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Executive Summary
In September 2018 I was awarded a Winston Churchill Fellowship
allowing me the opportunity to travel overseas to study my trade
with traditional Coachbuilding shops in the United Kingdom.
In a concentrated area of the Midlands and South East England
there is an exceeding amount of tradition and knowledge that has
stemmed from a halcyon era of coachbuilding. England remains the
spiritual home of coachbuilding, and because of the skills gleaned
from a past era, England produces the absolute finest steel and
aluminium car bodies in the world.
My travels from August to November of 2019 took me to Surrey
to met Carl Neville, ex AC Cars, to learn about the history and
culture of AC and what is was like to work in such a place. Whilst I
was working with Carl he introduced me to Chris Eva who restores
and produces replica Ace bodies and did his time under Maurice
Gomm at Gomm Metal Developments Ltd in Old Woking. I
travelled to Leamington Spa to work with JME Healeys in the
historic Cape Works building to learn about the famous marque
and the world-renowned work the company has achieved.
To further my own skills in the craft of shaping sheet metal,
I worked under the guidance of some of the best Panel Beaters
in the world. In Northampton I worked with Shapecraft Classic
Motor Bodies alongside Clive Smart, Phil Linnel, Paul Mackenzie,
Steve Matthewman and Ricky Matthewman. In Stanwick,
Northamptonshire, I worked with Luke Chapman and his father
Brian at Chapman Classic Panels. In Olney, Buckinghamshire, I
worked with Bodylines Ltd alongside Alan Pointer, Paul Temple,
Richard Trasler, Martyn Higgens and Mark Harrison, all of
whom had worked for either Aston Martin in Newport Pagnell or
Airflow Streamlines of Northampton. Alan Pointer also worked
for Mulliner Park Ward of Williesden. I visited Daniel Kostakakis,
a fellow Australian working at Aston Martin Works. I travelled
to Coventry to work with Darren Welsh of Creative Classics and
onto Nuneaton to spend a day with James Smith of RS Panels.
Finally, my fellowship took me south to the hamlet of Ower in the
New Forest District of Hampshire to work with Vic Mouland and
Gary Yates. Their company Mouland & Yates specialises in the
manufacturing of bespoke car bodies.
Every single one of these companies had a history of learning
skills from great tradesman of the past and in turn were all
respectively passing it forward to the next generation, myself
included. The tradesmen I worked with all showed me ways of
working that I had not seen before, and each part of England
introduced me to different styles and techniques of panel beating.
The difference between Australia and England in regards to
the coachbuilding or automotive industry in general cannot be
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Above: Shapecraft Classic Motor Bodies.

understated. Traditional skills in England are much more intact,
a lot more cherished among its admirers and I do not foresee a
future in which this is not the case, however despite Australia’s
geographical vastness and the fact that we do not have continental
Europe on our doorstep we really do punch well above our weight.
Although my experience only skims the surface, this report
was written to help share some of the knowledge which may
have otherwise remained lost to us in Australia. I hope that the
writings of my fellowship and its photographs can inspire others to
push themselves and for it to help continue Australia’s culture of
superior work and craftsmanship.
—
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Introduction
This Churchill Fellowship gave me, Robert Siemsen, a unique
opportunity to gain a working experience in the traditional
coachbuilding workshops of England, to investigate the inner
workings of the businesses but also the craftsmen who work inside
them. I wanted to witness firsthand the skills and techniques used
in building car bodies that have been gleaned and passed down
through generations during the past century, so that I in turn, can
do the same. The Fellowship is also allowing me to research and
understand how such labour-intensive businesses can operate in
contemporary economies. I believe that understanding the business
of coachbuilding or restoring car bodies, is becoming almost as
important as the hand skills themselves, and I intend to find out
what has enabled these companies to be in business for fifty years
or more.
On embarking on this Churchill Fellowship, I intend to find
the balance between taking far too long on a project and it running
into problems with costs, and rushing or taking shortcuts on a
project. The ultimate goal being handing a finished car body back
to a pleased client.
Australia has a vast pool of talented craftsmen and businesses,
many of which have helped me become the person I am today,
however when it comes to building or restoring car bodies, I have
too often been told that a job has taken too long, the customer has
run out of money or simply just does not want to pay. My passion
for the job will often begin to wain due to these financial barriers.
I have always been of the belief that as the halcyon era of
coachbuilding becomes out of reach of living memory my time to
learn this craft in England was slowly dwindling. I fear that the
loss of skills, culture and knowledge associated with traditional
coachbuilding and panel beating work is becoming ever so more
increasingly real. While the subject of body making or ‘metal
shaping’ tend to be becoming ever increasingly broad, the small
sub-culture of traditional English panel beating and coachbuilding
has remained intact within a very small mile radius of England.
Therefore, once I get to England, research for my Fellowship
will only require me to travel just under 400kms, and while this
distance is relatively tiny, the knowledge, skills and heritage within
it is astonishingly vast.
Whether you are talking pre- or post-war coachbuilding, the
English firms are held in the highest regard. The simple design,
keen eye for line and quality of workmanship were always the
earmarks of British oachbuilders. It is never greatly argued that they
have throughout the past century always been acknowledged as the
best in the world.
While the pre-war Carrosserie of Saoutchik, Million Guiet,
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Letourneur et Marchand and Figoni et Falaschi (referred to
by English Panel Beaters as phoney and flashy) has its highly
decorated design and flamboyancy that cannot be ignored
and of course the post-war Italian Carozzeria, that were in the
company of Zagato, Pininfarina, Superleggera and Bertone
helping in building some of the most famous and beautiful of
all sports cars. It is the English, the coachbuilders of Park Ward
(later Rolls-Royce), Barker, Arnold, Hooper, Gurney J. Nutting,
Salmons, Carlton, Cockshoot, Corsica, Vanden Plas, James Young,
Offord, Charlesworth, Mulliners of Northampton, Mulliners of
Birmingham, H.J Mulliner, Arthur Mulliner, Freestone & Webb,
Harrison, Jarvis, Lancefield, Mann Egerton, Mayfair, Ranalah,
Rippon, Thrupp and Maberly, Vincents, Martin Walter, Abbey
Panels and Carbodies that reigned truly supreme in the halcyon era
of coachbuilding.
—
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A Short History of Coachbuilding

1. Ware, Michael E. Making of the Motor Car.
Buxton. 1976.
2. Oliver, George A. A History of
Coachbuilding. London. 2007.
3. Richardson, Kenneth. The British Motor
Industry, 1896-1939. London. 1977.
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The Coachbuilding trade is centuries old and steeped in pride
and tradition. It is a trade that has a history linking back to the
Mesopotamians, Ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome. Carriages
themselves, being one of great human innovation. The carriage
or coach, is of sorts a human companion that has progressed with
civilisation through time. Its design has evolved from primitive
roman chariots, to the infamous 1646 Coach of Paris, to the
relatively modern Queen Victoria State Landau built in 1897 by
prominent British Coachbuilder, Hooper & Co.
By 1885, a time when royalty moved about in lavish State
Coaches handmade by coachbuilding firms, Karl Benz and Gottlieb
Daimler, both German engineers, both independently invented the
self-propelled motor-car.1 (note the word ‘car’ being shortened from
carriage). The introduction of these ‘horseless motor-carriages’
inspired many into the engineering development of the motorcar. One of whom most famously was, British entrepreneur and
thrill seeker, Charles Rolls, who in 1899 was already choosing an
aluminium skin to be attached to the carriage of his new Panhard
motor-car.2 During the next thirty years or so the motor-car and the
coachbuilder were completely separate from one another. To buy
a car, the consumer purchase was a two-step process. The engine
and chassis would be purchased off a car manufacturer, be it RollsRoyce or Bentley, and then would be sent to a coachbuilder to
build either uniform or bespoke bodywork.
The mechanical point of view (the design and engineering
of chassis and engine work) was a very young, somewhat crude
and progressive entity, quite unlike the coachbuilders’ point of
view, which was, as mentioned previously, based upon centuries
of tradition and noted to be extremely hostile toward progressive
mechanics and more often than not, inconveniently conservative.²
As of the year 1900 the motor-car was here to stay. The golden
age of coachbuilding as we know it really took place between 1914
- 1939. The UK firms of Cross & Ellis, Gurney Nutting, James
Young, Park Ward, H.J Mulliner and Freestone & Webb were
building prestigious coachwork by hand on a huge scale, employing
thousands of tradesmen and apprentices.3 It is noted 1910 that
Lanchester Works of Birmingham employed 300 men in the bodymaking/panel beating department while it is also noted that Park
Ward of London in 1937 were rolling out 10 bodies a week for the
4½ litre Bentley, all by hand.1 James Young of London were turning
out 60 Rolls-Royce Phantom V bodies per year,2 again all by hand.
In the pre-war year of 1930 the London Motor Show saw
fifty-two stands in bespoke bodied motor-cars. Eighteen years later
in the post-war year of 1948, the London Motor Show saw just
twenty-one stands, many of which showed pressed panels with a

Above: Paul Mackenzie, Shapecraft Classic
Motor Bodies.

uniformed style of bodywork and by 1961 there sadly remained
only 3 traditional Coachwork bodies.3 The post-war era brought
on a new direction of coachbuilding and specialist panel making. It
was the experimental, prototype and production work that was at
the pinnacle of the industry. Rolls-Royce, Browns Lane, Carbodies,
Abbey Panels, Aston Martin, Motor Panel Works, Gomm Metal
Developments all turned their hand to building car bodies with the
Aircraft industry pushing the limits in what was possible in regards
to compound curves on a motor-car. Park Royal and Gurney J
Nutting also began manufacturing the iconic busses seen in the
United Kingdom and exporting other designs all over the world.3
—
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CANkraft
Carl Neville

Opposite, top: Entrance to CANkraft.
Opposite, bottom: Carl underneath a Ferrati
Dino.
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My Churchill Fellowship started the moment I stepped off the
tarmac at Heathrow airport, I landed at 5:55am and from that
red eyed flight I picked up a hire car. Feeling a great sense of
achievement and enthusiasm at what lie ahead, I travelled down
to my first stop, Byfleet Village in Surrey England, to start the day
with Carl Neville at his local workshop.
Shortly after meeting Carl, having a chat and of course a cup of
tea, I began wheeling up a lower quarter panel for a Ferrari Dino,
a common rust replacement section that CANkraft make regularly
in order to keep a few spares handy. Being a steel bodied Ferrari,
in order to put shape in I had the wheel tightened with quite a bit
of pressure and as the panel skipped out made an immediate sharp
bang. I turned to apologise to Carl and to my surprise he was not at
all bothered by it. Carl shared with me the stories of his time at AC
Cars in Weybridge Surrey, where many times panels would skip out
and never was there a damaged wheel. In fact I was informed that
at AC Cars the top wheels on some machines were so worn in that
they had become slightly concave allowing a wider blow needed to
clean up the panels with a lot of shape.
AC Cars had some of the best Panel Beaters in the world
working for them in a time when the company was pushing out
Ace and Cobra bodies. The likes of Jim Ricketts, Charlie Norman,
Dick Ansell and Jack Payne along with some blacklegging lads on
strike from Rolls-Royce teaching a younger generation of Kevin
Masson, Lawrence Kett and of course Carl Neville.
It was striking to learn from Carl the huge influence that trade
unions surrounding London had at the time. He recalls the day he
was tapped on the shoulder and asked to join. He politely refused
the invitation, and this had an immediate impact on the way he was
treated and eventually pushed out of ACs. The way he was pushed
out was repetitive and disgustingly vicious, as whenever Carl would
use a wheeling machine his colleagues would perform a mini strike
and walk off the job until he stopped using the machinery.
As I continued working away wheeling the Ferrari panel,
offering it up to the jig, wheeling some more shape, offering it up
again, Carl explained to me that the boys at AC usually made wings
for an Ace body offering it up to the buck once, perhaps twice and
have it fitting perfect, so perfect that if some piss taking co-worker
happened to sneak some cardboard from a packet of cigarette
papers underneath while you were on the loo the panel would rock.
The fact remains though that a tight-fitting panel was always to be
expected from the panel beaters at AC, and stories like this show
how prompt and accurate they were.
Carl works from a small studio workshop behind his home
15

in Byfleet, with room enough for one or two cars and some
machinery. The tooling, bucks and jigs that CANkraft use day to
day line the walls and the roof of the studio, showing that with
some planning a small space is all you need to work productively.
From this humble studio workshop Carl does some top quality
restoration work specialising in mainly Cobra and Ferrari bodies,
along with some motorcycle tanks which he is especially passionate
about.
Carl’s link into a past era does not go missed in the way he
approaches his work. He is focused in on traditional working
methods and has invested in a small amount of good quality
equipment, not unlike AC at Thames Ditton all those years ago.
While I was working with Carl he invited me to tour around
the local workshops of Surry. He introduced me to his colleague
Chris Eva of Evalution Motorsport, who was beautifully restoring
the chassis and bodywork of an AC Ace for an American client.
Chris has had an extensive career in building cars for motorsport
and worked with the great Maurice Gomm at Gomm Metal
Developments Ltd. His shop transported me back to that inspiring
time and I wish I could have spent some more time with him. I was
also introduced to Alan Holdaway in his home studio building a
stunningly rare Bertone bodied XK150. Alan had completed all
of the work himself, the paint work, the brass handles, the engine
rebuild and the upholstery, and he shared with me a great photo
album showcasing his past work. It was hugely inspiring and he was
an amazingly funny man.
Down in Surrey, where small independent workshops are
common, I learnt of the importance of having your hand in all
aspects of the restoration process from chassis work, body work,
repairing fiberglass panels, aircraft panels and manufacturing parts
from scratch. Small shops or one-man-shows like Carl’s, Alan’s and
Chris’ often do not have the luxury of specialising in a single task.
Carl gave me so many tips and insights into what lay ahead for me
in England, being in the trade himself for over 30 years. I could not
have wished for a better man to meet or for a better place to begin.
—

Opposite, top: Ferrari buck and rear panel.
Opposite, bottom: Alan Holdaway.
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Above: Front shroud for AC Ace.
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Above: Eva’s Workshop.
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JME Healeys
Nestled among the long, Grand Union Canal of Warwick, inside
the original Donald Healy Motor Co building made famous at
The Cape of Good Hope is JME Healeys. A young, fresh and
enthusiastic company specialising in Austin-Healey sports cars.
I spent my time here with workshop manager Chris Everard and
head panel beater/fabricator Joe Page.
The business is unlike one I have ever seen in Australia with
every aspect of Austin-Healey motor-car restoration done under
one roof. The upholstery is one of the most amazing things I have
seen, with the carpets, hood liners and seats all being handmade by
bespoke trimmers in-house. They worked as a great team, a lot of
collaboration among the crew, the painters, panel beaters, trimmers,
mechanics and engineers, working with one another to ensure the
best results for the cars. With building and restoring motor-cars,
problems are arising constantly and JME Healeys are reaping the
benefits of having so many specialist trades under the one roof
working together.
The historic building name The Cape Works is fitting to
JME Healeys as they prep for race and rally meets, store, service,
maintain and of course restore these magnificent machines.
JME Healeys specialise in one marque of car and that intimate
knowledge and expertise really shines through in the work they
produce. Joe walked me through a restoration of an original works
car, the Monte Carlo racer URX 727, explaining the commitment
and research that goes into preserving the original patina and detail
of these special works Austin-Healeys. The knowledge, experience
and understanding of the brand overall is remarkable and the care
this company gives is absolutely vital when working and caring for
these vehicles, not to mention the passion that is shining through
every one of the staff who really love what they do. The lads
happily introduced me to the English morning tea tradition of the
food truck and convinced me a scotch egg was the way to go - not
sure about that one.
JME Healeys have set a priority in storing the parts needed to
ensure a project can flow through without too much fuss or waiting
time and operate as a full enterprise with such great sentiment and
understanding of Warwick built Austin-Healeys romantic past. A
beautiful place to be.
—

Opposite, top: Joe Page and alloy body.
Opposite, bottom: Works Austin-Healey
Hundred.
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Above: Austin-Healey Hundred.
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Above: Bespoke Trimmer, Christian.
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Above: The Cape Works.
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Above: Austin-Healey 3000 restoration, BJ8.
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Above: Austin-Healey on rotisserie.
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Morris Metalcraft Ltd
Jesse Morris

Opposite, top: Jesse Morris of Morris
Metalcraft Ltd.
Opposite, bottom: Jesse and George
Kendrick.
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In a renovated milking shed on the bank of the River Great
Ouse, I worked with Aston Martin royalty Jesse Morris of Morris
Metalcraft Ltd. Working with Jesse was a huge learning experience.
I spent the majority of my time helping Jess wheel up some rather
large panels for a bespoke body he is building.
Jesse is an indubitably knowledgeable panel beater; his
understanding of the way metal moves and the way he works is
something quite remarkable. He is part of the younger generation
of Astons Panel Beater. He was working at the Newport Pagnell
works when the last of the V8 Vantages rolled off the production
line in 1989, with the aluminium panels then still being wheeled
by hand.
He spoke of his time at Aston Martin with shear admiration
and pride, however did not hold back when I quizzed him on
production work and what it was like to work for the company.
“Fucking brutal” he said, “the place was fucking brutal.” In
Newport Pagnell Aston Martin paid well above the average wage
for the Buckinghamshire County, and in Jess’ era Aston Martin
had roughly twenty beaters working there. The culture created
by Astons was based around incentives designed to complete
production faster and faster, incentives like piece work for panel
beaters and team bonus systems for meeting orders. If an order
was met bonuses were paid, but if those orders were not met
bonuses were not paid. If you were a worker causing a hold up in
production, remembering this is a different time, you were simply
bullied, harassed and pushed out. “There was no where to hide”, if
you could not keep up you just had to leave and that was that. Jesse
recalls fresh grass from outside being thrown under jobs of ones
that were taking too long, and the production manager whispering
in the ear of workers who were taking too long to “get out before
you’re found out”.
Aston Martin as a company is often romanticised and rightly
so, they created some of the greatest motor-cars ever to be built,
however the fact that they were able to achieve such greatness
because of the viciousness they wielded upon workers should not
be forgotten. The silver lining though, to this callousness, was
that it gleaned traditional panel beating skills to be performed at a
production sized pace and bred a special type of panel beater, the
cream of the crop rose to the top. In the post-war era, top grade
panel beaters made their living at Aston Martin. The nature of that
beastly place created the best craftsmen and Jesse is certainly one of
them.
Morris Metal Craft seems inspired by this culture of speed and
Jess is constantly investing in quality machinery and tooling to
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increase production to make more money. Jess showed me some
tooling he designed and built enabling him to wheel up over a
dozen DB5 door skins a day, and that is quite a feat considering the
quality of Jess’ work is second to none.
—

Opposite, top: Morris Metalcraft Ltd.
Opposite, bottom: Jesse Morris prepping the
wheel.
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Shapecraft Classic Motor Bodies
Clive Smart

Opposite, top: Paul Mackenzie with a
‘cuppa’.
Opposite, bottom: Paul, Steve and Clive with
‘Mr Whippy’.
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Any confidence or self-worth I ever had as a panel beater was
comprehensively shattered upon starting work with Shapecraft
Classic Motor Bodies - The House of Shape. The owner Clive
Smart, who has become quite a mentor to me, and the lads, Steve,
Paul, Phil, Ricky and Dave are among the best tradesman I have
ever worked with and from the very first day made such a colossal
impression on me. Learning their approach to making car bodies is,
to somebody like me, invaluable.
It is always a terrifying experience starting at a new job and it
is especially hideous when you are working with panel beaters.
For me starting at Shapecraft, working with Paul Mackenzie and
Steve Matthewman who between them have over seventy-five years
experience building car bodies was intimidating to say the least,
however these two blokes took the time to actively point me in
the right direction in regards to the DB4 Zagato nose that I would
make for them. Both Steve and Paul are so good at what they do
and I was honoured that they passed on what they could to me.
They work with such confidence and know exactly what they are
doing. Always working on car bodies in a pair they would know
where to wheel in the shape and how much shape was needed. “A
good bend is worth a lot of shape” Steve would say, a clever old
saying referring to the manner in which if you bend a panel in
the right way it can save you a lot of work and heartache. Whilst
working alongside the pair I saw Paul make a rear head fin for a
Bentley in a matter of hours, and Steve showed me a process of
letting out that is going to save me countless hours of time and is
something that I will carry forward over my life.
I knew that I was a relatively slow worker before even setting
out on this Churchill Fellowship. I could always get the end result
but the time it took me to get there was sometimes a little too
much. Utterly obsessed with a clean finish and unwilling to make a
mess of a panel, I began working on the Zagato nose just as I would
normally do back home and it was after three hours that I had the
first panel (easiest first) done, it was only then when Clive told me
plainly that I should of had it done in a single hour. “There are no
prizes for taking too long” he said. It is hard for me and I believe
many younger tradesman in Australia to imagine the speed in
which panel beaters of the post-war era worked. Clive Smart made
his philosophy around shaping clear to me from the beginning
and bluntly advised me to keep my own presuppositions about
wheeling at the door, however kindly enough awarded me the
Certificate of Cross Wheeling.
Clive had sayings like “there are no prizes for taking too long”,
“there’s no point making it pretty if you’ll never drive it”, and my
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Opposite: Phil, Clive and Steve with tea.
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personal favourite, “the faint hearted never fucked a pig”. Take this
as you will but I believe Clive is referring to the process of attacking
a panel with a blocking mallet then using a Piccolo to get the shape
in there quickly, once that shape is in you can then start spending
the time in prettying it up. Clive has an approach to shape that
is artistic but at the same time inordinately quick. He would also
go on explaining to me the ungraceful, artless way in which I was
wheeling the Zagato front and taught me to dance with each panel
using smooth, dexterous, artful movements. It is an important
tradition, the way in which you wheel. I saw different styles of
wheeling all over England, but Clive’s approach of dancing with
the panel had a particular impression on me and was a real gift.
Toward the other end of the shop, Phil Linnel and Ricky
Matthewman, again working in a pair, were completing a
magnificent Jaguar D-type. The imposing looks of this car body
would draw your eye from wherever you stood in the workshop.
I would always chat to Phil about his thoughts on the trade and
being of a younger generation he made the point that speed does
not always have to be about the physical ability of slogging your
guts out to get a job done, but rather finding a working process
which cuts time right down. He applies a methodical approach to
each step in building a car body. Ricky, another younger member
of the team was at the time building the monocoque frame for the
D-type and doing so with such accuracy and speed. Watching the
tub come together so quickly during my time at Shapecraft was
astounding. Rick has been trained as a traditional coachbuilder
with the skills being passed on to him from his Father, a really
special relationship and nice to see. To have the knowledge that
Rick does at such a young age is a measurably bright sign for the
future, an incredible tradesman taught from the best.
Let it be known that Shapecraft build entire car bodies
from scratch and comparing this type of work to making single
panels would be foolish. To see seamless lines moving through
a body with opening doors, bonnets and boot lids as a result of
extraordinary metal work is normally a rare sight but at Shapecraft
it is the benchmark. I saw a D-type and a 4½ L Bentley being made
before my eyes with distinct understanding of line and shape and
I use the word, distinct, deliberately as I want to make it clear to
the reader that Shapecraft’s work is distinguishably theirs. The
company has built more DB4 Zagatos than Aston Martin and
more C-types than Jaguar, all of which are uniquely handmade
car bodies. Clive’s personal coachbuilding philosophy and the
necessity of speed has played a vital part in the way their bodywork
has evolved over the past thirty-five years. Shapecraft replicas are a
highly sought investment and sit in a league of their own.
The business’ success and tremendous reputation has been
hard fought, coming from the cusp of the post-war years into the

new millennium has not been without heartache. Clive’s story is
one of a determined businessman who has in the thirty-five years
of business, weathered storm after storm and come out the other
side still passionate about what he does. Shapecraft Classic Motor
Bodies is one of the greats.
—
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Above: 1957 Maserati 450s.
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Above: Phill Linnel, Jaguar D-Type.
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Above: Ricky Matthewman, D-Type.
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Above: Shapecraft Classic Motor Bodies.
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Above: Paul Mackenzie, Bentley Headfin.
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Above: Paul Mackenzie, wheeling work.
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Above: Steve Matthewman and the rear end of a Bentley.
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Z-Lines
Martin Wilcox
In a small panel shop at Mere Farm in Hargrave Wellingborough,
one of the most idyllic places to open a coachbuilding shop, was
Martin Wilcox’s newly created Z-Lines. I was so impressed not
only at the quality of work Martin does for his clients but also at
the huge scale of work Martin has accumulated in the only few
short years that he has been up and running. Z-Lines specialise
in all aspects of motor-body restoration and particularly in the
traditional ash framing of car bodies in which Martin was trained.
It was easy to see that Martin was proud and passionate about the
work he does at Z-Lines, and the fact that his small business has
gone from strength to strength is a bright sign for anyone wishing
to go into the trade for themselves. I found out about Martin’s
workshop by meeting him when I was working at Shapecraft, so it
was unfortunate to not have scheduled to work with him however
Z-Lines was an inspiring part of my Fellowship nonetheless.
—

Opposite, top: Austin Healey Sebring Sprite.
Opposite: bottom: Z-Lines workshop.
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Chapman Classic Panels
Luke Chapman

Opposite, top: Entrance to Chapman Classic
Panels.
Opposite, bottom: FJ Edwards wheeling
machine.
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I believe it was Australian racing legend Peter Brock who once
said “bite off more than you can chew and chew like hell”. When
I started at Chapman Classic Panels to work with Luke Chapman,
he and his small team were choking on the amount of work that
needed to be done. Chapman Classic Panels is a production
coachbuilding shop in Northamptonshire that specialises in
aluminium car bodies, and at the time of my visit were working to
meet a deadline for an important client. I recall Luke’s wife Emma
bringing him his dinner as he worked into the night to make sure
a front shroud for an Aston Martin body was completed on time.
A sombre sight but one that shows a man’s dedication to his work.
His young staff Jordan and Rhys both only 20 or so, work under
Luke watching and learning like so many apprentices of the past
have done. Luke has no choice but to train these two young men
quickly by throwing them in the deep end to help meet orders.
It was a traditional master and apprentice relationship that is
sadly becoming rarer and rarer in the modern age, especially in
Australia. I spent a good amount of time working with Jordan, he
was a competent young lad, gassing in aluminium panels without
any issue, chasing in edges without any splitting, wheeling and
soldering. Despite Jordan’s ability he has had no formal education
at a trade college, as is compulsory in Australia, proving that there
is no substitute to learning a trade at work from a master.
Luke was under a lot of pressure from his clients and works that
needed to be completed, but watching him achieve what seemed
to me impossible was a humbling experience. I have learnt from
Chapmans that sometimes in business you need to do what the
client wants you to do, although sometimes un-orthodox demands
are made you should learn the art of just “cracking on with it” as
Luke would say. When orders need to be met, it is ok not to have
a mirror finish on your body work, if the work is correct and its
going to be painted, “bullshitting it up” can be, at the end of the
day, wasted time and money. Other than the production work, Mr
Chapman has a few side jobs like some rust replacement panels
for Rolls-Royce bodies that he knocks out and a few restoration
jobs to fill the gaps. Luke stressed to me the importance of
business relationships as a way to find work and explained the
competitiveness of the industry. He had a great set up though,
and it was encouraging to again see a shop putting out such a high
volume of work with just some basic, good quality equipment.
When famous coachbuilder Cross & Ellis closed its doors in
1938, it marked the end of the booming industry that lasted near
40 years. Since then it has only been a tough, gritty business to
be a part of. It is not to say that the trade is unrewarding or not
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lucrative but it is tough and it is only a few passionate people who
can somehow manage to stick at it. Chapman Classic Panels has
had a long list of hurdles that had to be overcome from being a new
business. Finding staff, clients and commercial property, investing
in tooling, all of which Luke has achieved, not from luck or a silver
spoon but from passionate work and determination. At the time of
penning this report I cannot legally write about the work that was
being completed during my time with Luke, however I can write
that I believe he is finally tasting the fruits of his labour. Chapman
Classic Panel sets an example of what hard work can achieve and it
has inspired me to do the same.
—

Opposite, top: Jaguar tooling and some
machinery.
Opposite, bottom: Ranalah Wheeling
machines.
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Above: Luke Chapman cripping.
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Bodylines Specialist Panel Beaters Ltd
Alan Pointer

Opposite, top: Bodylines.
Opposite, bottom: Alan Pointer.
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In 1988 Alan Pointer opened the doors of Bodylines Specialist
Panel Beaters Ltd, a business in Buckinghamshire specialising in
handmade Aston Martin car bodies. Alan’s career has spanned over
four decades and has worked for Aston Martin, Rolls-Royce, and
Airflow Streamlines. His experience in the trade and in business is
overwhelmingly extensive and I considered it such a privilege to be
welcomed into that workshop.
The minute I walked in the front door I immediately recognised
the quality of the work being produced. It was such a cut above.
Alan spoke to me about his time and admiration working for
Rolls-Royce. “It was the best job I’ve ever had” he said, further
explaining that Rolls-Royce in London had a much friendlier
culture than Aston Martin in Newport Pagnell. They were focused
on the quality of the work being produced rather than the speed
in which they would do so. There is a direct relationship between
the impression Rolls-Royce had on Alan and the work he and his
team of Paul Temple, Joe Smail, Martyn Higgins, Richard Trasler
and Mark Harrison produce at Bodylines. Whilst they remain
extremely competitive, it is the quality and the workmanship that
really shines through. I can only describe it as unbelievable work,
absolutely unbelievable.
During my time with Bodylines I worked closely with Paul
Temple. He really took the time for me to get the most out of my
visit, and upon starting there he set me up to make a front wing
for a DB5/6. The buck used by Bodylines for the DB is an original
piece of Aston Martin tooling which Alan saved from a liquidating
bonfire. I was given the left-hand side to make, and was working
next to young second year apprentice Joe Smail who was on the
right. Joe’s talent was easily recognisable, and it was great to work
alongside him. It goes to show again that there is no substitute to
being trained at work by a master craftsman, as Joe informed me
that he also has had no formal training at a trade college.
Before I set to work, I noticed the wheels were clean, polished
and in perfect condition for machinery that is well older than
anybody reading this report. The front wing has a section that
requires two people to wheel so Paul and I did this together.
Working with him to do this was an invaluable experience because
he knew exactly what needed to be done. He knew what pressure
to set the wheeling machine and which wheel was friendliest for
the job. He knew exactly what height to set the rollers and after
only a few minutes had it fitting to the buck, perfect the first time.
All the tradesmen at Bodylines impressed me no end and I learnt
a lot off all of them. Again working in pairs, they made light work
of what seemed to me incredibly daunting tasks. Mark, Richard,
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Opposite, top: DB5 Aston Martin.
Opposite, bottom: DB5 Aston Martin
Tooling.
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Paul and Martyn, because of their knowledge and experience, are
arguably the best Aston Martin body makers in the world, and
whilst I was in the UK it was common for their peers to refer to
them with absolute admiration. I continued working on the front
wing of the DB and eventually got to the front throat which is
often referred to as a Catwalk or a Valley (of Death). I buggered up
my first attempt but both Richard and Paul assured me that while
I did make a mess of it, it is never wasted time because what has
been learnt on the butchered first panel will serve you well on the
next attempt. Richard Trasler had a quiet word to me explaining
that everybody struggles with the complexity of motor bodywork
at some point. I whole heartedly agree that making complete car
bodies for any era, but especially post-war sporting motor-cars, is
an extremely difficult thing to do. One of the best pieces of advice I
got from Paul Temple was that the key to being a good panel beater
is the ability to get yourself out of trouble, or as PT would say, “it’s
not about getting into the shit, that’s the easy bit, it’s getting out
that’s the difficult part”. Every good panel beater knows how to get
himself out of the shit.
It was another special treat meeting Mick Sears who visited
the workshop while I was there. Mick is over 80 years young and
worked with all the lads from Bodylines while working for Aston
Martin as they were coming up. Mick passed on the skills of the
trade to Alan, Paul, Mark and Martyn, all of whom spoke so highly
of Mick. Mark Harrison explained to me that, “he was just that
good old boy who taught everybody coming through and got along
with everybody”. When Aston Martin won the Queen’s Award for
Enterprise, because of the admiration everybody had for Mick, he
was chosen by his peers to be the representative to meet Queen
Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace in 1990, what an honour.
Some specialist body-making hand tools that Mick used at
Astons and Rolls-Royce had been made and copied by the boys at
Bodylines and I was allowed to copy some myself. Martyn gave me
his double-sided makers to copy, the lads gave me some nylon sheet
in order to make some chasers, Paul let me copy his round flipper
pattern and I was given one of Mick’s old slappers. The passing
down of knowledge, tools and skills is so important to keep this
trade alive and I too hope that I can carry it forward.
Upon my departure, having completed the front wing for the
DB5 and copped copious amounts of shit for the state of the
Australian Cricket Team (who by the way, beat and absolutley
humiliated England again on home soil for yet another great
Australian Ashes victory), Martyn Higgins explained to me how
important Aston Martin was for Milton Keynes and Newport
Pagnell, saying it was a way of life. When you left school, you went
into work for Astons. It’s just what you did. Martyn was among
the last few to watch the Vantage V8 roll off the assembly line
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at Newport Pagnell. I noticed similar traits in most of those who
worked for Astons or Airflow and have such sincere admiration
for them all. Alan Pointer gave me some final words relating to
the industry and how to always be aware that the market comes in
cycles. He mentioned that as of 2019 there has never been more
businesses involved within the classic car market. 10 years ago the
likes of Aston Martin, Jaguar, Mercedes-Benz and Porsche were
not at all interested in heritage work, and now all have their own
specialised heritage departments.
—

Opposite, top: Daily scrap aluminum.
Opposite, bottom: Paul Temple.
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Above: DB4 Zagato buck.
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Above: Martyn Higgins and Mark Harrison.
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Above: Bodylines workshop and machinery.
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Above: Mark Harrison, wheel work.
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Above: Aston Martin DB6.
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Aston Martin Works
Daniel Kostakakis

Opposite, top: Daily scrap aluminum.
Opposite, bottom: Paul Temple.
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If you are an Australian panel eater or have heard of Aston Martin
it would serve you well to know the name of Daniel Kostakakis,
an Australian coachbuilder living and working in the heart of
Newport Pagnell.
One of the most driven people I have ever met, Daniel showed
me inside Aston Martin Works. He gave the grand tour of where
he works, how he works, the famous assembly line and shared with
me his passion and inspiration for the Aston Martin marque and
the coachbuilding trade, and I must say his attitude was infectious.
His work is among the best in the business. His self-made tooling
and thought process regarding building and restoring car bodies is
extraordinary. As an Australian, Dan has set a precedent for what
is possible if you are willing to venture overseas to chase a dream.
Dan left Melbourne 6 years ago with nothing but a suitcase and
since then, the knowledge, experience and tooling he has collected
over a short span of time is, as I mentioned previously, something
extraordinary.
The building in which Astons complete their heritage work is
hidden away in the East Midlands, where full DB4, DB5 and DB6
heritage restorations are taking place along with new car bodies and
panels. Dan was showing me the length that he is gone to restoring
an Aston Martin DB2 Saloon. The complete re-body was done
from photographs and some information noted from the wreck
of a car he had to begin with. Handy for him an original DB2
was in the Aston Martin showroom which allowed him to take
measurements from. Like a true coachbuilder, he has managed to
created something from nothing.
Daniel is immensely proud of where he comes from and thinks
that dollar for pound Australian car builders and panel beaters
punch well above their weight. While we do not have an Aston
Martin or an Airflow, we still compete with the best and have
produced some incredible motor-cars. He has been inspired by his
fellow countryman, the likes of Mark Nugent, Ryan Whitling and
Brian Tanti who he says are consistently pushing him to do better.
In the panel beating department of Astons, Dan’s work is
everywhere. He has his hands and head in everything that goes on.
He could write his own book about the Aston Martin continuation
cars, having played a major role in the manufacturing of these
superb motor-cars.
Dan lectured me about the benefits of making tooling for
specialised jobs, stressing how useful hammer-forms can be to chase
edges in and create shape, however I noticed that he is also using
the wheeling machine wherever possible.
The nature of Aston Martin Works being so private, I
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considered it profoundly fortuitous to be allowed inside the
workshop. Some parts of the workshop I could take photographs
of, other parts like the Zagato assembly line that Dan has played a
heavy hand in, were confidential and understandably off limits.
I feel the fact that an Australian has been part of building the
Aston Martin DB4 GT and the DB4 Zagato continuation cars
and is so willing to share his story and experience in order to help
inspire other Australians, myself included, ought to be known by
all. If Daniel ever comes back to Australia we would only benefit as
a nation.
—

Opposite: Daniel Kostakakis
rebodies Aston Martin DB2.
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Above: A very full Aston Martin workshop.

84

85

Creative Classics
Darren Welsh

Opposite, bottom: Darren Welsh shrinking
on the Eckold.
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Nestled in lush green farmland a few kilometres outside Coventry
lies a light industrial park in which Creative Classics operate. I
have always wanted to meet the owner of Creative Classics, Mr
Darren Welsh. The style of work that he has become known for
over the past three decades has inspired me all the way down
here in Australia. Creative Classics is Darren’s fresh new venture
specialising in first class handmade panels and bespoke bodywork.
With Mr Welsh’s career and business knowledge being of
tremendous value, he now leads a small team of workers that are
producing some of the best aluminium and steel bodywork I have
seen on my Fellowship. Darren is training his two young sons in
the craft while employing three other top Coventry tradesmen:
Guy Dainter his righthand man and one of the quickest, cleanest
and most particular panel beaters I have seen, ex Abbey Panels
craftsman Steve “Toothy” Tooth who I watched bodying an AustinHealy Sebring Sprite, and Mark Welsh who was fabricating a
beautiful handmade Ferrari fuel tank. Creative Classics have quite
a large estate. It has been split into two workshops with one side
dedicated to the coachbuilding machinery and panel making, and
the other for bespoke bodywork, allowing ample free space to work
around and eye down a line on a rolling chassis.
Darren gave me the task of building a turret for the AustinHealey Sebring with Guy’s previously made templates and patterns
helping to make light work of it. I have learnt that if there is a
chance of repeated work, it is always valuable to make sound
patterns for a particular job to use over and over again. To wheel up
the roof panels, noticing that there were five wheeling machines to
choose from, I asked Guy which one I should use and he pointed
to his friendly wheel saying, “probably that one”. He explained that
each of them were set up for a dedicated purpose, one for throwing
an edge, one for crushing a weld, one for wider blows, one for
stretching a flange and the friendly wheel was used for pretty much
everything else. Interestingly, Darren bought all this equipment
years ago from the Abbey Panels liquidation sale in the early 2000s,
so there is a good bit of history and soul in the workshop.
Every bit of space inside Creative Classics is utilised so well.
I noticed that all of the work was streamlined, and while speed
remains an important factor, it is the quality of the work coming
out that is Darren’s priority. Darren started his first business,
Coventry Prototype Panels (a workshop that at its peak employed
over 200 staff), when he was 21 years old. He also made clear
to me that while he undertook an apprenticeship, again with no
formal education from any trade college, he made the choice to
go into business very early. It is hard to comprehend myself doing
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that at his age. I have been wanting to learn the craft off others
my whole career, always trying to find the next step to further my
skills. Darren simply did it for himself and told me earnestly that,
“you can learn 80% of the job off others, but you have to eventually
get the rest on your own. You need to figure out that last bit by
yourself.” It was great advice that will I pass on to all Australians
thinking that they need to know everything before venturing into
business for themselves.
Darren worked with me to get the turret finished for the AustinHealey, and gave me a few compliments on my welding (which
is only thanks to learning how to weld with no filler rod from my
experience with the shops I visited prior). Darren gave me a lot of
pointers on how I could improve my work, and it is something that
I can never repay him for. I loved working with Daren and the all
the lads at Creative Classics. It really is a staggering place. I would
have loved to have worked for Darren at Coventry Prototype
Panels or with Steve Tooth at Abbey Panels for that matter, but
the culture and bloodline of those post-war production shops of
Coventry still pumps through the veins of Creative Classics. They
are a direct link to the past and I hope to return.
—

Opposite, top: Austin Healey turret and
wheeling machines.
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Above: Master Welsh.
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Above: The panel shop at Creative Classics.
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Above: Guy Dainter working at his magic bench.
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Mouland & Yates

Opposite: Gary Yates fabricating an oil tank.
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Toward the south of England, in the small village of Ower, there
is a coachbuilding workshop named Mouland & Yates. A business
dedicated to the manufacturing of precise panel work and to the
building of bespoke car bodies. Both Gary Yates and Vic Mouland
have extensive experience in every aspect of sheet metal work,
Gary Yates being trained in the coachwork of british railcars and
Vic Mouland in aircraft production. When I started work with
Mouland & Yates, Vic introduced me to the workshop, made me
a cup of tea and immediately spoke of his respect of a bygone era.
He told me that the skills gleaned by past masters were a result of
the war effort. The legacy of that dark time has handed to us the
gift of those hard fought skills. Vic simply put it, “we stand on the
shoulders of giants.”
The work being undertaken at Mouland & Yates was so fine,
and the approach used in their work so foreign to me, it was almost
like a different trade. As mention previously, Vic and Gary have
an indubitably acute understanding of sheet metal bodywork. Vic
explained to me that when making a complex shaped panel we
should always be thinking four, five, six steps ahead, and while this
is easier said than done, the quality of the bodywork I saw here
proves his point. I like to compare it to a game of snooker, where
a player is always thinking about the process to follow in order to
sink his balls, never allowing himself to be snookered. Or in panel
beating terms, not to be stuck up shit creek without a paddle. This
analogy should be used especially in regards to wheeling. The lack
of tolerance in aircraft work, in which a perfect fitting panel is
always needed and is usually required to be made in a single piece,
has given Vic Mouland the skills he acquires today. Vic recalled a
particular grade of alloy being used in aircraft production being so
hard that the pressure used on the wheeling machines, to get the
shape in, was so enormous that it often required levers to wind up
the machines. When the panels did skip out it would create the
sound similar to that of a gun going off. The knowledge and stories
he shared with me, and the work I saw him do cannot be spoken
about highly enough. While the skills of aircraft production are
transferable to coachwork, I feel that in the past they were just not
valued in the “just get it done” culture of traditional coachbuilding
shops.
While I was working with Mouland & Yates, I was given various
jobs from a baby Bugatti rear end, a front scuttle for a 4½ Bentley
and some front wings for that same model. I started my first panel
by fetching a sheet of 3010 aluminium with Vic shouting, “take
a good look at that panel nipper, thats the best it’s going to look.”
Not a bad saying, very relative to myself. Vic had some great panel
beating sayings, most of which were passed on to him from old
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Opposite: Front wings for Bentley.
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aircraft boys. My particular favourite was, “your best is only just
good enough.” My very best is just good enough. I did however,
amongst the constant piss taking, manage to wheel something up
that was just good enough. I worked on the double Bentley scuttle
with one of Mouland & Yates’ employees Geoffrey Fryer, whose
talent has recognisably come from the two masters he has worked
with and studied under. Once more I witnessed a talent that has
been gleaned from working under a master at work rather then
learning at a trade college. Geoffrey had great understanding in the
process of using the wheeling machine in combination with the
piccolo, and was more than prepared to pass on what he knew to
me, of which I was very grateful. Gary, Vic, Geoffrey and Aaron all
approach their work in a clean, disciplined manner, all subscribing
to the fact that the best way to get rid of a scratch is to not put it
in in the first place. All of the equipment inside the workshop is
in immaculate condition. The benches have blankets to prevent
damaging a panel surface, all of the planishing tools like hammers,
flippers, steel chasers and dollies were painstakingly polished to
ensure a beautiful finish, and the wheeling machines, needless to
say, were unblemished to again safeguard that same perfect finish.
The incomparable quality and supreme finish of the bodywork
coming out of this workshop are the earmarks of Mouland & Yates.
Vic Mouland and Gary Yates’ vision in starting the business was
to create a place in which they could work the way they wanted to
work. Neither concerned with making a motzer, they set their goals
on the work they wanted to achieve, offering only the best quality
of work for a modest living. It has proven to be a sustainable source
of income for the boys, and Vic would go on to tell me that the
biggest trouble they face is in fact trying to remain small. For me
personally, it is hard to fathom trying to remain small being an
issue. It almost even sounds obnoxious. But for Gary and Vic, their
past experiences of shops buckling under pressure or becoming
overwhelmed only to allow the quality to fall through the floor
was a road that they have not wanted to go down. It gives a gentle
reminder of the importance of staying on track to your original
goals, whether in opening a business or for getting into this type of
trade, it is important to stay focused and often reflect on why you
started in the first place.
Working with Mouland & Yates has given me an insight to what
is likely to help lead me into the next step of my career. Prior to
starting with them it felt as though I was on top of a hill that I had
been climbing for a decade or more, but upon leaving gave me the
realisation that I only had more hills left in front of me to climb. At
this small workshop in Ower, I discovered that there is a lifetime of
learning in this craft. To have worked with these men who know
the trade so well and yet are continually learning has been hugely
productive and of remarkable importance to me.
—
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Above: Ronny.
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Above: Wheeling machine.
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Abvove: Gary Yates.
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RS Panels
The renowned British coachbuilder RS Panels was started by
Bob Smith in 1964, upon finishing up his time at Carbodies Ltd
in Coventry (now London Taxis). I read a book that Bob Smith
wrote at least 10 years ago now called ‘How to Restore Sheet Metal
Bodywork’. Its words and pictures inspired me no end, they drove
me directly into the coachbuilding/panel beating trade and I have
not once looked back. I really do owe Bob and that book a lot more
than the $4.50 I paid for it.
My time at RS Panels however was swift but unforgettable.
Upon my arrival I met with James Smith, Bob’s son and now the
proprietor of the company. It became clear within seconds of
going inside RS Panels that I was again looking at something that
exceeded any expectation I had. RS Panel is on a grander scale than
I ever thought possible. For the past 50 years that RS Panels have
been operating they have been collecting information, making and
storing patterns, restoring and building car bodies for dozens of
classic cars such as AC Ace bodies, XK 120s, C-Types, D-Types,
E-Types, Jaguar Works cars and prototypes, Ferrari 166mm, 512
Le Mans, Ferrari GTO, GT California, Ferrari 275, 57 Testa Rossa,
Aston Martin DBR1, DBR2, DB4 Zagato, the list goes on and on
and on.
RS Panels produces their bodywork on a huge scale. The
workshop has a countless amount of wheeling machines, an
eighteen-ton press, an aluminium spot welder and surface plates
the size of dinner tables. James took the time to walk me through
some of the shop’s current work. The examples I can write about
included an Eagle Lightweight E, several restorations of original
works Lightweight Es, an original works aluminium XK120,
Bob’s personal Lightweight E. Again the list goes on and on.
Walking around I began to realise that the cars in this workshop are
definitely worth more than my life. That would be a fact. These are
such important cars.
James informed me how lucky I have been to be welcomed into
the shops that I have visited on this Fellowship, telling me that
shops like Shapecraft and Bodylines are true to the old-world style
of panel making. James had an incredible amount of respect and
spoke very highly of both Clive and Alan. The passion and love of
what James does and the legacy he is continuing comes through
in the way he talks about his work. It comes through in the way
his employees Jake, John and Tony talk about their work, and it
comes through in the work they are putting out. My vocabulary
is the only limitation to which I can applaud their work. It is truly
incredible.
The timber workshop inside RS Panels was a romantic sign of
the past. I have often heard the stories of panel beaters working

alongside body makers, but this was the first time I had seen it
myself. James showed me the tooling and bucks that the company
has compounded over time, all of which have been precisely
made by expert buck builders in that same timber shop in the
1960s and 1970s under the employ of Bob Smith, something any
passionate coachbuilder would drool over and something I could
only dream to be apart of. The front of the shop was neat and
professional, having a small showroom and office where James and
I scoured over photographs of past motor-cars and vehicle-bodies
that have come through the doors. It is clear that Bob and James’
business intelligence, in conjunction with their engineering and car
making finesse, has led to the success that RS Panels has enjoyed
for over a half-century. At the back of RS Panels’ industrial estate
lay another unit solely dedicated to the storing of stock parts,
panels and chassis. Complete car bodies were back there too, just
waiting for an order to come though. James exports these panels
all over the United Kingdom, continental Europe, Australia, New
Zealand and the United States of America. Having these panels
and parts available gives the company a huge advantage when it
comes to replacing a damaged or corroded sections of a motor-car.
The panels themselves were superbly made. RS Panels provide an
option for their clients to buy an original stick welded chassis or a
TIG welded chassis for their replica C-Types. Both of these chassis
are kept in stock just waiting to be ordered. All the sheet metal
parts have been precisely pressed out ready to be shipped across
the globe, along with an extensive quiver of hand wheeled panels,
shrouds, front ends, once more the list goes on and on.
James and the team at RS Panels were all so willing to share
what they knew with me in the short time I was there. I was given
some specially made body hammers, pictures and diagrams of
tooling. James printed me off some old news articles on Bob and
RS Panels as well. James explained the necessity of using only the
best quality of aluminium sheet to shape and to always gas in hot
without using filler rod and showed me some handmade tooling
that assists in this old technique.
Bob and James Smith have been keeping production coachwork
and the skills involved in production coachwork alive for over
a generation. The business is still booming, and RS Panels have
more historic data, on Jaguar, Aston Martin and Ferrari cars than,
I beleive, the marques themselves. Thanks to Bob Smith and
RS Panels, the skills from the halcyon post-war era have been
preserved. I regard RS Panels as one of the last direct links to the
glorious past and continue to push the industry forward. They sit
among the Park Wards, the Abbey Panels and the Salmons Yards. I
believe I speak for all when I say that RS Panels are the greatest of
our era.
—
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Conclusion

Opposite, top: Clive Smart of Shapecraft
Classic Motor Bodies.
Opposite, bottom: Vic Mouland of Mouland
& Yates.
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The three months I had working in English coachbuilding shops
allowed only a small peek into what is possible and really was
not nearly enough time to grasp all the skills used in the trade.
Although I only travelled in a small area of England, the differences
in the approach to making panels and building car bodies between
each shop were surprisingly broad. It was only to my advantage
that I worked closely with five companies and visited another five,
however I believe that with so much to learn, my entire Fellowship
would not have been wasted if I had spent its entirety with just one
company.
Working closely with Paul Temple, Vic Mouland, Clive
Smart, Steve Matthewman, Paul Mackenzie, Alan Pointer, Daniel
Kostakakis, Luke Chapman, Carl Neville, Darren Welsh, Geoffrey
Fryer and Gary Yates has given me so much confidence moving
forward in my trade. Prior to embarking on this Fellowship, I
had already developed a foundation of skills working with some
great tradesman in Australia, but it has to be said that working in
England has built on top of that foundation and I have leap frogged
years of toil in Australia by going over and working with them.
The skills are so intact and so advanced in England because of
the country’s unique history in motor-car manufacturing. While
Australia would have had a small number of pre-war coachbuilders,
our car manufacturing rapidly went down the path of souless mass
production and in the post-war years did not have the experimental
shops and prototype departments that England enjoyed on a
grand scale. In saying this, we do have a wealth of knowledge here
in Australia. It seems there is a booming automotive industry in
Victoria with some amazing workshops and craftsman doing world
class work. It was often mentioned to me in England how fantastic
the Australian work is, and there is a lot of respect for us in regards
to vehicle body work. This is something I am now tremendously
proud to be part of.
The businesses I worked with and visited were nothing less than
brilliant at what they did. Each company specialised in slightly
different work, had a niche market to themselves and had ‘bread
and butter’ type work to push them through the slow times. 90
percent of what I saw was repeated production work that was
produced economically and built with correct patterns, tooling and
jigs to streamline the work. The other small, 10 percent of what I
saw were golden egg jobs, the glory work that is rare even in the
UK. It is the 90 percent grunt work that allows the business to
stay afloat until the Sultan of Brunei comes to knock on your door.
Furthermore, the production work done in England has a common
underlining factor: repeated work. Bodylines have made countless
Aston Martin DB5 and DB6 car bodies, and Shapecraft a countless
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Opposite, top: Aston Martin tooling at
Bodylines Ltd.
Opposite, bottom: Guy Dainter on his
friendly wheel.
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number of C-Type car bodies. Specialising in this repeated work
leads to a clear understanding of what work is involved and leads to
increased efficiencies. Therefore leading to a more accurate quoting
process, therefore more confidence from clients, and therefore more
work.
Each company I witnessed invested in quality machinery, staff
and apprentices. Very rarely did I see workshops in a newly built
industrial estates, most of them were working out of converted
milking sheds, small sub-let warehouses or dilapidated storage units
obviously assisting in keeping the overheads down.
Luke Chapman and Alan Pointer both expressed the importance
in forming great business relationships with other companies
within the industry. For example, Bodylines have a great working
relationship with engineering workshops like DK Engineering
and Ecurie Bertelli. Likewise, Chapman Classic Panels have a great
working relationship with SAC Design. Luke made the point that
these relationships require hard work and time to build up the trust
needed to ensure prosperity.
The preservation of traditional skills used in building car bodies
has been the result of many contributing factors. The small mile
radius inside of which all of these shops reside is a tremendous
advantage in keeping the traditional methods of building car bodies
alive. The market of traditional body-work is simply concentrated
in the one area, just like in the old days, keeping it pure and
keeping it competitive.
Hiring and training apprentices is seen as a necessity to
complete simple, time-consuming work and as a result young
people are regularly being sort after. In fact, it was many times
spoken about how hard it is to find someone with the right aptitude
to train. I saw many young apprentices negotiating themselves into
a position to learn a great trade and to be trained properly.
The geographic location of these workshops in England, which
I regard as the mecca of coachbuilding and restoring car bodies, is
inescapably advantageous. England easily services itself, the USA
and all of continental Europe, and since joining the EU in 1973 has
enjoyed sharing common laws surrounding trade and commerce.
Lastly, I must mention the stubbornness. Never have I seen
such determination not to change. Many of the companies and
tradesman I worked with are using the same techniques used in
the 1920s. Paul Temple, Alan Pointer, Martyn Higgins and Mark
Harrison all learnt the trade at Aston Martin off Mick Sears. Mick
Sears learnt the trade at Park Ward off the great men who worked
there and I imagine they learnt off and even greater craftsman.
With such a strong link to the halcyon era of coachbuilding,
tradesman and companies alike have never strayed from what they
knew to be right way to build a motor-car, and there has always
been a market for them.
—
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Recommendations
It should be known that not using the proper safety equipment
necessary for the job can be extremely risky and deadly. In England
I was informed of the alarming reality of old boys that developed
cancers, became ill and died as a result of being exposed to harsh
UV rays, fumes, dust and toxic chemicals. Welding helmets should
be worn at all times to prevent skin cancers on the face, dust
masks need to be used, and if you are gas welding with aluminium
welding flux, please do so in a well-ventilated area. To learn of
panel beaters who had been killed by aggressive lung cancers or
slowly suffocating due to their wind pipes hardening leads me to
remind workers of the risks of not looking after yourself, and while
I do not support any type of state regulation, I advocate to all to
take personal responsibility for your health.
Hiring of apprentices is obviously vital to keep trade skills
alive and it is important to respect the historic bond between
master and apprentice. No amount of government run schooling,
recruitment agencies or trade colleges will ever be able to replace
it. The only advantage an apprentice has to secure great training is
the bargaining power they hold in regards to how much they are
paid. This negotiation should be between apprentice and master
only, and not manipulated by recruitment agencies, minimum wage
laws or the compulsory attendance of a trade college. An apprentice
can be an invaluable asset to a business, and I believe the fact that
numbers continue to dwindle is caused by excessive bureaucracy
and minimum wage laws surrounding the hiring of apprentices in
Australia.
My recommendation to any person wanting to pursue a
professional career in coachbuilding or car body restoration is to
heed the recommendation of the previous point. If you are young
and inexperienced or just starting out, the only bargaining power
you hold is a negotiated wage with your employer. If possible I
learnt that it is best to avoid online videos and 2 day metalshaping
classes aimed at hobbiests. Instead, try to find a company willing
to take on an apprentice and learn from a more experienced
tradesman. It may not be the best company but it is a start.. Learn
as much as you can at one place and respectively move forward
towards the work you are most passionate about doing. Bargain and
negotiate your way to the top of your field.
I also advocate increasing the flexibility of skilled working
visa arrangements for British citizens coming here to work and
Australian citizens wanting to go there for work. Australia is
missing out on the advantages of ease of mobility in and out of the
UK and an Australian Resident Visa similar to the arrangement
with New Zealand would be highly regarded by individuals,
businesses and would be only beneficial for both countries.
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I encourage anyone to apply for similar scholarships, and
those with experience and insights into the industry to share their
knowledge with others, especially with the younger apprentices
coming through. The knowledge and insight gained from my
awarded Winston Churchill Fellowship has been invaluable, and
I hope that this report, along with the collection of photographs
can serve as a source of information for all aspiring coachbuilders,
as Mark Nugent’s 2007 Winston Churchill Fellowship report
inspired me to take the leap from commerical panel beating to
traditional coachbuilding. England has a strong tradition of passing
on knowledge, and I think it is important that we do the same in
Australia if we want to see the industry thrive.
Finally, to everybody passionate about thier craft and those
making traditional trades and coachbuilding their careers, know
that at times it will be a tremendously hard slog but the rewards are
always worth the hard work.
“Never, ever ever ever ever give up,” - Winston Churchill.
—
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