LWB Austin Sevens, 88 inch and 90 inch.  
The mould could be varied to adapt to the 86 inch 
wheel base MG J2.  200 Milano bodies had found 
owners by 1962.  Ian (Sam) Johnson, the “J” in 
JWF, also built one, possibly two, examples of the 
hard top GT Milano moulded on to a tubular space 
frame.  He used an MGJ2 chassis for the prototype, 
and the remains of an MG TC in which he had 
managed an unscheduled stop against a rock wall.  
After lowering the chassis, the J2 front end was 
retained with the substitution of TC brakes and 

steering, shortened tail shaft, engine clutch and gearbox and rear end.  The TC wheels on 15 inch rims were 
chrome plated.  Johnson clearly had his eye on the iconic 1954 Mercedes 300 SL Gullwing, the fastest production 
car of its day, examples of which now-a-days, change hands for $1M to $5M.  For the GT Milano the gull wing 
doors opened on Morris Minor boot hinges permitting simple access 
after some practice, though the driver needed to avoid squashing 
her beehive hair-do as the door closed.  A Triumph Herald rear 
window served as a windscreen. A Perspex oval rear window, and a 
dash populated with TC instruments completed the picture.  The 
12cwt car achieved 17.7 seconds for the standing quarter mile, and 
a top speed of 86 mph.  Johnson’s GT Milano has not survived and 
the fate of the J2 chassis and its chassis number are not known. 
 

Bruce Leer purchased the MG C type, C 0291, from Cyril Nichols in 1954 
and ran it until 1958.  This is the Montlhery Midget which ran at Le Mans 
in 1933 where it finished in 6th place overall, and was the first 750cc car 
to finish the 24 hour race.  It came to Australia in 1935 and continued a 
very active competition life in SA and NSW but was controversially sold 
back to UK by Gavin Sandford-Morgan in about 2001.  Bruce Leer ran the 
C type on 27/4/1958 at the ASCC Mount Druitt Record Attempts, and on 
22/6/1958 at Foley’s Hill Climb.  In 1959 Bruce Leer turned his attention 
to building the open bodied Milano MG which is still being raced and 
enjoyed today, after 57 years of active life.  The car was constructed 
using the well-proportioned, visually attractive, JWF Milano body on an 
MG J2 chassis.  He retained the MG’s front and rear axles, but 
substituted a Morris Minor differential centre and 10 inch Jowett Bradford 
hydraulic brakes with radius rods.  A 1500cc TC engine running twin 1.5 
inch SUs powered the device, driving a TC clutch and gearbox.  

 
The Milano MG made its first competition appearance early in 1960 at Gnoo Blass circuit at Orange.  By 1961 the 
MG held the under 1500cc lap record at Warwick Farm, and had bettered a top speed of 107 mph recorded on Con 
Rod Straight at Bathurst, with 120mph at Orange. 
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The current owner, Mike Gosbell, has been a frequent competitor at 
Historic Winton and other circuits in the beautifully presented Bruce 
Leer Milano MG, showing the adoring crowds how a modified J type 
can perform.  The car is currently for sale and could be road 
registered as it has been previously.  Our registrar Tony Sloan is 
keen to buy it, to lift the body to inspect the front dumb irons to 
discover the J type chassis number, and solve yet another of life’s 
mysteries. 
 
My thanks to Mike Gosbell for his help in preparing this discourse. 
 
Footnote: - Our dear departed mate and P type owner, Graeme Pain, made 
a mould and produced a number of fibre glass bodies which sort of, 
somehow, look a bit like a K3 MG and are crafted to drop on to a TA/TB/TC chassis.  Aubrey Paverd drives a red one, Graeme 
Davies has a white one, and our editor has a green one, but to be patriotic we really need a blue one.  John Lackey now has the 
mould, so who knows how far the plastic will spread?   
 
 

INTERVIEW - Ron Clarke talks about his family’s VA Tourer 
 
We all admired the VA Tourer brought to Bathurst last year by Darren and Andrea Setch, friends of Ron Clarke, the 
current custodian of VA0922.  Tony Slattery tracked Ron down to find out the history of the car… 
 

The Pre-War MG SVW Models are some of the rarer models to be 
found in Australia today.  While they were certainly marketed as 
“Sporting Saloons”, sales of the contemporary MG sports cars in 
Australia far exceeded the saloons.  Of the three models – SA, VA 
and WA, the rarest of them all is the WA with only 3 exported to 
Australia, but the VA is not far behind in the rarity stakes with only 
10, while 23 SAs were sold here as new cars.  They were all 
available in Saloon, Tourer and Tickford from Abingdon via their local 
dealer network as complete cars, but more often in Pre-War years, 
many MGs found their buyers in Australia as a “chassis only”.  This 
was a result of a Government Duty being applied to cars imported 
with “coachwork”.  This was to protect the local coachbuilding 
industry and jobs, and led to the construction of some remarkable 
bodywork by local craftsmen. 
 

This car – a VA Tourer, owned by the Clarke family, was one of those that arrived here as a “chassis only”, and was 
fitted with a locally built body.  Now the description “chassis only” is a little misleading as the following were usually 
included in the crate of chassis only cars:  The rolling chassis and all running gear; petrol tank; spare wheel, number 
plates; instrument panel; switches & all electrical equipment; unpainted wings; running boards; front fairing; bonnet; 
propshaft tunnel; rear footwells; and bumpers. 
 
This car therefore looks very much like an Abingdon Tourer, but a detailed 
inspection will reveal many changes from the UK specification.  However, the 
most remarkable thing about this car is it has remained in the same family for 
around 65 years, being passed from generation to generation.  Recently I was 
fortunate to meet with Ron Clarke (the current custodian) and viewing the car 
after its recent restoration by Sleeping Beauties, while we had a bit of a chat 
about the car and its family links. 
 
TS:  Ron please tell me about your beautiful VA Tourer, and the family story? 
RC:  Well that’s the important part.  I am not a mad MG enthusiast as I will admit, although I have a very big soft 

spot for them, this car was my step-father’s car. 
TS:  What was his name? 
RC:  His name was George Mabbitt. 
TS:  Did he buy it new? 
RC:  No, he didn’t buy it new, as I understand from my memory as a kid, the first I can recall this car was when I 

was only 7 or 8 years old, this was when my mother and my step-father were not a unit, (if I can put it that 
way), this was pre-that.  I was living in Sydney at the time, or we were, and I believe the lady before him, (and 
I have no idea who she was or anything about her), but from memory she owned a fleet of different cars and 
she had a chauffeur, that’s about all I can tell you about the history but it goes back that far.  It was my step-
father’s road car, he just used it as his everyday car.  We used to go for Sunday drives in it from Sydney to 
Narellan, have a hamburger and then back to Sydney, with me in the seat in the back. 

TS:  What year would that have been? 
RC:  Well I was under driving age, I’d have been 12 or 13, 14 maybe, probably 14, so about 1956. 
TS:  So the car was nearly 20 years old then? 
RC:  Oh yeah, and ever since then, (now I asked Wolf at Sleeping Beauties when he did the screen to try and 

maintain the rego sticker on it, but he couldn’t as it was all crazed), as I recall it would have been early 60s 


