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British Invade Cuba

By Jane Reed


On Labor Day, after a long day of travel, a group of enthusiastic Brits in five 1920s and 30s Austin 7 motorcars cruised into Cuba for a stop at the well-known Rt. 66 Wagon Wheel Motel.   This stop is just a slice of the trip along Rt. 66 that will take them to California.

The trip started on the East Coast. The small, classic cars arrived in Newark, New Jersey from England on August 21.   On August 23 the adventurous drivers reunited with their cars and cleared customs after six hours.  The Austin is a small, fuel-efficient car whose owners love to drive it on trips that might be daunting for even more modern vehicles.  Three members of the five car group traveled South America last year.  The cruise speed is about 40 MPH, so it is more about the journey than it is about speed.   The vintage autos get between 30 and 45 miles per gallon, so they are still economical to drive.


Ironically, it was the high price of gas that created the small car.  In early 20th century England, cars were taxed by horsepower, and the price of gasoline, or petrol, was high. As a result, Sir Herbert Austin designed a tiny auto with a 7 horsepower engine and produced the English Austin 7 in 1922.  Then Austin thought that the US needed the economy car instead of the big gas-guzzlers that were popular.  The cars were built in Butler, Pennsylvania USA from 1930 into the 40s.  There were approximately 20,000 American Austins and 6,200 American Bantams produced.


But saying it’s all about the car is only half the story.

This Rt. 66 trip is the completion of a dream for some members of the group.  As a child Diana Garside had spent many hours touring Europe in her parents Ron and Veronica Garside’s 1932 Austin 7.  In 2000, Diana was working in California and her parents came to visit.  They were able to drive a portion of the legendary Rt. 66.  They vowed to return and drive the entire route, but last fall Ron Garside passed away.  To continue his dream, his wife and daughter decided to form a group and travel Rt. 66 in their beloved Austins to honor Ron Garside’s dream.  With many side trips and events planned along the way, they hope to reach Barstow, California on September 22.  The caravan consists of five vintage Austins and one modern support car for extra luggage and parts.

After leaving New Jersey, the group traveled on to Pennsylvania, where a member of the Antique Automobile Club of America handed out plaques to the crews.  Their goal was Butler, Pennsylvania where they given the red carpet treatment at the old American Austin Bantam Company, where the American version of the Austin 7 was produced in the 1930s. The Willys Jeep was also born at this factory.  On August 29, the group visited the Butler County Heritage and Industrial Museum, which displayed British and American Austins.  

All along the way, the group has been met and cheered by people interested in their unique autos.  Group member, Richard Bishop said, “Incredible warmth and generosity has met us all along the route.  When we stop, people strike up conversations. They have such enthusiasm for our journey.”


From Pennsylvania, the group motored across Ohio until they finally reached Chicago, Illinois where they regrouped and met Veronica Garside in a Hertz rental car that would be their support car.  On September 3 at the beginning of Rt. 66 on the corner of Chicago’s Jackson and Michigan Avenue just across the street from the Chicago Art Museum, the tiny cars left Chicago for the official start of their Rt. 66 trip.  

Motoring across Illinois, the group stopped to visit roadside attractions and meet Rt. 66 enthusiasts along the way.  They stayed the night at Springfield, Illinois at the Rt. 66 Hotel and Conference Center.  Marlies Bishop mentioned her impromptu Harley Davidson ride while visiting the Conference Center.  “The motorcyclists also stop there, and we met them.  I got on one bike, and we went incredibly fast.   I loved it.”


On Labor Day, the group reached Cuba late in the day.  Local Rt. 66 Association member Fran Eickhoff greeted the group and took them to the Country Kitchen where they were seated in the private meeting room and treated royally.  The next morning the group re-formed at the Wagon Wheel Motel, which is the same vintage as the cars.  From there, they motored a short distance to the A.J. Barnett Model T mural.  Here, they lined up their cars and jumped out to take photos of their cars in front of the mural’s Model T car.  “How wonderful that we can take our photo with the mural’s car,” one of the group stated.  A.J. Barnett, who owned the first Model T in Cuba, would have probably appreciated the scene that played out in front of his mural.


Then the group revved up their small 750cc engines and turned down Rt. 66 on the day’s journey to Springfield, Missouri.  One mile at a time, the British take on America’s Mother Road to honor one friend and make new ones.

