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Double Jeopardy 
By John Campbell

It was an interesting week – 43GX lost her fan belt on the way to Father’s Day at the Locks, and 
six days later her battery exploded. While we know that our 1931 Rolls-Royce PII Continental 
has dodged few bullets in her time that was just a bit too exciting! There were lessons learned 
and good luck played a part in both cases . . .

On the lost fan belt, the good news was that it happened in the cool of  Sunday morning as we 
were on the way to the Ballard Locks. There was very little traffic and we think that it happened 
when there were just a few traffic lights left to go before the destination.  Although my son Rob 
was following in another car, we hadn’t realized that the belt had been lost until we arrived at 
the staging lot. 

All gauges read normal because the belt drives only the fan – the dynamo and magneto are 
driven by gears and shafts. Also, because the car was moving there still was quite a bit of  air 
moving through the radiator, and there was plenty of  coolant in the 7.8 litre engine – so we were 
able to make it to the assigned spot at the Locks without overheating. The big worry was getting 
home in the late afternoon city traffic, with temperatures expected to climb to the high 80s.

Lesson learned: Always carry a spare fan belt – it might not be possible to find a replacement 
on short notice. In the case of  the Rolls, an early PII, a modern belt can only be fitted when 
the radiator is off  the car; otherwise a link belt is the only option.  Rob found a solution on the 
Internet: use the leg of  a long pair of  pantyhose (that’s a size D) to fashion a temporary belt. 
He was quite thoughtful and obtained two sets in black, and I’ll keep the leftovers in the toolkit, 
which gives us 3 spares as the use of  only one leg was necessary. It tied on quite easily with 
a simple square knot, and we were able to leave promptly and not create a logjam (being an 
older Classic, we were stationed near the front of  the line.) We drove home around 4:30 PM in 
the heat of  the day in a mix of  stop and go city street traffic and freeway driving – no problems 
with overheating.

Days later, as I was walking into the left bay of  our three car garage, I heard and felt a loud 
BOOM! My first thought was early 4th of  July fireworks or a telephone pole transformer 
explosion, until I noticed some acrid smoke coming from the back of  the Rolls which was in the 
far right bay. It was a hot day – about 90° in the shade, and I had been experiencing starting 
problems, measuring 11 volts at the starting solenoid instead of  12. Fortunately there was no 
fire and I immediately unplugged the now-unconnected battery charger/maintainer and pushed 
the car into the driveway.

I was lucky to be nearby and very lucky that I wasn’t working on it when it happened! The 
battery is contained in a large steel box under the floorboards below the rear seat and even 
though the access was open the blast was fairly well contained. Quick use of  a solution of  
baking soda to neutralize the acid and repeated flushing with a garden hose, saved the interior 
and running gear from damage. Lesson learned:  When a 7-year-old plus no-maintenance 
battery starts to die, don't wait - get a replacement!

This time we installed a more expensive, but safer AGM (Absorption Glass Mat) battery.  In AGM 
sealed batteries, the acid is immobilized by a very fine fiberglass mat. The glass mat absorbs 
the acid while still keeping the acid available to the plates allowing for a fast reaction between 
acid and plate material, while doing away with the free liquid present in conventional batteries.

All’s well that ends well. About the same time that the new battery was installed the new 
GripLink Fan Belt arrived from The Vintage Garage in Stow, VT. There was a little learning curve 
involved, but with their good advice and a close substitute for the special tool, the belt was 
successfully installed and we were able to participate in the Fourth of  July Parade at Yarrow 
Point. Shortly thereafter we acquired a second fan belt for the toolkit.


