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HE Centaur coukd well be the
miost Interesting Land Rover ever
made, and it certainly draws a
croved. 1T was the braincid of
Beaumsaris-hased company Laird
fAnglesay) Lenited, which was
part of the glant Metro-Cammell
engineering business. The
it-hand drive vehicle you see
hare hasbeen part of the Tank
Mirseum collection al Baovington in Darsed since 19859
when [t was donated by Laird,

It receritly arrived al the Dunsfodd Coflection an
long-term loan and. of course, Philiy Bashail had the
spanneis ol aaen before it was winched off the
transporter. Thres hours tar be had L ranning s
driving. athough stopping using the brakes remains an
alugive ambition foe the time being.

“ereally didn't need much wark,” e shouts nmy ear
a5 we take aspin amund the vard at Dunsicld, The
Cantaur s deateningly noisy, and the rest of the

canwersation has 1o wall unlll we slop. “The st
chalange was o findg an ignition key because itdidn’t
coime with ane.” he tells me, “And then | had to go
through 2 the osuisl things with & vehicls That's baen
parknd up for & few years, New batteny, nspect the
fued tank and purmp, clean the Tuel flles, add e fue,
and chech all the levels. i neetad a new clutch
master cylinder, a replcement distributor which had
1o be moditled ta the Sratch-type etectronic igntion,
and the king Iead was missing, And it needed a new
caoil, niew il pressure switch, choke cable amd Wiper
blades, Several bulbs and fuses needed replacing, and
I had B Fil & i g e ircuid in e daskh 've
attempted to blead the brakes but had no leck with
them yet.”

ow Lhat Phdip's fob it running snd we've abch
engoyed the thell of driving it, #t's my job to research
the history of Dunsfold’s atest acpuisition whila Philip
gets back 1o fixing the brakes. The docuiments
supplied by the Tank Mossum azen't providing
any answers and ara, I anything, posing even +
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The Stage | version of the Centaur is powered by Land
Rovel's 3.5-ltre VE wiich drives the front wiseals and the
resar trschs vin a Salisbury dift using the standand Land
Reawer gearbon and transter box, athaugh the VB
delivars the 130hp and 185ib-ft of the contemporasy
Famnge Rover, rather than the stifled verson that was
normally installed in tha Stage | VBs.

The steering operates the front whesls anly and s not
cormected (o the tracks, which means that on certain
terrain the vahicle tends to plough straight on, regardless
of wial the driver is trying to do with the steering wheel
Evanwhen the vehica does respond 1o what the front
whesls are doing. the turning cirche is on & par with the
proverDial supertankes. Top speed |5 around STmipion
the road, although at anything approaching that speed
Ehe fracks tengd to flail and clatier against the bodywesk,
The Centauwr conld never have besn part to any military
purpase that required stealth! Mot serprisinghy, fuel
consumption s spparently around 4mpg.

One interesting feature that s mmediately obviowes
wilie ol See the vehicle is that the rear Body (s around
16 wider than the standard Land Rowar front end, which
means the doasis close at an angls o ensure they align
with the reas bady, Lasd carmysng ts impressive at around
thres tonnes and the fully laden weight is just mder
Seven [ofmes.

Despite being owned by the Tank Museum the Centaur
s ol of course, & bank, baing naither arrmed moe
armcured, although its destaners &t Laird did kit it out
with afl manner of weaponry in their tnsuccessful
attempts to sacure military orders for & Half-tracks had
proved popular in the Second Wokd War, particuarly with
the Arparicens amd the Genmans, bul By e bire The
Cantair was concelvad in the late-1970s the warld's
military had genecally moved on - developanents in
oft-road vehicle engineering maant that the half-track

had been pretly much corsigned to the history bools.

Contemporary press coverage sheds mteresting lght
on Lairds thinking. The Dunsfold Colfection archive
conkains a fascinating aricle written by the late, great
maaring writar Phil Llewallin and pubishad in Trick
magazine in April 1381, Liswelin interviewed George
Stowall, Laird's project coardinator, who sasd “Tha basic
brief was to design a low-cost, high-mobility vehicle
capable of carying a good paviaad and daing a nurmser
of jobs. It atso had 10 be easy to maintan, so anoff-the-
shell philosophy wes adogted right Trom the start.”

Apparentty, the driving force for the project wis Laird's
sales director. Majar W Bl Wiggett. late of the Roval
Enginears. The project was sgproved by Lesrd's board in
Movember 1977, and work started in eamest @ January
1978, Laind saw [he new vahicle as 8 “bresd and Dutter
prociuct to supplement specific contracts from the Mol
that would al=o attract cvilizn customers.” With such a
vagis end Imprecise design brief, it s perhaps hardiy
surprising that the end result was a vehicle that was jack
of all tredes amd master of none.

The original prototype was compieted in early 1978
sl wars based an a secomd-hand Series [Hwhose
2.25-litra diesel engine proved, needbass to say, totally
inadeguate for the job, Land Rover had been supportive
of the project from the outset and provided Laird with a
WA, which appeared to offer an answer to the power
problen By the teme Phil Liswellin wrabe i srbicls, six
further prototypes were reported to have been made,
and Laird told him that “orders were anticipated.”

An earliar article by Irvine Cahen in Defence Attachs
magazine in October 1973 indicates that the LK Mo had
bisen asked 1o express it opinions on e vehicle ot the
design stage and siated that it could see potential for it
wilhi the Brilizh Army 83 ah smbudance, ammudnition
carrier, and Milan missile lmuncher. Mo doubt buoyed by

the MoD™s apparently positive response, Laird pressed on
with s concept vehicla,

Re-enpined with the VB, it was assessed by Hhe Srmy
between April and Juke 1978, and dizplayed at the Britsh
Arrmy Ecusprment Exhibition o June, aswell 25 being
shown of l at Boving ton in the mobiity dermons tration
smsoclated with the BAEE. It then joined a three-maonth
MoDded overseas sales tour of British defence
eguipment, durng which It visited Greece, Spasn, Tunisis,
Algeria, Migeria, Brazil and Colombia

Accarding to Detence Attache magazine, six complete
pre-production Stage 1 V8 109 wena defiverad by Land
Rover to Laird in Aoril 1979 and pre-poo PLwas
cofmnpieted about a moath later By July, whes Defanca
Attache visited Beaumaris, the remaining five pre-pro
Centawrs wers n various stages of complation and by the
e af the year all ware In wse.

Earfy tests revealed a number of problemes there wene
prematurs chutch feikires and the engines suffered
repeated power losses and fuel staevation problens,
There were front propshalt and haitshalt failues, the
latter avantually resolwed when it was discovered that
Lanel Fower e masde the shafts too short Tranafer
"bomes amd gearbioses wese running Far too het, and the
Army wanted the noise levels to be reduced and the
irning circls improwved. Nevertheizas, 8 report in 1980
conchuded rather addly that “these triaks have
sijbstantially incragsed the byvel of confidence in the
wahicle design’

Quite how Dursfold’s One Fen Centaer fits in remains
stubbamly unclearn, Both the Defence Attaché and Triok
artiches agree that ane protatype snd six pre-production
e wee baill, bl these articles pra.date the dalivesy
of the One Ten ta Lerd in January 1984, Time to extend the
Beundaries of our resescch prograsmmee, and Philip and | are
off on & SO0-mde seund-trip to Yorkshine's East Riding..,
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