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• Originally cars were wired for negative earth, then it changed to positive earth, 
then back to negative earth at various times. The reasoning behind these 
changes can be found here.  

• You have to be particularly careful with the MGB and maybe others of the same 
era as from inception to some point in 1967 the battery was wired for positive 
earth, but after that the negative terminal was connected to the body - 
negative earth or ground, which is probably how all modern cars are connected. 
However since leaving the factory some owners will have changed early cars 
from positive earth to negative earth for various reasons such as conversion 
from dynamo to alternator and for modern electronic accessories which can 
only be used with negative earth.  

• So if you are new to a particular car the first thing to establish is just what 
polarity it is, and that any labelling on the car and cable colouring at the battery 
reflects that. Note that the convention is that red cables or terminal covers 
indicate positive and black indicates negative. But usually on the MGB black are 
used for both and there are no terminal covers, which is why you need to be 
careful.  
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• Note also that, regardless of polarity, power always comes from the live or 12 
volt terminal of the battery, through wiring to components, and from 
components via the earth return back to the battery. In most cases the switch 
will be in the live wire between battery and component, but in a few cases it 
can be between the component and the earth return (e.g. early MGB wipers 
and most MGB horns).  

• Even more important is that if any stranger is to work on your car, and 
particularly if they are to use jump cables or a jump pack on your car, not only 
do they need to know the polarity of your car, but you also need to watch them 
like a hawk to ensure they connect them correctly. Incorrect connection can 
cause serious damage to wiring and components.  

• Also it is very important when you are going to work on battery connections, to 
always disconnect the earth terminal first, and reconnect it last. This is 
regardless of whether the battery is connected positive earth or negative earth. 
Ignore any instruction to remove the negative terminal first, only ever the earth 
terminal, and that is regardless of polarity. The reasoning behind this is 
explained in the detailed technical section on batteries.  
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