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WHAT’S THE LONGEST anyone has ever held their breath? Divers for 
south-sea pearls can go for minutes on end, but I reckon the answer might 
very well be the length of time it took a future King of England to drive his 
dad’s DB6 MkII Volante the length of The Mall. And our record contender? 
One Richard Stewart Williams of Cobham, Surrey.

Millions were watching as Prince William drove his bride from 
Buckingham Palace to Clarence House on the evening of April 29, 2011. 
But none was watching more intently than Williams, whose company  
has long been responsible for the maintenance of the royal DB6. ‘It was a  
super day, but that bit was bloody nervewracking,’ he admits. ‘And we 
later found out he’d had the handbrake on. Oh well…’

A newspaper cutting showing William and Kate beaming from the 
cockpit of EBY 776J is just one of many pieces of Astonmobilia adorning 
the walls of RS Williams’ premises in Cobham. Everywhere you look there 
are Aston Martins, or parts of Aston Martins. Benches and shelves are 
stacked with crankshafts, camshafts, brake discs and carburettors. On the 
walls, period Aston publicity posters. Even the roof-space is packed with 
spares. This place seems to have AM seeping from its very pores. 

As we make our way from reception to showroom to machine shop, 
another framed photo catches the eye. It’s of a glamorous blonde in the 
cockpit of another convertible Aston, with a handwritten note tucked 
behind the glass. ‘Thanks Richard and all the team,’ it reads. The blonde is 
Elle Macpherson. ‘That’s the lads’ favourite,’ chuckles Richard.

The prince and the showgirl. Hard to imagine that Elle ‘The Body’ and 
HRH would have very much in common. But what they do share is an 
appreciation of Aston Martins, and the specialist they both turn to when 
they need their cars fettling is RS Williams.

They’re not alone of course. For anyone with an interest in Aston Martin, 
RS Williams seems to have been around almost forever. In fact it was in 
1968 that Londoner Williams, then in his early twenties, founded his own 
company, originally based under a railway arch in Brixton. The moment is 
captured in a GPO telegram (remember those?) from his father, which has 

new venture. Good luck and prosperity. Dad.’ So the company hasn’t 
quite been around forever, just the 45 years…

Which means that Richard was already immersed in the business of 
maintaining DB Astons when the cars were current – and continued 
through the ’70s, when you could pick them up for a song, and through 
the ’80s boom and the subsequent crash. But it’s doubtful he or anyone 
else could have envisaged the surge in values we’ve seen over the last 
decade or so. In the showroom on the day of our visit are several DB4s  
and 5s with price tags well in excess of £300,000 – and a couple that are 
considerably more.

The consequence, of course, is that owners are prepared to spend large 
sums on restoration, maintenance and sympathetic upgrades – which 
keeps Williams’s workshop and showroom complex, converted from a 
contact lens factory and an old dairy, ticking over very nicely indeed. 

Engineering is what RS Williams does best of all. When it restores a car 
(it’ll tackle anything post-1959, but ’60s, ’70s and ’80s are really its thing), 
the paint and trim are farmed out to other trusted specialists, but all the 

those famous RS Williams engine conversions, everything – from welding 
defects in the block to machining the bores and heads to assembling the 

On the day of our visit, the monster powerplant from a 1970s V8 Vantage 

by its green cam-covers. On the other side of the glass is Tony Couzens, 

Above and right
The CNC milling machine 
produces some of the most 
expensive swarf on earth; 
torqueing up the head on a triple-
SU straight-six, and (opposite 
page) a typical day in the RS 
Williams workshops
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‘With the 7-litre we aim for 
500lb ft of torque and 500 horsepower 
and usually end up with a bit more…’
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one of a number of younger engineers who have served an apprenticeship 
here. Still in his twenties, he is now one of three engine-builders who 
follow through the entire build of each unit, from strip-down to printing 

‘Having the dyno means we can check for leaks, optimise the engine 

hours to run in, then whatever it takes to optimise power and torque. SUs 
are a breeze, anything with Webers takes longer.’ The engine from Prince 
Charles’s Volante was tested on this dyno after it was converted to run on 
bioethanol. ‘We took power and torque readings before and after,’ says 
Tony, ‘and it actually produces slightly more power on bioethanol.’

A regular 4.2-litre RS Williams straight-six produces 290bhp, while a 4.7 
gives a genuinely exciting 330bhp and 335lb ft torque. ‘With the 7-litre we 
aim for 500lb ft of torque and 500 horsepower and usually end up with a 
bit more torque,’ says Tony. ‘Every engine is slightly different – crank, 

But the aluminium block, the heart of the car, is always retained. Across 
the way in the machine shop, Malcolm Beken has a DB4 straight-six block 
on the CNC mill. It has already had any cracks or corrosion welded up and 
extra bracing welded in to add strength, and now the bores are being 
machined anew, ready for their steel liners. 

The car that this engine will soon be reunited with is across the courtyard 
in another workshop, built on the site of the old dairy and known, 
unsurprisingly, as The Dairy. It’s a rather lovely metallic silver DB4 
convertible with the registration 163 ELT, and fans of the original Italian Job 
movie might recognise it as Charlie Croker’s personal transport. It is, as 
someone once commented, a very ‘preeeety car’. 

Close by is another Aston with a tale or two to tell. This 1964 DB5 started 
life as a press car, featuring in the 1965 Motor road test, but began a second 
career in 1995 when it was rebuilt as a rally car. It has since competed in 
two Paris to Peking rallies, winning a gold medal in the 2010 event. At the 
time of our visit it’s for sale for £265,000, including a rally spares package.
That’s cool, but even cooler to my eyes is the N24 racer that RS Williams 
supported through two seasons of the European GT championship and 
which has now been readied for road use by its Swiss owner.

But it’s the DB era cars that are the company’s staple. In the showroom 
a gorgeous DB4 GT rubs shoulders with one of the Bond movie DB5s. And 
then there’s the car that Richard would love to add to his own collection. 
It’s a DB4 Vantage in Black Pearl, the 1962 Earls Court show car (though it 

house GT engine. Now unarguably better than new, yours for £675,000. 
A tad over your budget? Then try to bag yourself a six-cylinder DBS, 

advises technician and webmaster Fergus McIver. ‘The one I’d keep my 
eye on is the DBS,’ he says. ‘It was long viewed as the lowly relation to the 

weight distribution because of the lighter engine, they handle beautifully, 
and with one of our engines they can be made to go extremely well.’

Virtually all the cars here will have had some sort of improvements 
from their original spec. Very few DB Astons are now entirely original. As 
Fergus says, ‘If you’re having your clutch changed, it’s silly not to heat- 

but it adds hugely to the pleasure of owning the car. And if your engine is 
worn out, you might as well go for the 4.2-litre conversion and get that 
extra performance. Taller diff, improved brakes, alternator, improved 

speaker grille with an iPod connector… all these things make the cars 
more useable and enjoyable without detracting from their character.

‘I’ve driven a completely original DB4 and it’s nowhere near as nice a 
car as one that we’ve been through. There’s so much that can be done now 
to make all the niggly bits go away, so you’re left with a stunningly 
beautiful but also a very driveable high performance classic sports car.’ 
Just remember to release the handbrake.

Opposite page
Tools of the trade, spoils of 
competition, and a rebuilt six 
ready to be lowered into an 
immaculately painted engine bay. 
Above: N24 racer and DB6 
Volante; cunningly concealed 
hi-fi; and rebuilt 4GT calipers
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I
t was pure chance that Richard Williams entered the world of Aston 
Martin in 1960. ‘I was very lucky. Where we lived when I was a boy, 
in Kingston, there were two companies that excited me. One was 
nearer, AC Cars in Thames Ditton, the other was Aston’s at Feltham. 

and got the job at Aston’s. Thank heavens…
‘I spent most of my time in the engine build shop because that was what 

I enjoyed. Then Aston closed Feltham and moved to a new factory, so I 

apprenticeship he offered me a job. It was Peter Sellers. I went to work for 

‘I lived at his home at Elstead, in an apartment above the garage, and 
when he moved to Geneva I went with him. We still have an annual Peter 
Sellers lunch at our house for everyone from that period, though of course 
the numbers are going down year by year…’

It wasn’t just Astons in the Sellers garages. Currently in the RS Williams 
workshop, looking rather incongruous among the DB4s and 5s, is a 1930 
Austin tourer nearing the end of a restoration. Nicknamed ‘Old Min’, it 
was the actor’s personal favourite and a car Williams knew well, now back 
in Sellers family ownership.

‘He once gave Old Min to Spike [Milligan] as a present, but then ten 
days later I got a call to collect her. Spike wasn’t looking after her. He’d left 
her outside and taken the water temp gauge off the top of the rad and 
replaced it with a coffee percolator…’

Old Min was the only car that Sellers truly loved, Williams contends. ‘I 
remember once he asked me to collect his DB4 GT which he was selling,’ 
recalls Williams. ‘I couldn’t believe it. But as he once said to me, “Cars  

…ON JOINING ASTON STRAIGHT FROM SCHOOL, WORKING FOR PETER SELLERS, 

GOING RACING WITH VICTOR GAUNTLETT, AND THE PERSONAL TOUCH

are like women. In the end they both disappoint.” And after all, he did 
have a degree in both.’

Williams started his own business in 1968 to restore, sell and race 
Astons. Pretty soon, the success of RS Williams-prepared cars caught the 
attention of Aston-loving Viscount Downe, who engaged Richard to look 
after his DBR1 and DP212 sports-racers. Later the two campaigned the 

Championship in 1982.
For Richard there followed a successful stint as team manager for  

Ecurie Ecosse’s Group C effort, culminating in the C2 World Championship 

Gauntlett, Aston Martin’s 1980s saviour. Williams describes him as ‘a  
great man and a good friend’. It was during Gauntlett’s time at the helm 
of Aston that RS Williams was commissioned to build the four ‘Sanction II’ 
DB4 GT Zagatos, and in 1988 Richard became team manager of the 
factory’s World Sportscar Championship team, campaigning the AMR1 

 
all motorsport in 1990.

The same year, RS Williams moved to Cobham, where it’s been ever 
since. Now in his late 60s, Richard ignores my impertinent question about 
how long he might carry on. This place – and Astons – are still very clearly 
his life. Personally he owns a 1980s V8 Zagato, which he bought new  
from Victor Gauntlett, ‘which I love’, and a mid-1970s Lagonda, not the 
William Towns wedge but the incredibly rare (only seven made) four-door 
version of the AM V8.

‘I love the cars of course. And I’ve gained so much knowledge about 
them. Then there’s the people I’ve got to know over the years that have 
become friends – the cars tend to attract rather nice people.’

our chat, his phone rings rather insistently. A woman customer has arrived 
to look at a couple of cars in the showroom and is asking for Richard’s 
personal attention. ‘You’ll have to excuse me…’ he says.

Every car that’s been worked on here gets test-driven either by Richard 
himself or by workshop manager Neil Thompson. And that includes 
HRH’s Astons. When we resume, Richard tells me how Prince Charles’s 
Volante, a 21st birthday present from the Queen, comes to RS Williams at 
the end of each summer for a through checkover before being cocooned 
away for the winter at Highgrove; then again in the spring ready for 
another summer’s use. 

‘When we had it in prior to the wedding, it was waiting for collection, 
and someone who was visiting spotted it and said, “Wow that’s Prince 
Charles’s car”. I explained it was being collected, and he said, ‘What, by 
Prince Charles?”, and I said “Yes, his mum’s dropping him off at 3”.  
He swallowed the whole thing.’

Some might blanch at the price of some of the cars in the showroom. 
Williams understands that. ‘The values have gone up, but then you have 
to consider that to do a total body-off restoration today can cost three to 
four hundred thousand. My goal has always been that when a customer 
comes here to look at an Aston, there’s only one thing they can criticise – 
and that’s the price.’

Oh, and the lady customer who popped in earlier? She bought the 
rather gorgeous DB4 with the GT engine, the one with the £350,000  
price-tag. Bet Richard was glad he took that call. V

RICHARD WILLIAMS


