Is there a flat tappet issue? 
What’s the problem? 
I presume some owners are wearing out the BMC A-Series cam-follower buckets? 
I’ve never had any trouble with them myself, in 103,000 Mk1 Sprite miles. (Another 3000 covered since the speedo. photo taken in May, including 35 this morning, Derby to Fuchs Stoke-on-Trent!) 
     Alas, the 948cc engine died at 35,000mls.after rebuild because the oil pump drive sheared and I didn’t notice the zero oil pressure in time….but the tappets were OK…..pity about everything else! Since 2002 it’s been running with a Mk 2 Midget 1098cc ‘big crank’ engine, mildly tuned to about 60BHP maybe, on a good day. 
 
Here are a few thoughts on reduction of ZDDP and other oily issues which could be relevant, but I hope you’ll understand that 
I am shooting in the dark.
 
1)       It is true that reduced ZDDP (zinc di-alkyl di-thio phosphate) levels have been proposed to improve exhaust catalyst life, because the phosphorus compounds in burnt oil do tend to de-activate the active sites on the catalyst matrix.
2)       Even in 1960 when the A-Series was 8 years old, good quality oil (API SB) would contain some ZDDP of a primitive sort, equivalent to 300-500 parts per million of zinc. Current API SG/SH/SJ oils contain much superior types of ZDDP (it’s all to do with the length and branching of the alkyl side chains) at levels equivalent to 1000-1200ppm zinc. The point is, even the reduced ZDDP oils will still contain 600-800ppm zinc, so they’ll be much better than any 60’s or even 70’s oil. 
3)       ZDDP is not the only anti-wear compound in modern oils. The sulphur in the calcium or magnesium sulphonate-based detergents (present at high levels in modern oils) also has some anti-wear effect, and some oils contain phosphorus-free anti-wear agents such as molybdenum dithio-carbamates. (Nothing to do with MoS2. Don’t even think about it.) Some expensive oils also contain load-carrying synthetic ester lubricants.
4)       The type of polymer used to generate the ‘multigrade’ performance of an oil is also important. There are expensive ‘shear-stable’ types that resist thinning during use, and cheap ones that do not! The way to really reduce wear is to maintain ‘hydrodynamic’ or thick-film lubrication at the tappet/cam contact. This depends on viscosity and rubbing velocity, and is highly desirable from a wear point of view because there in no metal/metal contact. In ‘boundary’ or thin-film lubrication there is contact, and this is where the surface-active anti-wear compounds such as ZDDP and molyDTCs do their stuff. Obviously, a fairly high viscosity shear-stable multigrade is an advantage. There is a test called the ‘High Temperature High Shear Viscosity’ (HTHSV) which is run at 150C in a close-clearance taper bearing rig. It is perfectly possible for a shear-stable 15W/50 for example to be twice the viscosity of a run of the mill 15W/50 in high temperature and high velocity/close clearance situations. A good 20W/50 or 15W/50 will have a HTHSV of 4 to 6 Centi-Poise (cP or mPa.s) units; a poor one could be as low as 2.8. Incidentally, even expensive ‘wide-range’ multigrades such as 0W/40 and 10W/60 tend to have average HTHSVs because they contain a lot of polymer, and more polymer means more sensitivity to shear effects. 
5)       It is all very well for me to say ‘buy a shear-stable oil’ but in some parts of the world, the USA in particular, this is not easy. Standard fill for American cars is 10W/30 or 5W/30 fuel-economy grade which is about as shear stable as Swarfega. This is fine for engines that spend 99% of their life at 5 to 15% of their rated output. An average car only uses about 20 to 25 BHP to move at 55MPH on a level road; maybe 30 to 40BHP if it has idle 4-wheel drive and the aerodynamics of an outside toilet. (Facts which are not popular with macho posers!). For the hard-working small classic engine which needs a UK-type better quality oil, a good choice is a motorcycle grade. Motorcycle engines are small, powerful, high-revving, and have a small oil capacity. Also, most of them have combined engine/gear lubrication, and there’s nothing worse than gear teeth for shearing down a poor quality multigrade. Look for 20W/50, 15W/50 or 10W/50 grades which pass the Japanese ‘JASO MA’ specification. This includes a shear stability test. JASO MA was brought in by the four main Japanese bike makers as a response to problems with low-viscosity ‘fuel economy’ oils, mainly in the USA. 
6)       Our top man in the USA tells me that there is the ‘oil shop ritual’ in the USA, were well-meaning owners take their cars for an oil change about every 3000 miles. The oil used in these places is usually poor quality, reflected in a price of around $8 pre US gallon. I think the justification is that cheap oil every 3000 miles is better than oil costing 4 times as much every 9,000 miles. It isn’t.
7)       When 2 dissimilar metals (even if they’re only slightly dissimilar) are in contact, and some moisture is present, an electrical cell is created. So, given time, a cam in contact with a tappet will, if there is some moisture in the oil film, initiate a region of corrosion. The lessons are obvious: Always run the engine hard enough and long enough to get the oil hot. This drives off water and traces of fuel. Use your car regularly to circulate the oil and renew lubricant films. 3000 miles per year is far less damaging than 300 miles per year. Never start the engine, run it for a couple of minutes, then switch off and leave the poor thing to stand idle for weeks! 
8)       And finally….do not, EVER, ever even think about using snake oil, magic additives, bolt-on charms or whatever that claim to rebuild the engine from the inside, reduce friction to less than zero, and so forth. Over the past 30 years I’ve analysed on average two a year of these useless gadgets and concoctions, and without exception they do nothing….. if you’re lucky, and if you’re not they damage your engine. If they demonstrate anything at all, it is the ignorance of their purveyors and the gullibility of their purchasers. Needless to say, the Internet is awash with them.
 
                                                                        Yours sincerely, 
                                                                                     John Rowland.
