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Atlas, a Van for all seasons 
by Giancarlo Cavallini 

In everybody’s mind the name “Triumph” is indissolubly related to the nice and mythical British 

two-seaters built for over thirty years by the Coventry brand. In Italy this is even more true thanks 

mainly to the  “La dolce vita” movie, where a young and bright Marcello Mastroianni, masterly 

directed by Federico Fellini, run about Rome driving not an elegant Lancia, not a fast Alfa Romeo 

and not even one of the nice Italian “fuoriserie” so diffused in the period, but a spartan TR3 

unknown to the wide audience, but fascinating almost as the wonderful Anita Ekberg. Somebody 

could now remind me that the Standard Triumph also built sturdy saloons and some elegant 

Coupè, and to this point I would add that Triumph also addressed with success the manufacturing 

of light commercial vans. Since the fifties Standard  looked with great interest to the commercial 

vehicles market, such to propose with a decent commercial success a series of pick-up and vans 

built on the base of the Triumph saloons. 

Encouraged by the good sales and aware that 

this market segment was rising, in the second 

half of the fifties Standard tried a breakthrough 

aiming to conquer a permanent share on that 

market.  

 

 

This was done by designing from scratch a van that was innovative under many respects, but that 

revealed quite a few naiveties, probably due to the lack of experience of the Coventry brand in this 

sector and to a not correct vision by the marketing. The Atlas, this was the name of the van, was 

announced in September 1958 after a long design activity that absorbed significantly the Standard 
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financial resources. The first vans were made available to the sales network only in August of the 

following year; the Atlas was available in the van version at 520 pounds, and the pick-up at 510, 

with carrying capacity between 10 to 12 CWT (500 to 600 kg). The new Standard van was 

therefore in direct competition with the Morris J2, the Ford Thames 400E and the Bedford CA, the 

latest leader in the United Kingdom sales. 

 

Sold with the Triumph badge for question of 

image on certain markets, including the USA, 

the Atlas had a design modern and, under 

many respects, refined and was 

characterized by the fenders covering the 

wheels that, contrary to what one can think, 

were not an obstacle to the steering capacity 

that was on the contrary impressive and 

even better than that of the other 

competitors. 

The bodywork was load-bearing but the engine and gear group was supported by an auxiliary 

frame; this could be easily separated from the body with all the engine allowing for a reduction in 

maintenance time and cost. 

The front wheels were independent with a 

transversal leaf spring, while the rear had a strong 

rigid connection with a 6.66:1 ratio, supported by 

two longitudinal leaf springs. The body shape was 

studied to allow for a load compartment with a 

very regular shape to maximize the available 

volume and provide easy of access. A sliding driver 

door was in option and also, in addition to the rear 

door, lateral doors on one or both sides could be 

ordered as an optional. The idea of the designers 

and of the marketing people was that the smaller 

the engine, the cheaper would be the operation: 

the Atlas was therefore equipped with the small 

948 cc, 35 BHP gasoline engine derived from the 

Standard Ten saloon. 
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This, that should have been one of the strong points of the project, proved to be its bigger 

limitation and problem.  

The high load capacity led the Atlas to be used at her maximum capacity, if not beyond, and as a 

consequence her small engine was used constantly at full revs, leading to high fuel consumption 

and no more than sufficient performances. 
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The cockpit was noisy, and little insulated from the heat of the 

engine that was located between the two seats, while the gear 

lever (four gears, with the upper three synchronized) was in an 

uncomfortable position. After a promising start of the sales, the 

request rapidly slowed down and this just when, in 1960, the 

Standard Triumph was in the middle of a financial crisis. 

  

The Atlas, that absorbed huge economical resources, was now failing to comply with the great 

expectations that were placed on the project. 

History tells how the Standard was due to fall shortly under first the financial control, then the full 

operative control of Leyland, company leader in the van market and that was lacking just a light 

van.  

The Atlas therefore fit perfectly in the Leyland strategies and at the end of the 1960 her engines 

were revised: to the version equipped with the 1147cc engine, now available, was added the 

“Major” type equipped with the 1670 cc engine of the Standard Ensign.  
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In 1963 the “Atlas” name was abandoned and the van was renamed “Standard 15” to underline 

her new load carrying capacity now at 15 cwt (750 kg); a few months later, in 1963, the Standard 

brand was abandoned and the Atlas was renamed: “Leyland 15” and “Leyland 20” became the 

new names of this interesting vehicle that, once overcome some youth defect, was now becoming 

very valid and competitive.  

 

The “Leyland 20” type, with a load of 20 cwt (1000 kg) and 

increased wheel base, was now equipped with the 2138 cc, four 

cylinders TR4 engine; not only that, a version with a 2260 cc, 60 

BHP diesel engine, the same already adopted for the Vanguard 

and the tractors built by Standard for Ferguson, was available as 

well.  

These new engines revitalized the interest for the Atlas: the 

sales increased making the Atlas to become, in a short time, an 

integral part of the landscape of many British towns.  
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The Atlas became also a valid 

base for transformations, 

usually work of small industrial 

bodyshops. Among these, the 

most successful versions made 

the Atlas become a camper, an 

ambulance, a minibus and also 

a small semi-trail. 
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With the fusion between Leyland and BMC in 1968 

the production of the Atlas was stopped; the Atlas 

was infact overlapping with the new Morris JU250 

van, launched in 1967 and rightly considered much 

more modern and competitive. 

 
  

As happened in other similar cases, the production lines were transferred to India where the 

production of the Atlas was restarted in 1970 to come to a definitive end in 1980. 
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It is easy to figure that few examples have survived because, as was for many other commercial 

vehicles, also the Atlases were subject to a hard working life. If the vans are rare, even rarer are 

the pick-up and minibus type, while less difficult to find are the ones modified in camper. The 

result of this are values that, for vehicles perfectly restored and efficient, are very high.  
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THE CAPETOWN TO TANGIER RAID  

The Atlas was used as a support vehicle during the raid from Capetown to Tangier organized in 

1958 for the launch of the Herald. During this crossing of Africa the Atlas behave more than 

admirably coping with any type of roads including the crossing of the Algerian desert. This 

adventure is told in the book “Turn Left for Tangier”, published by Standard Triumph in 1960. 
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MODELS 

A model of the Atlas in 1:43 scale was 

produced by Dinky with catalogue number 

295, in the versions minibus and ambulance. 
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ATLAS AND ATLAS MAJOR BROCHURES 
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