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With modern ears around, many see the Ambassador as a quaint relic of bygone
days. But BBC’s Top Gear says it is the best cab in the world, and Hindustan
Motors, its maker, plans to keep the legend alive, says Probal Basak

L hasn'l even been a week since

Meeraj Kohll jolned Hindustan

Motors as general manager. *A Jot

of work 15 still being done manual-

Iy here, unlike inother car plants,”
hie says, at the facility In Uttarpaza, where
the Ambassador — the oldest face of the
Indian automobile Industry — is being
manufactured since 1948,

Kohli, who was earlier posted in
Gurgaon with General Motors, s not used
to such an aged car plant, So, he is natu-
rally surprised, lile evervone else, that the
Ambassador has & new status as the best
taxi in the world,

The Amby, with its vintage Morris
Oxford looks, took on everything thrown
aLitin & face-off organised by popular
auto show Top Gear, aired on BBC, It
emerged winner over big names such as
the German E-Class Mercedes Beng,
Mexiean Volkswagen Beetle, Russian
stretch limousing and the famous London
black cab.

And vet, when you step Into the facto-
ry at Uttarpard in Kolkata, you would hard-
Iy think of it as the birthplace of the world's
hardiest people carrier. The number of

units sold by the CK Blrla company had
slid t0 3,390 last year, from around 18,000
prior to the entry of the mitltinationals
in 1995, !

Yol the Amby's legend endures —
especially on the streets. The taxi segment
on average constitutes half of the total
Ambassador sales, and Kolkata's vellow
cabs acoount for about 75 per cent of total
Ambassador taxis in the country,

"The thickness of the steel sheet used
to make the body of the car Is the best in
the industry, It is the safest car for cab
dirivers,” says Uttam Bose, managing direc-
tor, Hindustan Motors. The current miod-
gl of Ambassador taxi was deslgned in
1976, "Ever since thers has been no coni-
promisa on the quality front.” adds Bose,

Sarbal Kumar Singh, a taxi driver in
Kolkata, bears Bose out. “No car can be as
hardy as the Ambassador, Almost every -
tle part, Including the bumpers or radiator
covet, IS imade of steel. Maintenance cost
is very low. You do not have to frequent a
service centre —any garage in your local-
ity will come to your help," says Singh,

When asked why the Ambassader is
his first cholce as taxi, apother cab driver,
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Giriraj, says, "It has space for a lot of lug-
gage. Also it has alongshell-life if proper-

| Iy maintained. You cannot run a taxi in the

city once it is 15 vears old. But there 15 no
strict restriction In nital areas, My father
sold a 15-year-old ambassador for ¥60,000
in Medinipur.”

Awhite whiskered Jagat Singh Lubana,

. who cannot say exactly how old he is,

excepl that he 1580 plus", has been driv-
ing taxis in Delhi since 1969, Por over four
decades, his vehicla has been an Amby,
“Even when other cars came {nto the caxi
industry, I kept to the Ambassador” says
the old man. Ask him why and he says it
because he himself feels safe n ir, "Also,”
he adds, "passengers still tell me that they
like the Ambassador
more than other taxis,
like the HEeeco, for s
ample space and the
fecling of safety it
Eives”

The story |s not alla
falrytale though. The
ailing Hindustan
Motors is now strug-
gling even to meet the
demands of the taxi loyalists due to tech-
nology constralnts, While the BS-IV emis-
sion norms have beéen made mandatory in
13 major Indian cities since April 2010,
HM still rolls out BS-11T diesel cars and,
therefore, has not been able to sell the

taxis, like the
Eeco, for its

the feeling of

. Ambassador inthese cities for three years.

The West Bengal government allowed it to
sell the BS-IIT diesel taxis in Kolkata until
May this year. It's now a couple of months
since that grace perfod got over. No won-
der, the current year has seena dismal 709
selling between April
and June,

Still, Bose puts up & brave front,
"Things will be sorted when we take the
BE-IV taxis to the market next month,™ e

| says, Hindustan Motors has now recelved

the much-awalted Automotive Research
Aszociation of India (ARAI certification
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"Passengers tell
ma that they like
thie Ambassador
maore than other

ample space and

safety it gives™

[or its newly launched BS-IV diesel engine.
‘ Besides, It has an ambitlous plan tolaunch
a new-age hatch-back version of the
feonie car next year,
' The crown of "the best taxi in the
‘ world" was no doubt a'pleasant surprise
| [or the company. "We came to know of it
only after the announcement wis made by
Top Gear on BBC, OF course, it
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! The first ad campaign for the Ambassador
by Hindustan Motors
will be part of our future marketing cam-
palgn,” says Bose, Already, I you open the
‘ Hindustan Motors website, you will be
greeted with a banner that gushes about
the newlywon title,

So, despite all odds, the likes of Neeraj
Eohll ean take solace in the fact that their
company has a product that UK-based
motor museum  Beaulieu famously
describes as "India’s virtually indestructl-

‘ ble Hindustan Ambassador”. It's only
a question now of rranslating that
Into sales,




