
KITS AND PIECES
Words and photos: Patrick Harlow
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THE ALMAC TG

FEATURED IN THIS
STORY IS A VERY

SPECIAL LITTLE
CAR. BEING ONE

OF JUST 16 MAKES

IT RARE, BUT WHAT

MAKES IT UNIQUE
IS THAT IT IS THE

PROTOTYPE FOR

AN ORIGINAL
NEW ZEALAND
SPORTS CAR

any of those who read this story

will be unaware of the little
Upper Hutt company that has

been producing cars in kit and turnkey
form since the early 1980s. However, most

will have heard of and possibly seen its

most popular model, the 'Almac 4275C' 
-

otherwise known as the'Cobra'. \(ith over

300 examples now produced, the chances

are that if you see a Cobra in the metal in
New Zealand, it most likely started offlife
in the iittle Hutt factory.

In the mid'80s, with rhe Cobra seiling

so well, Alex McDonald 
- 

the man

behind the Almac 
- 

decided to add

anorher model to the range. The 4275C
was a replica ofan existing car, so he felt
it was not a genuine Almac, but, keeping

to the British sports theme, he designed

a car that was reminiscent of the early

MGs of the 40s and '50s. It would be a

modern interpretation of the MG TC/
TD, but none of the dimensions would
be even close to the original. John Tojeiro

used this technique when he borrowed the

lines of the Ferrari Barchetta to come up

with the shape for the AC Ace, the car that
eventually evolved into the Cobra.

The car AIex produced was the Almac
TC, and, like the AC Ace, it had some

evolving to do. The TC used the complete

chassis, motor, and running gear from the

then-readily available Triumph Herald.

It was a classicJooking roadster, complete

with a long bonnet and a turning circle

that few cars could beat. To keep costs

down, there was very little brightwork. The

radiator surround was a simple fibreglass

affair with a wire-mesh grille. Right from
the start, it was intended to be a cheap,

affordable kit car capable of motorway
speeds, and definitely not a racing car.

ln demand
Twenty-five cars were sold in rwo years,

which meant that, in New Zealand terms,

it was a real success, so much so that
Almac had to take on more staff, as some

customers were asking the factory to build
complete turnkey cars. However, after

building up a couple of them, Alex started

to become aware of irs limitations. By the

mid'80s, Herald chassis were getting old,

most were rusty, and there was a limit
to the size ofengine that you could put
into them.

And people who bought the car as a kit
were not always happy with the lethargy of
the tiumph engine. It was never a fast car,

with the 1360 variant gasping its way from
zero to 100kph in just over 20 seconds. If
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you tried to test the zero to 100kph time
of the 948cc or 1200cc Herald, you would
need a packed lunch to keep you going as

you waited for the speedo needle to move!

Consequently, many owners swapped

the elderly British motor for a modern

Japanese engine, giving them more

reliability and loads more speed.
'W'hen Alex heard of a car being built

with a Toyota Celica 2.0-litre engine,

he was not happy. The motor was too

powerful for a chassis that had been

designed in the 1950s. Triumph was

also less than impressed with the bad

press it received, as the most famous

Herald, the Vitesse, attained headlines

for its spectacularly poor cornering

abilities.'W'hen cornering hard, the single

transverse leafspring that went across the

independenr Triumph rear suspension

failed to keep everything under control,

and the inner rear wheel would tuck under

the car, causing it to roll.

Design update
Despite its success, TC production stopped

early in 1988, and work began on a more

modern car that would be called the 'TG'.

The Triumph Herald chassis was replaced

with a superior one designed by Almac.
This new chassis was designed to take

the running gear from a Holden Gemini,
which had ceased production only three

years earlier, so parts were readily available.

Previously, builders had purchased the

Almac body and then sourced all the parts

themselves. The final quality of those

self-built cars varied immensely; some were

well made, but others were a bit hit and

miss as builders cut corners to save money.

\fith the TG, Almac could supply all
the components that the builder needed to

complete the car, right down to the last nut

and bolt. Alex was confident that the TG
addressed all the shortcomings of the TC.

To make it look more upmarket, the

fibreglass radiator surround was replaced

with a stainless-steel version, which
proudly displayed the Almac' badge

-many 
previous owners had put 'MG'

badges on their cars. The doors were

changed from the suicide version to a more

conventional rear-opening type, and the

car now sported a set of chrome bumpers.

Plus, the TG not oniy had a soft-top but
also the option of an easily removable

hardtop. Interestingly, the new hardtop

looked very similar to the soft one; in fact,

most thought it was a soft-top until they

touched it. Many of these parts could be

retrofitted onto the earlier TC.
The Almac TG went on sale in 1989,

roughly 18 months after the production
of the TC stopped. Buyers initially liked
the kit-in-a-box approach, but demand

petered out after 16 had been made, with
production finally coming to an end

in 1991.

Alex was not too worried, as Cobra

sales were still strong, and he had already
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Bob Cumming knew very tittte about Almac when he
wandered into the Atmac factory during 2OOt, but he
owned a Triumph Heratd which had been in his famity for
10 or !2years. He had atways had a thing for ctassic cars

started development work on a new and

ultra-modern sports car.

The prototype
Bob Cumming knew very little about

Almac when he wandered into the Almac
factory during 2001, but he owned a

Triumph Herald, which had been in his

family for 10 or 12 years. He had always

had a thing for classic cars. Initially, his

children had been embarrassed by the

tiumph Herald, and could not believe

that their dad would drive around in such

an old car. Still, they all got their driving
licences in it and, when it became a classic

and 'cool', decided that they all wanted to

drive it. However, by the turn of the new

millennium, the body was looking very
tired and rusty, though under its shabby

exterior it still had a good heart.

Hearing of an Almac TC for sale in
'Wellington, Bob seriously considered

putting the body on his Herald. After
inspecting it, he decided to visit the factory

to see if it was still a viable car to build or
whether he should buy a new kit.

The TC had long since ceased production
by 2001, and the moulds had been

destroyed, so, after his visit, Bob knew that
a new kit was not an option, and that, as

tiumph Herald parts were now in very

short supply, trying to use his old tiumph
Herald as a donor would be biting offmore
than he could chew.

As Bob left the Almac factory, feeling
slightly disillusioned, he spotted an Almac
TG hiding under a sheet at the back of
the factory. AIex explained to him the

differences between the TC and the TG.
Now that a kit was out of the question,

he asked Alex if he wanted to sell the

TG. Alex said that it was the prototype,
and that it had developed an engine fault
which made it hard to start; he had been

unable to fix it, and it was not for sale.

Being a mechanic, Bob was keen to have

a go at it, but could not convince Alex
to sell it. But, as he's an optimist, he left

ALMAC OVERVIEW

Unlike all other niche car builders, Almac has always been

more than a one-car manufacturer. Despite what can

be best described as a generally sceptical New Zealand

public, this small cottage business has repeatedlytried

to diversifyfrom run-of-the mill replicas and offers its

own unique interpretation ofcarfunction and form. What

follows is a short rundown of the cars byAlmac since

iis first Cobra replica. More detailed information can be

found on its website, almac.co.nz.

4275C$982-PRESENT)
The mighty Cobra is still in production, and is one of

New Zealand's biggestselling kit cars. Recently, Almac

considered taking it off the market, but orders keep

trickling in. Over 300 have been produced to date.

TC (1986-1988)

This was the first attempt to produce a vehicle that
was uniquely an Almac. lt's a much simpler car, with a

fibreglass grille surround. ln total, 26 were produced.

TG (1989-1991)

An upto-date revision and all+ound improvement on the

IC, with 16 produced.

sABRE (SERTES 1) (1994-2001)

This was the first totally new design to come out of

the factory with the majority of parts from the readily

available Ford Cortina. One of them is owned by me. Most

cars were fitted with Rover V8s, and it could have been

New Zealand's version of TVR. Nine were produced.
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Alex his phone number in case he changed

his mind.
Perhaps a month later, Alex had a change

ofheart and offered the car to Bob, 'as

is'. Bob spent the next two years fiddling
about with the car as time permitted. He

discovered that the engine fault was due

to corrosion in one ofits two carburettors,

and the fault was exacerbated by about a

litre ofwater and gunk discovered in the

petrol tank. Once this was sorted, Bob next

overhauled the starter motor and bought

some heavy battery leads, which seemed to

cure all the problems. Seeing as the car was

running a Celica motor, Bob purchased

anorher motor for $100, to use for parts,

and, as it was the better of the two, they
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were swapped around. Two years later, when

it blew a head gasket, he decided to overhaul

the first motor and slot it back in. Since

then, apart from a replacement battery, the

car has been extremely reliable.

Too much fun
This Almac is now almost 30 years old, and,

despite its reliability, the body is starting to
show its age. However, a full restoration is

not on the cards, as Bob is having too much

fun driving it. Shortly after buying the car,

he fitted a tow bar to it, and the TG now fits

in as a proven, practical second car. Bob has

no intention of selling it, so perhaps some

day in the future it will be returned to its

former glory. r
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cLUBSPRT NT (2002-2008)

With the failure of the Sabre, Almac returned to the safety

of building replicas of proven cars such as the everlasting

Series 3 Lotus, and 7. Six cars were produced.

sABRE (SERTES 2) (2004-2010)

Alex knew that the Sabre was a great car, but believed

that the Series I lacked credibility due to its Cortina

donor, so he moved the car upmarket with a much stiffer
chassis, Jaguar running gear, and a Lexus V8. 0nly five

were produced.

CLUBSPRINT XL (2008- PRESENT)

By 2007, Almac had realized that the Clubsprint's

Escort donor was becoming a collectable car and prices

were going up, s0 it was completely redesigned to take

MX-5 componentry. To fit the wider lVlX-5 track, all the

dimensions were increased proportionally to keep the

classic 7 style, and the consequently increased cabin

room made the car far more user-friendly. TwentyJive

have been produced so far.

ELECTRIC CAR (2012)

Work began on an all-new electric commuter car, intended

to be offered only in turnkeyform. With its small footprint,

it could easily nip in and out of traffic, squeeze itself into

small car parks, and deliver people or packages for only a

small percentage of the cost of a petrol car. Development

was well on the waywhen changes in government

legislation made the car economically unviable.

sABRE (SERTES 3) (2018?)

Ihe company is $ill keen to build a carthat is uniquely Almac,

and work is well 0n the waywith the development of a totally

new and modern petrol-engine sports car. Like the electric

car, it will only be sold in turnkeyform as a brand-new car.
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