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W
hen was the last time you spotted a 

standard MkIII Astra GSi? And we 

mean standard „ r ight down to the 

15 inch alloys and rubbery suspension.

Like the much abused Vauxhall Calibra, 

the GSi is often bought on the cheap by 

those who want power, style and low-budget 

running costs. Most GSis are justifiably lowered, gifted with a big 

exhaust and, if they•re really unlucky, a bloody awful pair of Lexus 

lights. Of course, they benefit greatly from lowered springs and a hike 

in power. But isn•t it good to see older models exactly as the maker 

intended, bringing back an era that•s passed by so fast? Vauxhall 

technician Ian Redgrave agrees. •Vauxhall got it dead right with 

the GSi; the styling and everything is spot-on. It•s good to see one 

completely standard. My goal was to make it look like it had just 

left the factory.Ž 

Ian has been into cars since helping in his parents• workshop at 

age 10 and he recently set up his own independent Griffin specialist, 

Midpoint Garage. Always a fan of the Griffin, he•s had a variety of 

Vauxhalls, from Nova 1400 to Cavalier SRi. His current fleet includes 

a Vivaro, Zafira SRi and minted Astra Coupe 2.2, which is making 

191 bhp from Dbilas inlet and exhaust manifolds, cams, head and 

remap. Room for one more, then...

•My wife Joanne wanted a MkIII Astra GSi from the day she passed 

her driving test,Ž Ian says. •It had been her dream car for years.Ž 

They began a four-month search for the right candidate, which had 

to be black or blue. The condition wasn•t especially important, but 

the car they found was ideal „ in Spectral Blue, it had had only two 

previous keepers and just over 100,000 miles on the clock.

•All the others we saw had been ragged by 10 past owners, 

because £900 is cheap for 150 bhp,Ž Ian remembers. •It was rough, 

but on first impressions it wasn•t too bad. We reckoned it needed a 

few jobs doing, then could be cleaned up and used. It had only 

This blast-from-the-past concours MkIII Astra GSi is here to remind 

us how good it is to see a GSi exactly as Vauxhall intended.

ASTRA GSi
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Fully restored

1994 MkIII Astra GSi shell

16-valve C20XE 

Standard Arizona cloth GSi interior

Respray in factory Spectral Blue
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just been through a test, but as an 
MoT examiner I can honestly say that it 
was scary. It was all over the road, and 
wouldn•t go round corners. We went 
straight home and got it up on axle 
stands.Ž From January till May, Ian 
and his mate John undertook a full-on 
restoration, mostly on their backs in 
a single garage. They battled through 
late nights, weekends and enough 
coffee to stock five branches of 
Starbucks. Ian•s wife became a car 
widow for half the year.

Initially they began to strip the Astra 
for a respray, but it soon became clear 
that they would need to dig deeper. 
Removing the rear bumper revealed 
a rotten back panel, complementing 
the extra-lightweight wheelarches. 
•When the ugly rust showed its face, 
we got carried away,Ž says Ian. •The 
easiest thing was to cut it out, so we 
set to with a big saw and chopped off 
the rear wings. I thought, •What am I 
doing? I don•t do bodywork...• Graham 
and Andy in the parts department at 
work located the rear quarters from 
Germany. Everything is still available 
from Opel, so I was confident we•d be 
able to rebuild the car using genuine 
GM stuff for the perfect fit.Ž

Besides the back wings, Ian replaced 
the Astra•s nearside inner wheelarch, 
fuel filler neck, back panel and nearside 
sill, and repaired the offside inner arch. 
He expertly unpicked the old welds 
and used a spot welder for the proper 
factory finish.

Every panel except the roof was 
stripped to bare metal and even that 
soaked up man hours, removing dents 
and ripples. Meanwhile John spent 
days achieving a perfect profile on the 
offside door, which had received such 

We love the shiny underside of Ian•s 

GSi. The sump doesn•t leak either!
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Many people mistake the  late C20XE for a 

later Ecotec engine  due to the black plug cover.
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a rough previous repair that the swage 
lines had almost disappeared. The 
result was so good that they didn•t 
bother fitting the new door they found 
soon afterwards...

Finally ready for a respray, the Astra 
was sent to Ian•s mate Colin for a fresh 
coat of Spectral Blue, swallowing six 
litres of paint and five litres of lacquer. 
•It gives you something to rub at, 
doesn•t it,Ž jokes Ian. •Colin had the 
car for three weeks. His work is always 
perfect, so I was absolutely made up 

with it. The only problem was that we•d 
all managed to miss one dent in the 
new rear quarters. Luckily, a mate does 
paint-free dent removal and he sorted 
it out invisibly.Ž

Ian and John then began to bolt the 
gleaming GSi back together, before 
hitting a major snag. They noticed the 
front crossmember was a nice moist 
nesting place for a million tinworms. 
The only option was to pull out the 
motor and repair the rust. •I hadn•t 
anticipated the rot being this bad. 

GSi HISTORY
You would think that all Astra GSis 
are the same, but in fact there 
were several different MkIIIs with 
this badge and some were better 
than others. 

The first was built from 1991 
to 1993 with the 150 PS (about 
147 bhp) 2-litre XE engine, which 
was internationally revered and 
usually referred to as the •Red Top•. 
It is recognisable by its L-shaped 
spark plug cover on the cam cover, 
15 inch alloys and chunky bodykit. 
The engine number, which is found 
near the dipstick, should start 
with •C20XE•.

From 1994, the GSi•s suspension 
was improved with uprated bushes 
and a quicker steering rack. The 
fabulous C20XE engine remained, 
now with DIS (distributorless 
ignition system, which gives a 
stronger spark) and •Ecotec• written 
on the black L-shaped spark plug 
cover. Most of these cars also had 
puny 5.5x14 inch alloys, but most 
will have been changed by now.

A rare model is the 1993 to 
1994 1.8-litre GSi. They•re quoted 
at 124 bhp but are well known 
for producing in the region of 
140! They lack front foglamps, 
headlight washers, electric mirrors 
and traction control. Under the 
bonnet was a straight, red spark 
plug cover and engine number 
starting with •C18XE•.

The last GSis were built from 
1997 to 1998. They featured 
optional air con, 15 inch rims and 
a 134 bhp X20XEV Ecotec engine, 
with a straight spark plug cover. 
Although not regarded as being 
as good as the original GSi, these 
cars have galvanised bodywork 
and far fewer problems with rust.

“My goal was to make it look like it   
had just left the factory” 

The Astra GSi was one of the most 
sought-after hot hatches of the •90s.

Running gear is all OE spec, 
so it drives very well.

Vauxhall•s styling of the GSi goes down 
as one of their best ever efforts.
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The engine runs sweet and has a 
Coscast head, so I had no plans to 
remove it,Ž Ian admits, •but John said 
no chance; it had to be done right.Ž

While John sprayed the underbonnet 
area in extra-glossy basecoat and 
lacquer, Ian made the C20XE oil tight, 
replacing the sump gasket, rocker 
cover gasket, crank seals and oil cooler. 
He painted the block black, wire 
brushed the head and sump, and 
screwed it all back together with a 
mixture of new and recycled ancillaries, 
hoses and fasteners. •You reuse as 

“It feels really tight and it’s  
 great fun to drive” 

much as you can,Ž he says. •It gets 
too expensive otherwise.Ž

Underneath it received equal 
attention, being completely stripped 
of everything including fuel pipes, 
brake lines, fuel tank and suspension. 
Each piece was carefully inspected 
then discarded and Ian managed to 
salvage and repaint just the springs, 
back axle, rear wheel bearings and 

It•s perfect now, but the 
car hid many rust spots.

Owner Ian Redgrave 
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Superb interior was one of the GSi•s 
biggest strengths, alongside the engine.

ENGINE
1998cc, four-cylinder, 16-valve, 
C20XE, Coscast alloy cylinder head, 
cast iron cylinder block, 10.5:1 
compression ratio.

TRANSMISSION
F18 five-speed manual gearbox, 
front-wheel drive.

SUSPENSION
Independent front suspension with 
MaPherson struts, gas dampers, 
coil springs and anti-roll bar, semi 
independent rear suspension with 
trailing arms, coil springs, telescopic 
gas dampers and anti-roll bar.

BRAKES 
256 mm 16-groove Brake 
Engineering vented front discs, 
16-groove Brake Engineering solid 
rear discs, Goodridge braided hoses.

WHEELS + TYRES
Optional 6.5x15 inch alloy wheels 
with Dunlop SP01 205/50 tyres.

BODY
August 1994 Astra GSi three-door 
hatchback, all new glass, full 
respray in factory Spectral Blue.

INTERIOR
Standard GSi sports interior, 
160 mph speedometer.

SPEC

THANKS
To Midpoint Garage (07740782717, 
www.midpointgarage.co.uk), John 
Roberts, Grasmere Vauxhall, Chris 
at Cheshire Dent Repairs (07977 
445134, www.cheshiredentrepairs.
co.uk), Colin Ravenscroft for 
paintwork, Andrew Berry, Joanne 
and everyone else involved with 
the restoration.

front hubs. The only modifications 
were standard-sized 16-groove Brake 
Engineering discs and Goodridge 
hoses. Even the tyres were replaced 
with 205/50x15 Dunlop SP01s „ the 
nearest available ones to the original 
Dunlop SP2000s.

The entire floorpan was recoated 
with stone chip, then brushed in 
synthetic paint, mixed to match 
Spectral Blue. •I had it up to my 
elbow,Ž Ian recalls. •The brake pipes 

were an absolute bastard. They were 
all new, bent to the exact shapes using 
proper Vauxhall green-coated steel 
pipes and the old ones as templates.Ž

The immaculate underside meant 
any blemish up top was unacceptable. 
All the lights, wipers and badges were 
swapped for new. •You get to the stage 
of no return,Ž he says. •We•d taken the 
windows out for painting, but realised 
the glass was FUBARed. The windscreen 
was full of stone chips and the sides 

looked as if they•d been washed with 
a brick. Only the tailgate was OK, but 
even that had to go. It was all replaced 
with new glass from Vauxhall.Ž

The finishing touches were reserved 
for the cockpit which, although tidy, 
had worn bolsters on the driver•s seat. 
After ringing every Vauxhall breaker 
and buying two spare interiors from 
eBay, Ian gave up the quest and made 
a replacement using a passenger seat 
mated to driver•s tilt mechanism, vinyl 
trim and welded-up base.

•It feels really tight and is great fun 
to drive,Ž says Ian. •It was a long haul, 
but it•s been well worth the effort. At 
the PV show it was unbelievable; it 
drew crowds all day. I must have 
cleaned the windows 20 times. I•ll 
never get rid of this car. Like my Coupe, 
I•d sooner scrap it than let anyone else 
own it. Ideally I•d buy a VXR8, but the 
next project will be a Nova GSi.Ž 

So there•s no sign of Ian•s addiction 
abating. Look out for his next flawless 
restoration in a future Total Vauxhall.

256 mm discs are standard size, 
braided hoses replace standard flexis.

TOTAL VAUXHALL| 93

TOV76.astra_gsi   93 13/9/07   18:37:33


