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Baker’s bird;

how the Heron took flight

often spend

their time trawling the interweb,

drooling over pictures of sports

cars from around the globe = ltaly

has the Ferrari, Germany has the

Porsche, and Rotorua, well Rotorua

hasthe Heron. Okay. Rotorua-based

luxury sports car? Been inhaling a

bit too much bumt rubber into the old double-barrel
intake have we?! Nope. This is a true ftory.

As all of us around the Bay know, in the mid-eighries,

we were all wearing pastel colours and watching Miami

Vice on TV. The women wore shoulder pads and too

much eye make-up, and modt wanted 10 be like Diane

from Cheers. And the men were about cars; watching a
talking car called KITT on Knight Rider, and the General
Lee off Dukes of Hazard that left the ground far too often
to be believable. For us back home, owning Magnum PI's
Ferrari wasn't an option, so while sporting a dirty big mo
and some oversized aviators we were working on older
model Holdens, Fords and the like which were abundant,
But why, you may ask, would anyone think of making
their own supercar?

Enter Ross Baker. With a plan. Unlike the plans we all
talk abour after necking one too many lagers, Ross followed
through and set abour producing his own line of cars,
inilia.].[:v with racing in mind, and the story of one of these

in particular caught our eye: the Lotus-esque Heron M]L
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ROTORUA-BASED
LUXURY SPORTS CAR?
BEEN INHAILING A BIT TOO
MUCH BURNT RUBBER INTO
THE OLD DOUBLE-BARREL
INTAKE HAVE WE?!
NOPE. THIS IS ATRUE STORY.

To get under the skin of thiz ftory we need to
turn the cleck back to well before the eighties
began. Roz: Baker moved 1o Rotorus az awee lad
and began building trolleys zoon after, ftarting
each madfterpiece on a Samurday morning and
finizhing 1t on a Sunday arvo, with the wood,
fteel and rope he found ftrewn about the place.
Az you do. He was lucky encugh to later power
theze works of art with a Villiers motor from
Dad’= lawnmower, in addition to the fteering
wheel, brakes, lights and horn that were all
donated from the local rubhbish tip.

Faft forward a few years and hiz need for
speed wasz realised when Baker hit the ripe old az=
2£19 and he and his brother Tomy (who had been
& mechanic in the Air Force) opened a workshop
on Old Taups Road in 1960, Rozs Baker followed
in hiz brothers' footfteps, earning iz A-Grade’
mechanic certificare under the zuidance of hiz
brother: at the ume, the Apprentceship Board
raquired apprentices to be working for someons
glze, not for themselves, but permizzion waz sought
and recerved which zet the wheels in motion.

It was during these years that Ros: firft
dabbled in building a kit car — someone alze’s
— when he put a Miftral together. These wars
vehicle: originslly from England that a New
Zealand company in Chriftchurch, Elmsly and
Flockton, wook moulds of and zold fibreglass
bodiez and fteel-tube chassiz for. Ower tmae,
Baker built hiz Mifiral up from having the
recommended Ford Ten engine to a Humber 8o
engine and wider wheel: and tyres. The adage
of a big engine in a zmall car paid dividend: az
he thrazhed it about on hill climb events and the

like, alway: managing a Top 3 finish.
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THE FRONT WINDSCREEN OF CHOICE
WAS ACTUALLY A REAR ONE -
OUT OF A MARK I FORD ESCORT SPORT
— MARRIED TO A HOLDEN CAMIRA
DASHBOARD SET-UP AND SOME
LEATHER INTERIOR

1883 Motor show with the first three Herons on display

g m——
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Az Kiwts, we love thiz. You know moft paople
would zettle for a boz-ftandard, drive your mum
o rown, regular Joe ftandard one — but theres
zomething to be zaid about taking it a fep
further. Butr remember thiz waz before the days
of cars needing cerafication; imagine wrying to get
something like thiz over the line novwl

Itiz alzoimportant, and downright imperative,
o note here in the land of the long white
cloud that we ftll produce kit cars of differem:
perzuaszions, all made pretry damn well to be fain
But you've probably gathered by now that thiz
1zn't another cereal-box sthaped Trekka (zeriously,
look it up) from the sixdes, that although wasz fit

for purpose, was dog ugly

In 1062, Baker decided it was time to do a different
kind of DIY and desizn and build hiz own racing
ear. With an Applied Mechanies course from his
zecondary schooling in MNew Plymouth, Baker
underftood the details of building a space frame
chazsiz, and inspired by the Lotus 23B sports car
and a very good book called Racing and Sports
Car Charsis Design he zat to work. Az Baker tells
it, the book explained roll cenwres, and-dive,
cenirez of gravity and & hundred other thingz to
be conzidered when building a =portz car — who
needs wind tunnel: and rolling roadz?! - and he
put in many long hours designing and drawing
before he ftarted any fabrication. Like many
viziomary deszigners, Baker zeems: to have had
the uncanmy knack of szeing the finiched design
in hiz head before he zet pen to paper, and when
vou don't have the luxury of an automotive design
team and workszhop at your finzertips this really iz
where the rubber meets the road in the process,

judi az much as rolling vour zlesves up does.

' ~W.R

EACH ONE IS A TIGHTLY ENGINEERED
AND CAREFULLY CRAFTED SPORTS
CARTHAT IS THE REAL DEAL.
THEY LOOK GREAT,

THEY GO GREAT,

AND THEY MAKE ALL THE RIGHT NOISES.

1967 Heron MK4 GT Sports Racing Car - replica of the Ford GT
MK4 Sport Baker, b
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Rather than being simply a one-off
race car though, Baker dreamed of
having hiz own production car, and
not another kit car. He developed a
parinership with a company called
Summit Automotive and the concept
moved from a wehicle zemi-made up
for the cuftomer to & car with a Fiat
z-litre engine, married up with Skoda
running gear and a full fbreglas:
compozite monacoque body, The front
windzcreen of cholee was actually a
rear one — out of a Ford Ezcort Sport -
married to a Holden Camiradazhboard
zet-up and some leather interior added
to make a grand total of approxmately
740ks ready to zo. The M1 Heron waz
truly fiarting to taks flight.

Summit came and went however,
with the introduction of the Fiat engine
not being a grear fin. Eszentially it led
o excessive vibration at higher RPMS,
20 Baker fitted a fifth gear to give the
Heron longer legs (zorry) in the form
of overdrive. The cofiz of theze mod:
simply didn’t make the businez: cost-
effzctive however, and being a man who
didn’t want to compromisa build quality,
Baker purchazed the moulds back from
Summit and they parted ways.

Rozs Baker went on to build many
more variations, modtly in the form of
race cars, and while the Heron may
have been relaovely szhort lived, the
rezult of Baker: labours iz a thing
of beauty. From the ftunning lines
to the all important eye for detail, a
Heron iz no kit car. Inftead, sach one
iz a tightly engineered and carefully
crafted spors car that is the real deal.
They look great, they go great, and they
make all the right noizes,
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We had to ses ome of these up close and

perzonal, and in trus Plenty styls we trawled
around until we stumbled acrosz a beautiful
example of ome in Taupd.

The owner, retired secondary teacher
Bryce Glidden, iz a top bleke and preud
Heron owner. Hiz yellow M1 carries a
menacing low lock about it, az all of the
aforementioned pisces come iogether 1o
zit on some machined rims with Halliday
performance centred wheels.

The original Fiat imported ‘crate’ engines
are great, but as Bryce explain: he has a
couple of pointz of interest (and in Eact
difference) on his car.

“Mine haz the Fiat 2-litre engine with rwin
- 45mm Webers on it and has Alquati cams.” he

WHAKATAN E T zays. For those not in the know, thats 45mm
carburettors, which are a thing of beauty to

GO'_F C'_U B 3 any old school pewrol-head. Alquat, on the
other hand, iz not zo well knewn, an Italian
manufacturer who used to supply engine

Championship course - one of the components to a reasonably successful
finest gﬂ' courses in the Bu'i[_v of M. sportscar brand in the Fiat whinau, namely
Ferrari, as well as other brands too, like
Lancia and Alfa Romeo.

There is so much more to thiz story. Ross
iz ztill designing cars today in his ssventies,
with a project taking shape on a Commodore
chassis, made with hiz grandkids in mind.
He's kicking back in Marcochydore on the

With fast nnning greens and lush, Sunshine Coast of Queensland, Australia

forgiving fairways, the course offers now, and we reckon this is one hell of a cool

golfers of all levels a challenging way to spend your retirement.

but rewarding 18 holes. Az remarkable as a Rotorua-based

Relax afterwards at our lounge sporiscar is, itz all the more remarkable

bar and restaurant/cafe with tasty for the fact that it still looks just az great

home-made snacks and meals. 30+ vears on_ This is an awesome story that

Par 70, 600%m just 10 should play a b!’ggel: part in our history, but

after zeeing the mighty Heron with our own

eves, we would have excused vou if you just
looked at the pictures!
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