The somewhat understated Rolls-Royce New Phantom 
 By David Berthon
For many years the Rolls-Royce New Phantom was overlooked in collector car terms, understandably overshadowed by the celebrated Silver Ghost which was a very hard act to follow. However, the arrival of the New Phantom in 1925 answered many of the Ghost’s then deficiencies, and for those that have owned and driven both, the New Phantom is in many ways a more complete design.
On first impressions of the New Phantom on the 22nd of May 1925 the Autocar noted its chief attributes were “an extraordinary smoothness, coupled with considerably more power than hitherto, while it is difficult to believe that any other car could be quite so silent. The matter of silence is the more interesting because the new model has push rod operated overhead valves and it has always seemed as though a certain increase in noise is the natural corollary of any form of overhead valve operation.”
According to Rolls-Royce author and historian, Ian Irwin, of the 118 New Phantoms imported to Australia, both initially and as late imports, around 100 still survive in various condition. I’ve been fortunate to own three New Phantoms – my first was an unrestored 1927 chassis 85RF, my first early Rolls-Royce purchased in 1970 for the princely sum of $10,000. 
Originally bodied with a Jackson Jones and Collins Saloon and delivered to Walter Arnott of Biscuit fame, 85RF was exhibited at the 1928 Sydney Motor Show and fittingly painted in two shades of biscuit. By 1946 the car was in Dubbo and being used for hearse duties. By the 1960’s it had been modified to carry firewood until purchased by George Sevenoaks in 1968 and driven to Sydney.
By the time I bought it the body had been removed but it was clear that the car had not done a lot of work and was still in reasonable mechanical order. In 1974 I had the late George Williams, a club member and coachbuilder on Parramatta Road opposite Sydney University, build a replica Barker Tourer on it however shortly after I needed funds to invest in a business venture and sadly had to sell it before it was trimmed. Now owned by member Noel Baker in Melbourne it is a regular rally participant.
My next new Phantom was 1927 chassis 87RF, the first chassis to be fitted with the small gear shift gate and spring-loaded short throw shift. With Hooper Sedanca de Ville coachwork it was noted on the chassis cards as a Riviera Trials Car and sent to Henry Royce at Le Canadel in the South of France for approval of the new gear shift.
By November 1929 it had found its way to Sydney for E.T. Miller, the Chief Executive of Palings Pianos, and by 1959 was owned by C.McIver Janes an enthusiast in Narrabri. 

Its purchase was somewhat unexpected, the result of me talking with a colleague about our collector cars on a flight into Sydney one day in 1999. The subject quickly moved to Rolls-Royce, and he mentioned that he was having his car repaired at an Auto Electrical shop in Rosebery and the guy had an unrestored Phantom 1 Rolls-Royce that he’d been trying to sell for some time.

An hour later, after a quick detour from the airport to Rosebery, my heart ruled my head, and I was the owner of chassis 87RF with very attractive Hooper Sedanca de Ville coachwork. Found lying exposed on a property in Gunnedah in 1984 it had suffered considerable damage to its timber frame.   

Much restoration work had been undertaken on the timber frame however the car still needed a significant body and mechanical restoration. At the time I was restoring my 1913 London to Edinburgh Silver Ghost 2583, so the New Phantom was pushed to one side to await restoration. However, my expectations of finishing the Ghost in around five years soon extended to ten and I ran short of restoration funds. So once again I had to part company with a Phantom. It is now nearing completion with a non-member on the N.S.W. Central Coast.
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My latest New Phantom is a 1928 chassis 10FH Hibbard and Darrin Imperial Cabriolet first delivered by R-R Paris to 25-year-old Carlos Eduardo Bleck, Portugal’s first registered pilot. Bleck flew several epic flights and represented Portugal in sailing in the 1928 Olympic Games in Amsterdam. The son of a wealthy car dealer in Lisbon he also campaigned and raced cars and motorcycles.
I was first shown 10FH in 1999 by my good friend Jorge Fernandez and remember being captivated by its coachwork. Jorge had at that time an exquisite collection of classic cars including Rolls-Royce, Hispano-Suiza, Delage, Bugatti and Voisin and had an eye for unusual and exquisite coachwork.
He had discovered the Phantom under Chateau Mazeau in the Bordeaux region of France in 1997 alongside a C11 Voisin sedan of the same vintage, both cars highly original however the Phantom was missing its top material. 
Importing both cars to Sydney he set about restoring the Voisin given its rarity, with the Rolls pushed to one corner. I subsequently road tested the Voisin for Unique Cars Magazine, a fascinating car with an electro-magnetic pre-selector gearbox, but that’s another story. 
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Apart from being moved to different storage the Phantom remained untouched for the next 23 years. Sadly, Jorge would succumb to a brain tumour in 2019 and a year later I negotiated the purchase of the Phantom from his widow.

It is believed to be the only example of Hibbard and Darrin coachwork in Australia. Thomas Hibbard (1897-1982) had set his sights on becoming an automobile designer from an early age. Howard ‘Dutch’ Darrin (1898-1982) on the other hand was a multi-talented athlete, inventor and entrepreneur who joined the staff of Automobile Topics run by a family friend at the tender age of 10. Darrin’s family had established the Automatic Switch Company, its engineers credited with developing the solenoid valve.  The pair had been introduced by a friend, Hibbard impressed by the entrepreneur’s impeccable taste and intuition for all things aesthetic and they soon hit it off.
The American design duo would go to Paris in 1923 as representatives of the New York based LeBaron design company which had developed a strong reputation with exotic designs on prestigious chassis including Minerva. They soon realised there was no Paris agency for the Minerva marque even though the Belgian cars were selling strongly in the United States with exotic coachwork for up to US$15,000.
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The Belgian company had previously sold just a few cars in Paris and Darrin soon convinced the company that they could sell the cars to wealthy Americans planning an extended tour in Europe, who could then ship them home taking advantage of a duty exemption on used property. The cars arriving in the U.S. with a considerable saving on the New York price.
Leaving LeBaron, and gaining the Minerva agency, the duo quickly established Carrosserie Hibbard et Darrin at 12 Rue de Berri, just off the Champs-Élysées, designing bodies and commissioning Belgian coachbuilders including Van den Plas in Brussels to build the coachwork. After attending the 1925 Paris Auto Show at the Grand Palais the pair would gain 20 orders for their exotic body designs. Ever the promoter, Darrin would sell his Minerva town cars for $8,000 to $9,000 each, the chassis with all the running gear having cost him just $600 at the factory.
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The highly talented designers soon gained a reputation with the rich and famous in Europe and the U.S. for their innovative designs and high-quality coachwork and soon progressed to other top end chassis from Maybach, Mercedes-Benz, Minerva, Hispano-Suiza, Duesenberg, Renault, Excelsior, Isotta Fraschini, Delage, Packard, Stutz, and Rolls-Royce.
Customers included Marlene Dietrich, William Randolph Hearst and actresses Marion Davies, Gloria Swanson, Hope Hampton, Pearl White and Kay Aldridge, Broadway Producer George White and King Alphonse X111 of Spain, Sherman Mills Fairchild of Fairchild Aviation and Michel and Andre Lazard of Lazard Freres and Cie, the French Investment Bankers. 
By 1926 with bodywork becoming a growing part of the business Hibbard and Darrin would move to a more prestigious showroom on the Avenue de Champs Elysees. And with funding from William Gould Brokaw, a wealthy customer and well-known playboy, yachtsman, and race driver, they set up their own coachbuilding concern in the industrial commune of Puteaux, Seine, some 9 kilometres from the centre of the city. 
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The factory would soon employ 100 tradesmen, the company distinguished from other coachbuilders by building their own wood cabinets and interior trim, many bodies featuring very elaborate inlaid burr walnut panels and vanity cases. Hibbard & Darrin also began producing their own interior hardware, window regulator and doors handles following a visit to the 1925 Exposition des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes. Cast in textured metal they employed a high-quality antique silver finish.
Between 1926 and 1929 Hibbard and Darrin would build 25 bodies on Derby-built New Phantom chassis – 21 Cabriolets and 4 Saloons. They would also build another 8 bodies on Derby Phantom II chassis.
Nominated as agents for Rolls-Royce they would soon become known as the firm’s official Parisian coach builder. Many of their designs would also make their way to American customers on Springfield-built Phantoms. A total 35 bodies for Rolls-Royce’s Springfield subsidiary were shipped to Brewster-in-the-white under Rolls-Royce’s Custom Coachwork (RRCCW) program.
Sadly, despite growing to 200 employees by 1929, the onset of the Great Depression soon spelled the end of Hibbard and Darrin and by August 1930 they had gone into recession.
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And so ended an era of high-quality French bespoke coachwork. When I study the quality of construction and the tightness of the body on my New Phantom 10FH I am amazed how well it has stood the test of time for nearly 100 years.

On taking delivery, it soon became evident that the car had been well stored for the past 52 years, the body well preserved and in remarkable condition. However, at some stage in its life its top material had been removed although its framework and all the various body elements were in place apart from the wheel discs.
I had bought the car on the pretence that it would be in running condition and fortunately Jorge Fernandez had already commissioned the reconditioning of the engine.
With such an original patina I wanted to sympathetically restore it yet was mindful that it had to be able to be driven long distances to events around the country. As such I decided to fit a GearVendors overdrive unit to provide a more relaxed performance on the open road.
The car also needed a gearbox and brake servo overhaul, a full rewire, petrol tank repairs, brake and shock absorber restoration, a new exhaust system, wheel truing and new tyres plus considerable work on the radiator. Radiator restoration is a very specialised business and work by a so-called Sydney repairer with a newly supplied core was simply substandard. 
So back to Jeff Edwards at Artisan Coachworks in Melbourne, the only repairer you can trust with a vintage radiator today and who had totally restored my 1913 Ghost radiator to Concours standard. His work on the Phantom radiator with the added complexity of shutters was absolutely first class with a high level of finish on the shell.

Body wise, the Phantom needed some attention to the minor dents on the doors and here Garth Selig arranged for a dent specialist to work out the dents in the alloy doors without damage to paintwork. The nitro cellulose paint is original, easy to repair and with a light buff and hand polish has been rejuvenated to a good finish.


One of the biggest jobs was the trim which one suspects due to the lack of the top material was beyond saving. Here, I was fortunate to get the services of Brent Parker Motor Trimming in Gosford who managed a very sympathetic leather trim job without the use of modern foam and providing the period correct firmness.  
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The Cabriolet top posed a problem without a pattern, and I called on the services of R.R. historian Tom Clark in the U.K. to see if he knew of any similar Hibbard and Darrin Cabriolets on Phantom 1 chassis. Tom quickly came back to me with an owner in Switzerland with a very similar 1928 New Phantom, chassis 12AL.
Its owner, Hansueli Justrich, was only too happy to have a member of his staff take numerous photos of the Cabriolet top in various closed and open positions with detail shots of how this rather complex top was weather sealed. A keen R-R enthusiast I was extremely grateful for the effort he went to, enabling Brent Parker to replicate the top trims intricate design and to complete my car both inside and out to original design.

I consider myself lucky to have driven many vintage cars in the 65 years since gaining my driving licence. Having learnt to drive on a 1910 Silver Ghost and owned a 1913 L to E model plus two vintage Silver Ghosts I am indeed impressed by the way this New Phantom performs.
A recent trip to Mount Gambier on water damaged roads showed it to be a very relaxed open road performer, comfortable at a nominal cruising speed of 100km/hour, unfussed and unstressed and a delight to drive. 
From the 1928 New Phantom Sales Brochure I gleaned the following:


“Modern road conditions permit of rapid acceleration and the maintenance of high average speed to an extent undreamt of before the war. The makers of the Best Car in the World, in the process of arriving at the type of perfection best suited to post-war conditions, have made exhaustive tests of so-called advances in the design of motor-car engines.  


After seven years of experiment and test, during which no promising device had remained untried, the 40/50 hp six-cylinder chassis have emerged and is offered to the public as the most suitable for a mechanically propelled carriage under present-day conditions. 

The maximum number of revolutions of the Silver Ghost engine is 2,250 per minute. At the same number of revolutions, the Phantom engine gives thirty-three per cent greater horsepower. But the Phantom engine is also capable of a maximum of 2,750 revolutions per minute.”

And with the added benefit of a modern overdrive the touring capability of the new Phantom today is surely a joy to drive and enjoy. A most impressive collector car.

THE END 

