A little history

By the beginning of the 60’s, a large number of European and American car manufacturers decided to install a branch office in Argentina. The available models vs. population (wealthy enough to own a car) ratio was way too high, hence some models were built in very small quantities. While major car makers invested in installing their own factories, some others preferred to sell licenses to local companies which sometimes did not have either the experience or the financial resources to succeed in the car business.

Among the most popular cars available in the Argentine market by the mid-60’s were the Fiat 600, 800, 1100 and 1500, Peugeot 403 and 404, Ford Falcon, Chevrolet 400 (local name of the American Chevy Nova), Borgward Isabella, Bergantin (a short-lived weird mix of an Alfa Romeo platform with a Chevrolet engine), Valiant I, II, IIII and IV (known in the USA as Plymouth Valiant), Citroen 2CV, Renault 4L and Dauphine, Rambler Classic and Ambassador, and the Di Tella 1500 and Magnette, local licensed versions of the Austin Cambridge family.

There were also many post-war German cars built by small local companies, including the DKW Auto Union 1000 (with its noisy 2-strokes engine), Isard 1204, BMW De Carlo 700 (BMW was still trying to recover from WW2 by building small, cheap cars) and the wacky Wartburg that was built in East Germany until the fall of the Wall. Volkswagen was not there, they only came to Argentina during the mid 80’s.

The Di Tella family

Siam Di Tella was a large manufacturer of heavy machinery and home appliances, so they were quite well prepared to get into the automotive business. The first cars hitted the road in 1961, being half-British/half-Argentine parts locally assembled, but by 1962 almost everything was produced in their own Monte Chingolo factory. The leading model was the Di Tella 1500, internally and externally similar to the Riley 1500, featuring a 4-door sedan, a station wagon (Traveller) and a 2-door small pick-up (Argenta). All of them were fitted with the 1498 cc engine, single SU carb, and a 3-speed gearbox, with column stick shift. The prices were below their direct competitors, the Fiat 1500 and the Peugeot 404.

Immediately after its launch the Di Tella became a favorite cabby car. Being tough, large sized (for Argentine standards) and having an almost unbreakable engine, with a lower fuel consumption than American cars, it was the perfect option. But this happened to be a double edged sword; for most middle-class city drivers, owning a Di Tella was something like being cabbies themselves, so they will turn to the faster, lighter and more fashionable Fiats and Peugeots.

Besides, there was that impossible steering. It might not have a major drawback in the city, but it was highly inadequate for the road. The Argenta pick-up failed to catch the attention of the countrymen, who were not happy with the car handling at the fast-driving argie roads. And the Di Tella 1500 equipment was truly spartan compared to its rivals, which also benefit from more updated design. And last but not least, its own reliabilty conspired against sales; few cabbies would buy a new Di Tella after 3 or 4 years of use, when it could easily keep on running for a much longer period of time.

Trying to improve the car’s public image, Di Tella released the higher-priced Magnette 1622, with 4-speed gearbox, leather seats and some improved detailing. However, it did not succeed in changing the people’s perception of the brand name, and its selling figures were always quite modest.

In 1966 the license (not the factory) was sold to IKA Renault, manufacturer of the American Motors and Renault marques. They released the Morris Oxford and renamed the Magnette as MG, and after a while discontinued the basic, cheaper Di Tella 1500. This proved to be the worst possible decission, since sales plummeted. By the end of 1967, the venerable Britush design was definitely out of fashion, so, following a general update of the production line, IKA Renault ceased manufacturing Morris, Rileys and MG’s.

The 1973 oil crisis gave an unexpected hand to the old Di Tellas; since few cabbies were able to invest on new cars, most cities decided to extend working permissions for older taxicabs (at least in Buenos Aires a maximum of 15 years was allowed). By the end of the 70’s most Di Tellas were finally taken out from service.

Right now, there are still quite a few in the streets, but I’m sorry to say that most of them are in lousy condition. They do not have any significant collector’s value –maybe someday they will- and can only be seen in suburbia or small province towns. As far as I know there is only one vendor of spare parts in Buenos Aires, an elderly gentleman who is considering retiring, and it is doubtful that anyone would be willing to continue his business. Since most present day owners are not exactly wealthy, his prices are very affordable, making Di Tella’s restoration easier.

Other English cars in Argentina

Imported English sport cars were once very popular in Argentina. MG TCs, MG Bs, Triumph TR3s and much more expensive Jaguars are still relatively usual presences on our roads. An uncle of mine used to have an Austin Seven some thirty years ago, but I have never seen another since then. During the early 80’s, a good number of Austin Allegros were imported, but I’m afraid to say that it was one of the most hated cars ever seen in our streets. 

In 1971, the local affilate of Chrysler launched the Hillman or Sunbeam 1500, locally named Dodge 1500. It was a follow up of the old Di Tella concept; a solid, reliable, unpretentious and unexpensive city car. Sales were huge, and Chrysler managed the success much better than Di Tella had done in the past. When Volkswagen bought (locally) Chrysler in 1983, sales were still hot enough for them to rename it as VW 1500 and went on with its production. However, VW gradually replaced it with its own design called Gacel in Argentina (known in the US as Fox) and finally discontinued it around 1989, almost 20 years after its release, when its design was hopelessly aged.

From then on, no other British car was ever built in Argentina. Rovers and Jaguars can be bought now, and they keep a respectable share of the luxury car market.

My car

I began looking for a Di Tella to be restored some three years ago. At first I expected to find a good solid body with a well-maintained mechanic; later I would have been happy with a decent body only; and finally I bought the ’65 Di Tella Magnette 1622 that you see in the pictures, hardly running and heavily rusted. The reason was simple; since Di Tellas never enjoyed a true collector car status, the few remanings have been badly mistreated, and most owners will do the minimum work possible to keep them running. 

The engine was taken away and fully rebuilt, suited with a brand new crankshaft kept as a treasure by one of the last spare parts sellers left, and a set of original size pistons. Both gearbox and steering box were fully rebuilt with a mix of original and “adapted” parts. By the way, let’s mention that most present owners have replaced the original steering box with the set that equipped the Rastrojero, an Argentine car, which happen to fit almost exactly.

All body parts were stripped to bare metal. As you could expect by looking to the original pictures, some of the panel corners, doors and floor heavily covered with filler, were barely hiding huge corrosion holes underneath it. Although most body parts are still available, I preferred to cutoff all rusted parts to sound metal and weld new hand-shaped steel pieces in kind, since those new body parts are usually not manufactured to original tolerances and standards, and hence the fitting and body alignment is often poor.  You can see some pics of the car in bare steel and after receiving the self-primer.

The paint scheme is not original, but I just happened to like it. I saw it on an old Austin (was it an Eight?) in Uruguay and decided that this was what I wanted. The colors were chosen from a generic PPG catalog, and as far as I know they do not match any original MG, Austin or Riley catalog. My apologies to the true purists of car collection.

These pictures have been taken in Buenos Aires. The dashboard has been slightly improved since then –except for one of the heater knobs, that was lost in a careless car wash.

Importing it to the USA

Right after my Di Tella was ready to hit the road again, I had to move from Buenos Aires to Chicago for work reasons. Since I would never have accepted to sell it (it does not have a significant collector’s value anyway, so I would have lost all the money I invested on it) I just put it into a container with my personal belongings and shipped it.

An advice; If you ever happen to ship your car like this, check out carefully how the movers tie it up and make sure they lock and seal the container right in front of you. I couldn’t do it and I paid a bitter price. Since I moved to Chicago before my family did, they were in charge of shipping all our goods –including the car- and they just left it for the movers. When I opened the container in Chicago, big surprise! The shims and ties were inadequate, the car got loose during the trip and began to rock back and forth, hitting the container walls a gazillion times. Although the insurance paid for it, this was an experience you don’t want to go through.

Getting the Illinois title and license plates was another minor adventure. There are very few nuts importing old cars to America, not to mention South American cars whose marque does not even appear in any catalog… and the Argentine customs retained the original title for some unknown purpose, so all I had was a bunch of photocopies and forms written in Spanish, that even after translation probably meant nothing to the Chicago’s Secretary of State employees. After a long paperwork battle that almost took away my patience, a helping lady in Springfield, Illinois cared enough to give a close look to it and decided they were ok.

If you are considering importing an old car to the USA, note that cars manufactured prior to 1968 are not required to comply either with DOT (Department of Transportation) or EPA (Environment Protection Agency) regulations regarding safety protection and emission controls. Most custom agents are not aware of it so they would scare you talking of expensive bonds you are supposed to pay to release your car; this is just not true. My 1965 car is legally allowed to drive even without an emission sticker.

