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ROVER P4
BUYING POWER

Often unfairly written off as stuffy, staid and unexciting, the Rover P4 actually surprises 
with its capable driving experience. Auntie indeed! IAN SEABROOK uncovers the truth 

of this capable machine. Our expert is Stan Johnstone of the P4 Drivers Guild, whose 
41 years of experience come in handy to anyone looking to buy one of these Rovers.

The later six-cylinder cars and the earliest “Cyclops” versions command 
the highest prices – which is hardly surprising. The former are 
incredibly useable while the latter have curiosity, rarity and first-off-
the-line appeal. “Look to pay around £10,000 for a concours example,” 
advises Stan, “although you can pick up a rough example for as little 
as £1500 on certain auction sites.” You could well end up forking out 
in the long run however, so buyer beware!

The four-cylinder P4s are cruelly overlooked as being Land Rover 
powered lumps not worthy of attention but a spell behind the wheel, 
especially of the 80, proves that this is harsh at best. With plenty of 
torque on offer, the four-pot P4s don’t lag behind their larger siblings 
when it comes to performance and you only really notice the missing 
cylinders when you extend the engine – which doesn’t happen often 
in an 80 and not really at all when in the larger-engined machines. 
This makes them a relative bargain and an 80 comes in a good £2000 
less than the equivalent six-pot.

105Rs are also cheaper, thanks to the unfavoured transmission but 
the twin-carb 105S is much more desirable and this is reflected in the 
value which is closer to the 110.

How much?

The words stuffy, sedate and the “Auntie” tag have unfairly been 
attached to the Rover P4 for many decades, perpetuated by people 
who have never driven them. Sure, they aren’t road rockets and 
neither could they rival a Lotus for handling and composure, but 
anyone used to modern cars would be surprised just how capable 
and pleasant to drive these cars are once you clamber up behind the 
wheel. 

How many other Fifties saloons can keep up with modern traffic – 
even on motorways, seat four in impeccable comfort and demonstrate 
uncanny reliability? Rover may have become a bit of a joke - a cheap 
“brand” if you will - by the time Longbridge closed, yet go back and 
Rovers were considered some of the finest cars available. The P4 was 
instrumental in building this reputation.

Four-cylinder cars could make sense. “The steering is much lighter 
and the performance of the 80 is on a par with earlier six-cylinder 
cars,” points out Stan.

We’d opt for a 100 or 110 for ultimate usability, but even the four-
cylinder cars can deliver an experience that defies their age. If a Rolls-
Royce is just a little too vulgar, you’d do well to try the Solihull saloon.

Verdict

HISTORY
The Rover P-Series saloons were fast gathering a 
reputation for being comfortable, well 
engineered and reliable. However, the Wilks 
brothers knew that Rover needed to move with 
the times. Exposed wings and running boards 
were becoming unfashionable, so the new P4 
needed to be something a bit special. Work 
commenced after the cessation of hostilities and 
Studebaker’s three-box sedan proved a key item 
of inspiration for the design team.

1949 The new P4 is launched at the London 
Motor Show. It causes some consternation due to 
the unusual, bulbous styling and that “Cyclops” 
spotlamp, which gave the early cars their 
nickname. Under the bonnet is the six-cylinder, 
inlet-over-exhaust engine first seen in the P3. 
Inside, square clocks and column gear change 
betray the American influence – not all British 
customers are amused.

1951 Hydromech brakes (hydraulic front, 
mechanical rears) give way to a fully hydraulic 
set-up while the handbrake develops its famous 
“shepherd’s crook” handle. The original square 
dials are replaced by “proper” round ones.

1952 Bye, bye Cyclops. Customer comment finally 
gets the better of this unusual feature. The grille 
features larger gaps to help prevent overheating 
– an issue with early cars when the weather is 
hot.

1953 The Land Rover-engined 60 hits the streets 
in an attempt to tempt less affluent buyers away 
from other marques. The engine is surprisingly 
refined but it doesn’t prove to be a huge sales 
success. Rather more successful is the larger-
engined 90 with a new 2.6-litre version of the IOE 
engine. All P4s now had floor-mounted 
gearchanges with a new gearbox featuring 
synchro on 2nd, 3rd and top, rather than the top 
two ratios as previously.

1954 A facelift improves rear vision – with a new 
three-piece rear window, while the raised boot 
profile improves luggage space and adds balance 
to the looks. The 75 is uprated with a new short-
stroke engine based on that fitted to the 90. 
Rover dares to replace the distinctive handbrake 
lever with a floor-mounted version, but it doesn’t 
last long in the face of customer complaints.

1956 The facelift team turn their attention to the 
front wings on which indicators are repositioned 
for greater prominence. The 90 has had optional 
overdrive for a year, but now the 75 joins in the 
fun with a Laycock system – freewheel is not 
fitted to cars with overdrive. Two new models 
appear – the 105S and 105R. The S has twin carbs, 
standard overdrive, servo brakes and the ability 
to crack the ton. The R has Rover’s own two-speed 
automatic but it proves unpopular – mainly 
because it lacks efficiency, blessing the car with 
the same performance as the humble 60, and 
horrific fuel consumption.

1959 The 2286cc, OHV Landy engine is lobbed 
into the bottom-of-the-range P4 to create the 80 
– the only P4 with all valves upstairs. The 75 and 
90 also reach the end of the line to be replaced 
by the 100, featuring the 2625cc engine only.

1962 The 80 and 100 make way for the six-
cylinder 95 and 110 – the latter of which has a 
Weslake cylinder head, boosting power to an 
impressive 123bhp. The 95 makes do with 
102bhp and no overdrive.

1964 After a good innings, the Auntie is sent to 
the retirement home as the P6 comes online – a 
very different animal, but one which also 
possesses remarkable engineering.

Specification
Car Rover 75 Rover 80 Rover 100

Year 1949-1954 1960-1962 1959-1962

Engine 2103cc 6-cyl IOE 2286cc 4-cyl OHV 2625cc 6-cyl IOE

BHP/RPM 75@4000 77@4250 104@4750

Torque/RPM 210lb/ft@3500rpm 199lb/ft@3000rpm 228lb/ft@1950rpm

Top Speed 75mph 87mph 95mph

0-60mph 29.4secs 22.8secs 17.9secs

Consumption 22-26mpg 24-26mpg 21-25mpg

Gearbox 4-speed manual with freewheel 4-speed manual opt O/D 4-speed manual opt O/D

Suspension  All models: Front, independent by coil springs. Anti-roll bar

Rear, semi-floating rear axle, semi-elliptic springs, telescopic shock absorbers

Suspension and Steering
Being an elderly design – albeit one which was looking to the future 
when launched – the Rover relies on kingpins to provide the steering 
ability with a steering box and separate idler. These should be filled 
with oil – not grease. 250 oil is recommended as it is less likely to leak 
out. Failure to attend to them will cause wear which will lead to an 
MoT failure. The steering should feel surprisingly tight and accurate 
– better than some rivals and even some cars launched during the 
Sixties. Loose steering is often caused by the lid of the steering box 
which contains a follower which wears. The lid can be exchanged or 
re-machined to cure the problem. Don’t accept vague steering just 
because it is old!

Similarly, clonks from the front end are not merely heritage but 
something amiss – most likely the bushes being perished. The top link 
bushes cause the most problem – and will cause uneven tyre wear. 
Replacement is a DIY job, but others are best entrusted to professionals 
as you need to undo the main coil spring. This is a hefty beast of a 
thing coiled up to 10” on the car but expanding to 16” in terrifyingly 
quick time if released. Do not meddle if you are unsure.

Oddly, while rear springs sag with age front springs get harder, 
which makes the front actually rise up – explaining the fact that some 
P4s look like they are accelerating flat out, even when standing still.

Rear outer driveshaft seals can leak oil which then contaminates 
the rear brakes if not seen to. The halfshaft needs removing to cure 
the problem, so some less caring owners may be tempted to try 
and ignore it. If the backplates are looking oily, it suggests a certain 
problem.

To improve the driving experience, John Wearing can supply a 
thicker anti-roll bar. “It transforms the handling,” adds Stan.

Engines tend to be very robust. Six-cylinder engines 
are wonderfully smooth, so anything amiss should 
be immediately apparent. Tappets can get noisy on 
pre-1960 cars – improved and strengthened 
camshaft followers and crankshafts make the later 
cars the smoothest of the lot, although failure to 
change the oil regularly will cause any IOE engine to 
develop camshaft issues – there may be a slight 
knock or a clatter to the engine which is very much 
out of character. It isn’t cheap to rectify.

The engines aren’t brilliant at containing their oil, 
but if the rear crank seal begins to get weepy, it can 

contaminate the clutch – causing judder and even 
slipping if it gets really bad. It’s an engine-out job to 
sort it. 

Oil pressure will drop to worrying levels on a 
worn-out engine, while excessive blue smoke will 
signal that either the valve guides are worn, or that 
the valve seats have cracked – usually the latter. A 
good test is to let the engine run for a few minutes 
while you poke around in the engine bay. What 
you’re actually doing is seeing whether oil is leaking 
past the valves. After a few minutes, rev the engine. 
If there is an issue, this may result in clouds of blue 

smoke appearing out of the exhaust.
Exhaust manifolds can crack and start to blow. 

Check along the top edge. “People often fit the 
retaining the bolts incorrectly,” says Stan, “fitted 
correctly, they allow room for the manifold to 
expand as it heats up.” Replacements are now 
available, but at almost £200 a pop, it’s a big 
haggling point. 60 manifolds are rarely seen so if 
you spot one for sale, snap it up.

Upgrading an early car to a later engine isn’t very 
hard – although don’t forget that anything pre-‘59 
will only have drum brakes.

Engine

Bodywork

The chassis is a key component so it makes sense to don your scruffs 
and get crawling underneath. It is very beneficial to get the rear wheels 
off if the vendor is happy – this is really the only way to check the 
condition of the chassis where is sweeps up at the back. Stan advises, 
“The attachment of the bump stops creates a wonderful water trap 
which causes the chassis to corrode in this critical area. Rover used very 
thick metal so repairs are not out of the question, but you don’t really 
want to pay good money for a car with hidden issues.”

While at the back, check the state of the spring hangers – as you 
would on any leaf-sprung classic. These hang in the breeze, so pick up 
all of the nastiness thrown at them by the rear wheels.

Still on the chassis, open the bonnet and have a look where the 
steering idler is bolted. This is another classic moisture trap and the 
MoT man will take a dim view of corrosion here. Outriggers also suffer 
and the most critical is the front offside one which holds not only the 
brake master cylinder but also the handbrake, which comes through 
the floor to bolt on here. It can break away if rust gets bad enough. 
“The floor can corrode where the handbrake passes through it,” adds 
Stan.

Aluminium was used for doors, bonnet and boot from the start, 
mainly thanks to the steel shortages following the war. As steel became 
more common, budgets tighter and engines more powerful (to deal 
with the heavier panels), steel took over towards the end of production. 
There’s no reason not to fit aluminium panels to a later car however. 
Aluminium can oxidise however and is more susceptible to careless 
dents. Do not shut the door on an aluminium clad car with your behind 
unless you want an impression of it to remain in the panelwork! Repair 
sections are available for the front and rear wings – which is good as a 
whole wing can be costly. Check carefully at the base of the wings and 

at the front, around the headlamp assembly as this is a common rot 
spot. Facelifted cars can rot around the indicator mounting but this is 
nothing that someone with good metalwork skills cannot rectify.

The bottom of the A-panels can rot – did that door just drop as you 
opened it? If so, get in for a closer look. You may need to prise the trim 
away in the footwell. Repairs aren’t easy so if you spot trouble, it’s 
probably time to move on. The B-pillar can suffer at the bottom while 
the sills are also susceptible. The sills aren’t structural so shouldn’t be an 
MoT failure if they are crusty – unless someone has fitted seatbelts, in 
which case they need to be sound. If belts are fitted, make sure 
someone has fitted spreader plates too. 

Moving rearwards, inner rear wheelarches can suffer – lift the rubber 
mat in the boot and the trim at the edge. Any sign of metallic 
cornflakes is bad news indeed as repairs are complex and expensive. 
Thank a double-skinned panel and poor access for that. Another clue 
to inner wing rot is that the boot refuses to stay open. It is cantilevered 
but if the mountings have moved, it’ll stand as proud as a water-
deprived sunflower. Anywhere at the back which is in line with spray 
from the rear wheels is also a prime rot point – the rearmost edges of 
the rear wings being a key point.

The corners of the boot floor need to be checked. You may be able 
to see the road from inside the boot if things have been allowed to get 
really bad.

Chromework is getting harder to find – and can be pricey for the 
Cyclops models. Mazak may have seemed a good idea at the time but 
now, decades later, the door handles and numberplate surround can 
be horribly pitted. Good replacements can be tricky to locate. “Rear 
bumpers are increasingly hard to find and expensive if you manage to 
locate one,” says Stan.

For a Rover 100 based in Peterborough
(1960, £5,000 vehicle value);

■   29-year-old, two years no claims bonus, 10,000 miles a year limit, club 

member, kept on a drive way. £222.60 for the year. 

■   50-year-old, full no-claims bonus, 3,000 miles a year limit, club member, 

kept in a garage. £63.00 for the year.  

Insurance quote

Clubs
■  Rover P4 Drivers Guild, Colin Blower, Membership Secretary, 

01582 572499 membership-secretary@roverp4dg.org.uk
www.roverp4dg.org.uk, 

■  Rover Sports Register (all Rover cars) www.thersr.co.uk   

Specialists
■   Stan Johnstone, Essex, Servicing and repairs, 07958 962751
■   John Wearing, Lancs, Servicing and parts, 01254 386935
■  JR Wadhams, West Midlands, Parts, 01384 393008 or

www.jrwadhams.co.uk 

Contacts

Classic and General Car Insurance
Tel: 0870 111 0464 Web: www.�rebond.co.uk
FIREBOND PLC, 1st Floor, Trinity House, Cambridge Business Park, Cambridge CB4 0WP

Brakes

Seized calipers on P4s with disc brakes can be an issue, especially as 
these pampered pooches spend a lot of time sitting in their cosy 
garages awaiting less inclement weather. Servo problems are becoming 
more apparent at the moment with replacements often failing and 
causing the brakes to seize on. A large amount of white exhaust smoke 
suggests that brake fluid is leaking into the inlet manifold. “We 
recommend using the Lockheed design unless you are after a concours 
look under the bonnet,” adds Stan. It is easy to fit and makes stopping 
much more assured. John Wearing supplies a complete kit complete 
with necessary pipes and brackets.

On all P4s, snapped bleed nipples can give trouble. P5 units are 
sometimes fitted as they are cheaper than those for a P4 – they do 
rather over-brake the rear end however so P4 ones are preferred.

Incidentally, the handbrake often comes in for criticism but it should 
be excellent. Anything else suggests that the mechanism has seized up.

Many thanks to Stan Johnstone and John 
Wearing for their help with this article. 

Featured car provided by Eamonn Burnell.

Parts prices

Service kit, 6-cylinder  £26.00
Head Gasket set, 95/100/110  £27.00
Fuel pump, new  £69
Brake Servo, new  £180.00
Exhaust manifold  £160.00
Exhaust, 4-piece, new  £150.00
Cooling system hose kit, from  £20.00
Track-rod ends, new  £10.00
Door handles, new  £26.00ea
Heavy duty anti-roll bar   £126.00

Transmission

The engineering shines through in terms of transmission also – 
especially with the wonderful – and very visible – linkage under the 
dashboard to the four-speed gearbox. The long, spindly gear lever is 
actually a pleasure to use and well within reach.

“Worn layshaft bearings are often an issue,” advises Stan, “if the 
gearbox goes noticeably quieter when you press the clutch in 
neutral, there could well be an issue.” Synchromesh can disappear on 
second gear – although remember that only the top two ratios had it 
until 1952. “First gear can give trouble too – on cars with second-gear 
synchro, always select 2nd before selecting first at a standstill, as this 
stops the gearbox and prevents damage to first gear.”

Rectifying gearbox issues is often very costly as to remove it, you 
have to lift it up through the passenger compartment – which means 
removing seats, carpets and a section of the floor.

The Laycock overdrive needs to be checked, although note that it 
doesn’t always engage as you flip the lever as it’ll wait until your 
speed is approaching 50mph before the revs will drop. Similarly, it 
should disengage if you give the throttle a good prod as a sort of 
kickdown (110 excluded). It isn’t the end of the world if it fails to do 
this however and the mechanism often wears.

The 105R “Roverdrive” tends to be reliable, if fairly inefficient. 
However, if anything does go wrong, spares for this unique gearbox 
are very hard to find. Freewheel was fitted until cars began to be 
fitted with overdrive – it’s a little unusual at first but you soon get 
used to it. A lack of service is often the downfall of these units. They 
share an entire 26 pints of oil with the engine but many miss that the 
unit itself also has a drain point.

Interior

It’s more like a stately home than a car in here and it is a wonderful 
place to spend time. However, that’s only if everything is in good 
condition. Leather seats can end up looking awful if neglected and 
a retrim is a sure way to say goodbye to a lot of cash. Similarly, that 
Wilton carpet won’t be cheap to replace. Thankfully, it is easy to lift 
the carpet to check the state of the floors, especially in the passenger 
footwell. “The floor isn’t flat, so any water that leaks in (the windscreen 
is the usual culprit) will pool in the front, nearside corner,” warns Stan.

Royce is just a little too vulgar, you’d do well to try the Solihull saloon.

Insurance quote
Parts prices courtesy of John Wearing Rover
Prices do not include VAT

Parts pricesParts pricesSpecification


