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CECIL KIMBER 

Speech by Jonathan Wood on the unveiling of the blue plaque 

at the Boundary House on 4 October 2014 

I am delighted that Cecil Kimber’s residence and contribution to Abingdon has been 

recognised by this blue plaque.  

After all, the town was MG’s home for 51 years, from 1929 until 1980, and for many of them 

it was Abingdon’s largest employer. 

Cecil Kimber, who created MG, was a remarkable man and it is a measure of his talent and 

foresight that it remains one of the few British marque names to have survived into the 21
st
 

century. However, I don’t think anyone could have predicted, even 10 years ago, that MG 

would have ended up in the ownership of the Chinese. 

So who was Cecil Kimber and how did he come to live here?  

George Tuck, who was responsible for MG’s publicity before the war, has said of Kimber 

that he was “quite an enigma, he wasn’t an engineer, he wasn’t a salesman and he wasn’t an 

accountant.”  

To John Thorney, who ran MG during the post war years, Kimber, was, quite simply, 

“a visionary.”  

Dulwich-born, Manchester-domiciled, grammar school-educated, and slight of stature, his 

was a multi-faceted mind, with a flair for line, colour and form and a born gift for 

organization and order. 

Arriving in Oxford in 1921, he soon became manager of The Morris Garages in the city. 

The Super Sports, a mildly-modified Bullnose Morris Oxford, arrived in 1924 and he 

endowed it with the initials of MG, in recognition of its Morris Garages’ parentage.  

And Kimber’s artistic abilities, his most tangible contribution to the make, were reflected in 

the style and individuality of its bespoke coachwork. 

But a special body was not enough; Kimber was also looking for performance. A good 

picker, he recruited Hubert Charles, a Morris trouble-shooter, as his unofficial chief engineer. 

Charles, a rare being within Morris Motors, was a graduate engineer: the company was 

deeply suspicious of a university education, and a public schoolboy. Despite these 

impediments, he proved to be an immensely able designer.  

There was no looking back for MG and Kimber. With demand for his cars outstripping 

supply and, after two moves within Oxford, in September 1929 came a final one to Abingdon 

and a redundant factory on the Marcham Road, previously occupied by the Pavlova Leather 

Company. 
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By this time the marque had come of age with the arrival of the 18/80 and the diminutive  

M-type, both endowed with the distinctive MG radiator which Kimber had himself designed. 

Now having attained official status, Hubert Charles was to be responsible for the 

mechanicals, with components drawn from throughout the parental Morris empire, of every 

MG model produced between 1930 and 1938. As he later quipped: “Kimber and I, we were 

Gilbert and Sullivan, he wrote the words and I wrote the music.” 

With a small team of draughtsmen working under Charles, and with crucial contributions 

from such skilled artisans as Syd Enever, Reg Jackson and Alec Hounslow, MG produced a 

succession of outstanding sports cars, racers and record breakers. Above all, their distinctive 

coachwork was the product of Cecil Kimber’s impeccable eye for line and form.  

Indeed, MG’s performance pedigree was born and refined during these five exciting years, 

with Britain’s most popular sports cars more than living up to the corporate slogan of Safety 

Fast. 

Cecil Kimber, his wife and family had lived in Oxford, indeed the early MGs were conceived 

on the kitchen table of his home in Woodstock Road. Then, in 1933, they moved here, to 

Boundary House, which was to be their home until 1938. 

Almost single-handedly, Kimber’s MG make was responsible for upholding British 

competition honours in the face of deeply-rooted Continental domination. But this 

achievement came with a multiplicity of road cars that diluted corporate profitability. 

MG lost its racing cars and design independence in 1935, ceding it to Morris’s headquarters, 

and although Charles’s albeit diminishing influence remained for a time, Cowley’s was in the 

ascendancy.  

But then, in 1941, Cecil Kimber lost his job, sacked for having obtained a contract for 

securing work on the Albemarle bomber, without first having cleared it with his superiors. It 

must have been a devastating blow and would have been scant comfort to MG’s creator that 

William Morris, by then Viscount Nuffield, had, during the previous decade, fallen out with 

many of his most able executives.  

Then, in 1945, came Kimber’s tragic death at the age of 56 in a freak railway accident. 

None the less, his influence remained. His successor, John Thornley, succeeded in 1954 in 

wresting design responsibility from Cowley back to Abingdon. Together with chief engineer 
Syd Enever, both of them products of Kimber’s stewardship, they went on to produce, in 

1955, the MGA, that was to become the world’s most popular sports car of its day. About 

80 per cent were exported to America, so underpinning the marque’s global status. 

Later, the same team, aided by Don Hayter and Roy Brocklehurst, went on to design the even 

more successful MGB. It was destined to be the last MG sports car to be built at Abingdon, 

the factory closing in 1980.  
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For one of MG’s weaknesses was always an on-going dependency on the switchback fortunes 

of its corporate parent, namely Morris Motors, the British Motor Corporation, British 

Leyland, Leyland Cars and BL Cars. Need I say more? 

However, the marque’s presence is preserved in the town by the MG Car Club, whose 

headquarters is within sight of MG’s former offices, a building once occupied by Kimber.  

So Cecil Kimber’s legacy remains, in the thousands of MGs that are actively run, raced and 

restored the world over.  

It is with the greatest pleasure that I unveil this plaque. 

Jonathan Wood 

 


