SUPERSPEC SOLUTIONS
In the Spring 2015 edition of the magazine I wrote about some of the ‘foibles’ of the RH Superspec.  It only seems fair that I do a follow up article with some possible solutions that I have tried over the last few months.  I must acknowledge the help and advice I was given by Nigel Evans regarding these solutions.
One of the problems I mentioned was the cooling system, which just didn’t seem to work properly.  In my case it was mainly because there was a constant water leak, which I was unable to trace.  This is where Nigel suggested that I replace the original 13 psi expansion bottle radiator cap with a 20 psi cap.  The logic behind this is that the Rover ‘T’ engine, when fitted to the Rover 420, might be running the cooling system at a higher psi level.  So with a 13psi cap, once the engine had warmed up and pressurised, the cap would open and dump water out of the overflow.   An alternative solution is that I just needed a new cap as the old one was not sealing properly.   I took his advice and as it turned out this solved my problem, but in a rather unexpected way.   On the way back from the end-of-season bash, on the A6, there was an almighty bang and I ground to a halt in clouds of steam.  It turned out that the cooling pipe join just by the exhaust pile where a flexible pipe joined a stainless steel pipe had blown apart. 
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Luckily I managed to get the pipe back on and made it home.   I suspect the joint was faulty since the car was built and was leaking under pressure, but it needed the extra pressure of the new cap to force it to separate.   Paradoxically, having fixed it, from struggling for 2 years with overheating problems I now find the engine is running very cool and it won’t warm up.   But as we know, that’s half the fun of owning a kit car.     

One of the other problems I referred to was the ‘hot start’ problem where the engine would crank over very slowly when the engine was hot.  Various ideas had been put forward as a reason, including:
a. Poor Earth from Starter/Engine to Chassis
b.
Weak Battery
c. 
ECU holding too much timing advance
d.  
Engine naturally tightening up when hot
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And while listening to a Car Mechanic Podcast (Car Talk from the USA – highly recommended) I heard an alternative reason which was the starter overheating, causing the resistance in the wiring to increase, thereby reducing the power.

I had added a new earth strap but that made no difference.  I also fitted a voltmeter to test the battery and that was fine.

There was nothing I could do about c. & d, but I did like the logic of the overheating.  Superspec owners will know that the starter motor is actually fitted to the top of the bell housing, hidden deep inside the engine bay with absolutely no airflow across it.  So it would make sense that it would overheat.
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 As an experiment I bought a length of flexible pipe and ran it from the front of the engine down the middle and then bent down so there was a ‘ram-air’ cooling effect onto the starter motor.
It’s early days, and unfortunately, since fixing the cooling system I can’t test it on a hot start as the engine never gets hot.
I didn’t actually mention the third problem in the first article as I hadn’t realised that many Superspec owners suffered the same symptoms.  Mine had always been marginal on the Lamda part of the MOT emissions test and this year, even with a new catalytic converter it only scraped through.   
After some discussion on the forum it became apparent that other Superspec owners were also struggling.   I was also not really satisfied with the engine performance; she was rough on idle, spluttered a bit during pull away, hesitated a bit during hard acceleration and also had an odd habit of doing a small surge for no reason.   And there was plenty of popping and banging on the overrun.
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Nigel again came to the rescue and told me about a trick recommended by his mechanic, and that was to block off one of the 2 exhaust outlets.  In his case the emissions immediately went to the correct values.   

So I got an old tea towel and blocked off the top pipe.  The engine was suddenly transformed.  She idled nicely, pulled away cleanly, seemed to have a lot more power which came in smoothly, and no more surges.  And the fuel consumption went from 31 mpg to 34 mpg.  I haven’t yet managed to find out if the emissions have improved, that will have to wait for the next MOT, but meanwhile I am very pleased with the result.
Unfortunately the popping and banging also stopped which was a pity as I quite liked it.   And the other drawback is that wherever I take the car, people come up and ask me why I have a tea-towel shoved up the exhaust pipe! 
The logic behind this is that when the exhaust was designed, there was no thought of matching the various components, just take whatever was available, of the correct length, and that could be bolted together.  In particular the mechanic felt the lamda sensor needed some back pressure to work properly.  And because the output size of the twin exhaust was greater than the size of the exhaust pipe at the lamda sensor, there was no back pressure and the gases were rushing past the lamda sensor too quickly for it to react.   So blocking one outlet would provide that back pressure, making the lamda sensor work correctly. I’m not an expert, but it does seem very logical.
I have no idea if any of these fixes will work long term, or whether they will work for anyone else, but at a total cost of a tenner (£8 for the radiator cap, £2 for the plastic tube and a free tea towel curtesy of my wife) I had nothing to lose and everything to gain.  I would be interested to hear from other Superspec owners if they try these tricks and if it improves the car.
