
Sportin g Saloo n 
A preserved M.G. ZA Magnette enjoys new life in the old colony 
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The presence of the famous octagon on 
the grille of this 1956 M.G. Series ZA 
Magnette still speaks of the peerless 

sporting heritage that the car embodied; in 
its day, it was equal parts compact family 
sedan and competition-proven sports car, 
and in today's context, might be consid­
ered a leather- and wood-lined 325i for 
restrained and respectable Brits. 

And both of its current caretakers are 
restrained and respectable Brits, at least by 
descent. In fact, a visit from distant relatives 
from the old country was the impetus for 
resuscitating this previously moribund four-
wheeled English ex-pat. Linda Wagoner 
of Dover, New Jersey, may have the more 
recently immigrated bloodline, but her 
husband, Steve, has the passion for little 
British cars that brought this M.G. into 
their garage. 

Steve's history with British cars dates 

back to his first, a 1959 Ford Consul that 
he bought in 1967 at age 16. "That was 
not a typical 'kid's' car in the late Sixties," 
he chuckles. 'That car served me well for 
two years, and then I moved on to a 1967 
Ford Anglia 123E Super. In 1973, I was 
offered a 1970 M.G. Midget to use for the 
summer, but the catch to that was I had to 
replace the clutch, not a bad weekend job. 
I enjoyed that Midget, and got hooked on 
M.G.s; I've had a Midget or Austin-Healey 
Sprite pretty much ever since." 

His discovery of a little-remembered gem 
of post-war M.G. history in the late 1980s 
opened up the possibility for the Wagoner 
family to attend an M.G. club event in one 
vehicle; "The ZA Magnette was a beautiful 
car with four doors, a nice wood and leath­
er interior and a traditional, upright T ' -
styled grille. I was hooked." Introduced in 
1953, the ZA wore curvaceous bodywork 

(designed by Gerald Palmer, and mostly 
shared with BMC cousin Wolseley 4/44), 
and debuted the BMC B-series 1,498cc 
four-cylinder engine, here in twin 1.25-
inch SU carbureted, 7.5-compression 60hp 
form, that would soon power the MGA. 
"I started looking for a Magnette without 
much success, and finally compromised 
by buying a 1970 Austin America," Steve 
explains. "While not an M.G., it was a vari­
ant of the 1100/1300 line of cars, which 
did include an M.G., and at least we could 
now go as a family!" 

It wasn't until 1996 that a Magnette 
would cross his path; "My workplace hired 
a new engineering student for the summer, 
and when he found out how much I was 
into M.G.s, he told me of an M.G. sedan 
that was sitting behind the publishing facil­
ity where he worked part-time. He checked 
with his boss there, and learned that the 
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The ZA Magnette was a beautiful car with four doors, a nice wood and 
leather interior and a traditional, upright 'T'-styled grille. I was hooked. 

car belonged to his girlfriend—she had no 
real interest in it, and was looking to sell it. 
It took a couple of months to work out the 
details, but I bought the car, a non-running 
ZA built in January of 1956/' 

Although ZA Magnettes were officially 
imported to the U.S. in 1956 with a price 
of $2,475, the example that the Wagoners 
brought home was right-hand-drive and 
had been imported around 1987 by the 
seller's ex-husband. This car retained its 
original 45,000-mile engine and transmis­
sion, as well as its factory biscuit leather 
interior, body trim, lamps and even its 
home market B-pillar-mounted semaphore 
indicators. 

The body's original black paint was badly 
cracked and flaking off in spots, the worst 
over the roof and trunk, due to years of 
exposure, but Steve would soon cover 
these areas with black lacquer primer to 
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Magnette' s dash combine s woo d and woodgrai n plastic , and octago n steerin g hub remain s fixe d 

whil e rim turn s around  it ; all controls , includin g lon g shif t lever , are in easy reach . 

preserve the metal below. A few rust pin 
holes had opened in a front fender and 
rear fender well, and the plating was worn 
off of the window brightwork, but opening 
the deep trunk exposed the original spare 
tire and mat, both in good shape. Inside the 
car, despite a bit of cracking, the leather 
seat facings were charmingly patinaed, as 
was the wood-capped dash. Even the steer­
ing wheel, with its fixed, octagon-embla­
zoned hub, was intact. 

The Wagoner family's "new" M.G. rep­
resented the best of all worlds to them, but 
because it wasn't running, various home 
projects were encroaching on their free 
time and their now-teenaged children were 
no longer interested in attending M.G. club 
events, the car sat, in the same state as 
when it arrived, for 11 years. 

"Early in the spring of 2007, Linda was 
checking genealogical sites in the United 
Kingdom, looking for information on her 
great grandfather," Steve explains. "She 
found a second cousin, Alan Clarke, in the 
Manchester area, and struck up an e-mail 
relationship with him. We soon started 
with phone calls, which ultimately ended 
up with us inviting them over to the States 
for a two-week vacation. It turned out my 
wife's 'cousin' drove a late model Pontiac 
Firebird Formula! 

"It came up in conversation that I had 
this old Magnette, and Debbi, Alan's wife, 
said it would be great fun to go to an 
American cruise night in an old British car. 
I tried to explain that it wasn't running, 
but she just replied, 'Well, you've got two 
weeks,'" he laughs. "My thought was that 
if this couple whom we haven't even met, 
was spending all this money to come and 
visit people they haven't even met, the least 

I could do was get the car running and take 
them to a cruise night." 

Steve sought the help of his friends Nick 
O'Donohoe and Tom Finn, two men he 
could trust to help reanimate the M.G. after 
its 20-plus-year hibernation; "I rebuilt the 
rear brake cylinders and replaced the axle 
seals, replaced the water pump, the ther­
mostat housing and the belts, and had the 
radiator re-cored. Nick and Tom replaced 
the flex lines for the brakes, replaced the 
fuel pump and had the gas tank flushed 
and sealed. They also changed the trans­
mission oil, changed the engine oil and 
filter and pumped oil through the engine. 
To make a long story short, we had the car 
running and roadworthy three days before 
the company arrived/' he smiles. 

The Wagoners enjoyed their visit with 
their newfound family in the summer of 
2007, and indeed drove them to several 
cruise nights in the Magnette. Steve and 
Linda have been using the car ever since, 
driving some distances to club events, 
cruise nights and on pleasure tours, adding 
more than 1,500 trouble-free miles to the 
odometer. 

"The Magnette is a real joy to drive. The 
ZA, in its stock configuration with a 4.88:1 
rear, sort of forces you to take the second­
ary roads, and by doing so, forces you to 
enjoy a slower pace and really see the 
scenery, which I enjoy," he explains. "I've 
had it up to 65 MPH on the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike, but not by choice; it seems 
happy putting along at 55 MPH. I can see 
why so many ZAs have been upgraded 
with three-main MGB engines, five-speed 
transmissions and 3.9:1 rear axle ratios out 
of MGAs. 

"I'm six-foot-four, and I find the seat-



Wool headlinin g and sun viso r materia l hasn' t A fold-dow n armres t divide s th e rear benc h in two , whic h is th e comfortabl e numbe r of rear seat 

failed ; wind-u p cloc k is a charmin g touch . occupant s fo r thi s compac t sport s sedan ; leathe r upholster y has great patina . 

The Magnette is a real 

joy to drive, The ZA, in 

its stock configuration 

with a 4.88:1 rear, sort 

of forces you to take the 

secondary roads, and by 

doing so, forces you to 

enjoy a slower pace. 

ing quite comfortable, as the low-back 
bucket seats are set fairly high off the floor, 
although the switches on the dash are dif­
ficult to find and operate. The shift lever 
is fairly long and the gear selection is a 
little vague; there are no synchros between 
first and second, and the second to third 
synchro in my car is a bit weak, so know­
ing how to double-clutch really helps. The 
Magnette is the only vintage M.G. I know 
of that has a dual-wishbone front suspen­
sion with tube shocks front and rear, so the 
car has a nice, comfortable ride, and really 
holds the road well. While many compo­

nents are the same as those in MGAs, many 
aren't, and keeping it going requires a little 
advanced planning. This must have been 
some car in its day, as I feel it's a great car 
even today. 

"Even in its present state, the Magnette 
never fails to attract attention," Steve con­
tinues. "I plan on doing some preservation 
work—not restoration work—on it in the 
foreseeable future, like repairing the rusted 
areas and repainting them, but the interior 
and chrome wil l remain as they are, and 
the car wi l l be enjoyed in its as-close-to-
original-as-possible state." 
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