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The author drives a 981 Boxster S at Bilster Berg circuit, northern Germany. ANTONY FRASER
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INTRODUCTION
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Take it to the bridge: Boxster boot and badge with Menai Bridge and Snowdonia backdrop. ANTONY FRASER





CHANGING THE GUARD: THE BOXSTER
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As well as the Boxster and 996/997, Harm Lagaaij also designed the Carrera GT. HARM LAGAAIJ





Inspired by curvaceous Porsche sports racing cars of the mid-1950s – principally the 550 Spyder, 718 RSK and RS61 – the Boxster was designed by American Grant Larson, under the direction of Netherlands-born Harm Lagaaij. The Boxster name was derived from ‘boxer’, referring to its horizontally opposed flat-six ‘boxer’ engine, and ‘roadster’, implying a two-seater sports car with demountable roof. The aim was to attract a younger customer base, as well as to steer the company in a completely new direction, with design and construction linked to the incoming 996 (911) model. It featured the same headlights and front lid, as well as similar water-cooled six-cylinder engines, mounted amidships in the case of the Boxster. The chassis tub and panelling were made of galvanized steel enhanced by a sophisticated paint process and incorporating state-of-the-art crash protection. With its automatic, electrically operated soft top and high-backed seats with built-in rollover protection, the Boxster also provided reasonable luggage space up front and behind the engine.


Without the benefit of hindsight, in the early 1990s it would have been difficult to imagine where a mid-engined, water-cooled roadster might have taken a manufacturer so dependent upon a rear-engined, air-cooled coupé. How did they get to launch the car in the first place? Back in the early 1990s, Porsche needed to come up with something pretty inventive to dig itself out of the financial quagmire in which it was floundering. For years the company had muddled along happily enough, turning a decent profit by building some of the world’s most desirable and iconic sports and racing cars. However, by 1992, it was in trouble. The rear-engined and still resolutely air-cooled 911 had in twenty-seven years established itself as a quirky but somehow breathtakingly competent sports car. It had survived a well-intentioned but misguided plan in the early 1980s to ditch it in favour of the V8-engined 928. It had even survived, its reputation more or less intact, being adopted as the yuppies’ weapon of choice during the latter part of that ‘loads-a-money’ decade.
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The 718 RS 60 was a supreme hillclimb car, with Heini Walter winning the European Championship in 1960 and 1961.







[image: image]


Silver dream machines: Tipler’s 986 Boxster 550 Spyder 50th Anniversary and 996 C2 in north Norfolk. JOHNNY TIPLER





Despite all this, the positives in the credit column were far outweighed by some depressing statistics on the debit side. Like the fact that the newly launched 968, great car though it may have been, was a reworked 924, itself a VW design dating from the early 1970s. Like the fact that the 928 – another mid-1970s creation – was only marginally less long in the tooth. And like the fact that, even though the 964-model 911 Carrera of the time was selling reasonably well, it cost a fortune to build. Porsche’s solution was bold and far-reaching: get rid of the old guard and bring in some young blood in the form of an energetic new CEO, 39-year-old Dr Wendelin Wiedeking. Wiedeking’s own plan was no less dramatic: phase out the cars that no one wanted to buy because they were too old-fashioned, and replace them with ones they would – even if they did not realize it at the time – and enlist the help of the Japanese, masters of production engineering and just-in-time logistics, to slash assembly costs.
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1961 718 RS K flat-eight on display at Rennsport Reunion 2015, Laguna Seca, with Porsche 910, 917, 908 and 935 beyond. A heck of a heritage from which to draw your inspiration when designing a car! JOSH SADLER





The changes could not happen overnight; even in the most profitable car companies, such developments take years rather than weeks or months. But by the end of 1993 the 964-model Carrera would evolve into the 993, one of the most charismatic and effective (and above all necessary) end-of-life facelifts the motor industry has ever witnessed. By 1995, both the 968 and the 928 would be history and there would eventually be a whole range of exciting new models to replace them: a 911 for the twenty-first century – still rear-engined, but, crucially and controversially, watercooled; a sports utility vehicle, or SUV; and, in 2009, a fourdoor sports saloon. But first, no less crucially, there would be the Boxster, which, in order to save cash, would share body and mechanical components with the forthcoming new 911.
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Porsche 718 RS K heads a knot of 1950s sports-racers, including Lola, Lotus Eleven, Ferrari Testa Rossa and RS 60, through the Goodwood Chicane during the Revival. JOHNNY TIPLER
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Porsche’s chief test driver and former World Rally Champion Walter Röhrl canes the flat-8 718 RS K through the streets of Grobming during a demo at the 2012 Ennstal Classic Rally. The 718’s rear-threequarter aspect was inspirational three decades later in the styling of the Boxster series. JOHNNY TIPLER
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A 2002 Boxster 986 amongst the Pfalz vineyards, western Germany.





The idea of a mid-priced sports car was not merely a shot in the dark for Porsche. There were plenty of precedents in the company’s history to suggest such a car was a sound business prospect. Production records showed that there was always a place for a second model family alongside the ubiquitous 911. The first production examples of the Type 986 (Porsche’s internal project number for the car) hit the streets in Germany in late 1996, and by spring 1997 it was available in the UK.


Ten years later, the Boxster was still selling as strongly as ever. Upgrades for 2000 and 2003, and major revisions (and new type numbers 987 and 981) for 2005 and 2012, kept the appeal sharp, while doing nothing to spoil a proven formula. Today, the Boxster is as instantly recognizable a part of the Porsche line-up as its elder brother.


The Boxster has always shared a number of components with, first, the 996-model 911 Carrera and, more recently, the 997. Indeed, it is said that parts ‘commonality’ between the 986 and the 996 ran as high as 36 per cent. Naturally, this made (and still makes) the Boxster cheaper to build, enabling Porsche to offer it as an ‘entry-level’ model. Gradually, though, the two ranges have assumed their own identities, and it is no longer quite so easy to mistake a 911 Carrera Cabriolet for the less expensive roadster.


The major differences between the Boxster and the 911 lie in their layout aft of the windscreen. The former, with its engine mounted longitudinally in the middle of the car, ahead of the transmission, is an open-topped two-seater (although an excellent removable hard top has been available right from the start). The latter, with power unit and gearbox reversed in the chassis, has two occasional rear seats and, although Targa and full Cabriolet versions are available, was designed primarily as a fixed-head coupé. This inevitably prompted a heated debate about potential differences in build quality and residual values, but in the longer term such concerns have proved to be groundless, and no one within the industry today seems concerned about a given car’s origin. In fact, the vast majority of 987 models were built in Finland, with only a small number at Zuffenhausen. The easy way to spot an Uusikaupunki-built car is by the letter ‘IT’ for the eleventh character in the Vehicle Identification Number, or VIN, rather than an ‘S’ for Stuttgart.
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The Boxster in maturity: a 981 in its element on twisty Anglesey roads, driven by Steve Bernett. ANTONY FRASER
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Agent orange: Boxster 981 S beside mews garages. JOHNNY TIPLER





No less a subject for debate has been the Boxster’s folding roof. No one has ever seriously questioned its ingenuity or efficiency – it can be opened or closed in around twelve seconds, and, in 987 models, with the car travelling at up to 30mph – but it took five years, until the September 2002 launch of the 2003-model cars, before the original plastic rear window – which was prone to creasing and splitting – was replaced by a proper glass pane. Then there’s the thorny subject of performance – or, in some cases, its alleged absence. Even with 204bhp the 2.5-litre cars could both feel a little lacklustre and sometimes sound more Zanussi than Zuffenhausen, especially with the Tiptronic ‘S’ automatic transmission. Things did improve with first the 2.7- and then the 3.2-litre ‘S’ model – still, a driver does not have to feel cheated if his or her budget will not stretch beyond a 2.5 or an early 2.7.


What a difference a decade makes. In the spring of 1996, Porsche was marketing essentially just one car – the 993- model 911 Carrera. It could be had with two- or four-wheel drive, with manual or Tiptronic automatic transmission, with a coupé, a glass-roofed Targa or a fully convertible body, and with either a normally aspirated or twin-turbocharged engine – but that was it. No Cayenne. No 996. No Carrera GT. Not even the 968 or the long-running 928, both of which had finally ceased production during 1995. And there was no Boxster, although everyone knew by that stage that it was coming. Car manufacturers are understandably coy – if not obsessively secretive – about the precise appearance and specification of forthcoming models, but one this important was bound to be the subject of intense speculation in the motoring and even general-interest press. With the production Boxster’s public launch planned for the prestigious Paris Motor Show in early October, Porsche would certainly not have wanted it any other way. As it turned out, those in the know had a fairly accurate idea of what the Boxster would look like and, unusually, what it would be called. As early as January 1993, Porsche had displayed at the Detroit Motor Show a ‘design study’ for a diminutive, mid-engined, two-seat roadster. While some of the more exuberant styling features were bound to have been little more than experiments – or perhaps quite deliberate false trails – the production version remained surprisingly close to that original concept. The only real difference between them turned out to be in terms of overall length.
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Overhead view: 1959 Type 718 RS K Spyder at the Porsche Werk 1 factory building, Zuffenhausen.
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Yellow peril: 2014 981 Boxster S at Bilster Berg circuit, north Germany. ANTONY FRASER





What no one could possibly have known then, of course, was how remarkably successful the Boxster would turn out to be. Nobody could have predicted with any accuracy what it would become: not only one of the major factors in Porsche’s dramatic and complete economic recovery from the financial gloom of the early 1990s, but also a car that has come to define an entire generation. It is a car by which an increasing number of wannabe competitors are now inevitably judged. Few of them, with the possible exception of the Mercedes-Benz SLK roadster, have come even close. Porsche itself tentatively suggested that it might sell 12,000 Boxsters during the first year; in fact, nearly 16,000 had left the Zuffenhausen production line by the end of July 1997. Indeed, such was the demand for the car that in the autumn of 1997 the company signed an agreement with Valmet Automotive for assembly in Finland. During 2004 Valmet, like Zuffenhausen, smoothly switched from 986 production to 987s, and since then has put together getting on for 20,000 of the latter alone.


Sales rose strongly year-on-year thereafter and, although by 2003 demand for a product that was by then nearly seven years old was beginning to flatten out – possibly not helped by the events of 11 September 2001, economic recession in the USA, and the war in Iraq – the original 986-model Boxster continued to do well. It was not considered necessary to replace it until the end of 2004 and even that model – code-numbered 987 – really represented little more than a major facelift. In the first ten years of production, almost 200,000 Boxsters of both model types were built, with a further 20,000-plus being produced in the model year ending in July 2006. Adding to this the production of roughly 160,000 996-model 911 Carreras (with which the Boxster has always shared many of its structural, mechanical and interior components) gives a picture of how complete the turnaround in the company’s fortunes had been, engineered by CEO Dr Wendelin Wiedeking.


NEW MODELS: THE CAYMAN
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A 2011 Cayman R posed outside Zuffenhausen’s Porsche Museum.





Not content with a two-car range, Porsche followed up a number of new models: the Cayenne, the Panamera, the Macan, and of course the Cayman. Launched in September 2005 at the Frankfurt Show for the 2006 model year, the Cayman coupé has its origins in the second- and thirdgeneration Boxster roadster. The name is derived from the eponymous reptile, and Porsche was protective enough of its brand to sue the American footwear maker Crocs, which had assigned the name to one of its styles. In common with the Boxster, most Caymans were assembled in Finland by Valmet Automotive at Uusikaupunki and the rest were assembled in Zuffenhausen. The contract with Valmet Automotive ended in 2012 and Cayman production was due to be outsourced to Magna Steyr in Graz, Austria. However, as Volkswagen assumed control of Porsche AG, production of Caymans and Boxsters after 2012 was transferred to the former Karmann plant in Osnabrück, north Germany.
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High plains drifter: the 981 Cayman S.





A facelifted version of the Porsche Cayman was introduced on 21 February 2009. The standard Cayman engine’s displacement was increased from 2.7 litres to 2.9 litres, producing a 20bhp increase to 265bhp, while the Cayman S gained direct injection and a 25bhp lift to 320bhp. The new engines no longer had the intermediate shaft, the sealed bearing of which was a weak link in pre-2009 engines due to inadequate lubrication. Both Cayman versions maintained a 10bhp power advantage over their Boxster sibling, although in the Porsche model hierarchy the Cayman still lagged some way behind the 997. The Tiptronic ‘S’ automatic gearbox was replaced by the seven-speed PDK dual-clutch transmission for the new model. The PDK outperformed the manual transmission version with a 0–60mph time of 5.1 seconds versus 5.2 seconds for the manual. The PDK with the sport button option lowered the 0–60mph time even further, to 4.9 seconds. A limited-slip differential was now a factory option. Both the Boxster and the Cayman each had their own specific front bumper panel, with, for example, differently designed front indicators: while both used LEDs, the Cayman’s were arranged like the speckled face of a dice, while the Boxster featured a horizontal row of four LEDs.
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Pass of the Cattle: 981 Cayman GTS on the way to Applecross, Wester Ross. ANTONY FRASER





The Cayman R made its world debut at the 2010 Los Angeles Auto Show on 17 November 2010 and became available in 2011. It was based on a 2009 Cayman S and featured the Porsche OEM aero kit, first introduced in 2007 as a factory option, 19-inch lightweight wheels inherited from the Boxster Spyder, lighter aluminium doors from the 997 GT3, lighter fibreglass bucket seats with carbon-fibre backing from the 997 GT2, plus radio, storage compartments, air-conditioning and door handles deleted, and weighed in at 54.8kg less than a Cayman S. The Cayman R also received similar cosmetic changes to the earlier Cayman S Sport, such as decals on the doors, no instrument cover, glossblack mirrors, black model designation emblem on the lid, and black painted wheels. Endowed with the new passive sports suspension, the Cayman R was 10mm lower than a Cayman S equipped with Porsche Active Suspension Management System (PASM), or 20mm lower than one equipped with standard passive suspension. It was powered by a 3.4- litre flat-six Direct Fuel Injection boxer engine producing 330bhp. The standard Cayman R could do 0–60mph in 4.7 seconds, and with the optional seven-speed PDK dual-clutch transmission and the Sport Chrono package, it was capable of 0–60mph in 4.4 seconds. The Cayman R with manual transmission topped out at 175mph and 174mph with PDK.
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Swabian swoop: Johnny Tipler drives Ruf 3800 S in Bavaria. ANTONY FRASER





The second-generation Cayman was unveiled at the 2012 Geneva Motor Show and the production 981 was released as a 2014 model in the spring of 2013. The new car was available as a standard Cayman, with a 2.7-litre engine, or as a Cayman S, with a 3.4-litre engine. Both versions were available with either a six-speed manual or a dual-clutch seven-speed PDK transmission. The 981 Cayman featured a number of upgrades, including a new body, a longer wheelbase, a wider front track, and a redesigned interior that matched the firm’s contemporary 911 models. The new model soon gained acclaim in the motoring press as one of the best-handling sports cars at any price, due to its mid-engine layout and driving dynamics. The Cayman S benefited from the same engine and running gear as Porsche’s latest 3.4-litre version of the 911.
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As good as it gets: a 2015 Cayman GTS in Wester Ross, Scotland, on some of the world’s best driving roads. ANTONY FRASER





The Cayman GTS, based on the current Cayman, was introduced in 2014. It featured a marginally more powerful engine, a new body kit, new 20-inch Carrera S alloys, new Bi-Xenon headlights and new sports exhaust system. The Cayman GTS was longer than the Cayman and the Cayman S by 1.2 inches due to its bumper, and the new passive sport suspension allowed the Cayman GTS to have a 20mm lower ride height in comparison with a car equipped with standard passive suspension, or 10mm lower than one equipped with PASM. The engine produced 340bhp, and could achieve 0 to 100km/h in 4.9 seconds with the manual transmission, 4.7 seconds with PDK and 4.5 seconds with PDK and Sport Plus mode. The latter was activated via the Sports Chrono Package, which became standard. The 1,345kg Cayman GTS with the manual transmission boasted a top speed of 177mph (285km/h) while the 1,375kg Cayman GTS with PDK could reach 175mph (283km/h). The configuration changes made over a standard Cayman S resembled closely what Porsche did to its predecessors through the Cayman S Sport and Cayman R in the 987-generation vehicles.


In 2015, the Cayman GT4 was introduced, based on the Cayman 981C, using a revised and slightly de-tuned version of the 3.8-litre flat-six engine from the 911 (991) Carrera S. Weighing 1,340kg, the GT4 was offered only with a six-speed manual transmission. A vented front bumper improved cooling for the additional radiator, while a lower lip as well as a fixed rear wing provided downforce. Compared to the standard Cayman, it featured a 30mm lower ride height, upgraded brakes from the 991 GT3, a limited-slip differential combined with Porsche Torque Vectoring, and Porsche Active Suspension Management with dampers derived from the 991 GT3. A number of reinforcements were also made throughout the chassis. A Club Sport Package featured a rear half-rollcage, provision for an external ignition cut-off switch, fire extinguisher and six-point racing harness for the driver, compatible with a HANS device. A Sport Chrono Package with unique Track Precision app, specific to the GT4, provided an additional ECU to deliver telemetry data to the driver’s smartphone. Introduced at the March 2015 Geneva Motor Show, the Cayman GT4’s projected lap time around the Nordschleife was 7 minutes 40 seconds – fast by any standards.




CHAPTER ONE


____________________________


ANTECEDENTS
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No mistaking the family resemblance: the 718 RS 60 and the 987 Boxster Spyder.





Porsche had been building mid-engined road-going sports cars long before the Boxster hit the streets. The 550 Spyder was a racing car, sure, but it was also street-legal. It was descended from the 1953 class-winning Le Mans and Carrera Panamericana 550-001/002 coupés, and consisted of a simple ladder-frame chassis with independent torsion bar suspension all round, clad in an open-top aluminium body, made originally by Weinsberg and then by Wendler at Reutlingen. Power came from the 1498cc Type 547 four-cam flatfour, developing 110bhp at 6,200rpm; the much rarer factory small-bore 1098cc version was good for 72bhp at a screaming 7,000rpm. There is no evidence that any 1098cc four-cam engines ever made their way into private hands, but works cars raced in 1954 at the Mille Miglia, Reims 12-Hours, Eifelrennen and Le Mans in the hands of Hans Herrmann, Johnny Claes and Richard von Frankenburg, among others. Several class wins were scored against formidable opposition from Borgward, E.M.W., OSCA and Maserati. The first cars were delivered to private owners towards the end of 1954, and the design altered subtly when chassis number 0016 emerged later in the year: the upright headlights that characterized the preceding run of cars (excepting the original coupés) had been massaged into a more laid-back position and the curvaceous hindquarters smoothed out. Only 137 examples of the 550 Spyder were built.
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Inspecting a road-going 550 Spyder at the 1955 Frankfurt Show with Porsche’s Racing Team Manager Huschke von Hanstein, left.
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Introduced in 1953, the 550 Spyder was Porsche’s principal competition car for five years. This is 550/04, Hans Herrmann’s third-placed car on the 1954 Carrera Panamericana. JOHNNY TIPLER
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Five decades separate these two examples of Porsche’s 718 models, one a state-of-the-art racing car in 1960, the other the latest evolution of the Boxster range, launched in 2015: a neat comparison of how sports cars have expanded in size and stature during that time. PORSCHE ARCHIVE





The 718 RSK, RS60 and RS61 were also deployed in road racing and, although they were state-of-the-art racers in their day, they qualified – just about – as road cars, too. Introduced in 1959, the 718 RS60/61 had evolved from Porsche’s mid-engined two-seater 550 Spyders from the late 1950s, built around a steel tube-frame chassis and clad in curvaceous aluminium bodywork, with torsion-bar front and wishbone rear suspension. The powerplant was the four-cam Carrera 1.6-litre (1588cc) flat-four, with works racers running 1679cc and 1967cc units in 1961 and, in 1963, 1988cc flat-eights. There were twenty-two RS60 Spyders, seventeen RS61 Spyders and three RS61 Le Mans coupés. In the late 1950s Porsche developed a reputation as something of a giant killer, with its small-capacity engines and diminutive chassis toppling the powerful Brits and Italians in the endurance arena.
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Inspiration for the Cayman: the 1953 Porsche 550 Coupé, driven by Jackie Oliver, heads La Carrera Panamericana runners out of the Goodwood Festival of Speed paddock. JOHNNY TIPLER







[image: image]


Ernst Vogel trying hard in his 718 RS K at Rossfeld, 1959.





The purity of the car’s shape is immediately striking: front wheel-arches with a rounded symmetry, headlights behind perspex covers in recessed niches for the first time, a wraparound screen, streamlined headrest and rotund rump, all conspire to produce a sense of purpose. The detailing of the side grilles in the rear three-quarter panels and the rear air vents is a fascinating period touch. Thanks to that elongated nose, the 718 RSK was 8 inches longer than the 550 Spyder, although it was also 3 inches narrower. The 718 RSK’s multi-tubular space frame was clad entirely in aluminium panels and it was tiny, almost dwarfed in profile by the car’s 15-inch wheels and bulbous Dunlop racing tyres. There was an impressive angle of negative camber on those back wheels, thanks to wishbone rear suspension and coil-over dampers instead of the 550’s swing axles. Power unit was the 1498cc four-cam Fuhrmann flat-four, developing 142bhp at 7,500rpm, deployed via transaxle and five-speed gearbox that had synchromesh on second through fifth gears.


The RS60 that followed had an uprated front end, then the RS61 went to wishbone suspension, and by 1961 the wheelbase had grown by 8 inches. In essence, the RSK series gave birth to the better-known Porsche racing cars, the 904, 906, 910, 907, 908 and the 917.


More realistically, in 1969 Volkswagen commissioned Porsche to design and build the mid-engined 914 as a replacement for the Type 34 VW Karmann Ghia. Contemporary linear styling replaced dated curvilinear. The 914 was a great sports car in many respects.
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Rolf Stommelen tackles the Rossfeld-Berchtesgaden mountain climb in the 1967 Porsche 910 Bergspyder.
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European Hillclimb champion Ludovico Scarfiotti in a 910 Spyder on the Rossfeld start line, 1968. A few minutes later Scarfiotti was killed when the car left the track.
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The 2.0-litre Porsche 910 was a dedicated endurance racing car, in use from 1967 to 1970, its curves doubtless inspirational for the Cayman design. Johnny Tipler drives the ex-Bill Bradley 910 at Chobham test track. ANTONY FRASER
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Originally designed for Volkswagen, Porsche took over the 914 and produced it from 1970 to 1975. Here, Johnny Tipler and Sarah Bennett-Baggs practise at Silverstone in a 914 for La Carrera Panamericana. ANTONY FRASER







THE PANAM


I sampled several 914s over the years, first when 911 & Porsche World ran its ‘Your First Porsche’ feature – the 914 could be just that – and then later on a three-day rally at Reims circuit with a northern European 914 contingent. However, the greatest driving experience of my life came when I drove one in La Carrera Panamericana: six days and 2,000 miles up the spine of Mexico. I had covered La Carrera Panamericana as a journo and written a book about it, and as a result my friend Bill Hemmer offered me a drive in the 2011 event aboard one of his Porsche 914/4GTs. He was keen to test my claim in a piece about an ex-works Bjorn Waldegård rally car from 1971 that, ‘like all mid-engined cars, its surefooted togetherness elicits a feeling of confidence. On a dry tarmac rally, this would be one heck of a contender.’


Like the works rally car, our PanAm contender was presented with correct GT-pattern flared wings, but Bill selected a 2.0-litre Volkswagen Type 4 unit, torquey and unburstable, rather than the aurally preferable and more powerful 2.0-litre flat-six of the 914/6. The PanAm is my idea of heaven: a week’s racing, 300 to 400 miles a day, flat-out speed stages on public roads, aided and abetted by a posse of Federal police who do everything in their power to fast-track the drivers’ progress through Mexico.


In October 2011 my co-driver Sarah Bennett-Baggs and I lived the dream. After having the car trucked from Salinas, California, to southern Mexico, and going through scrutineering, we applied the sponsors’ decals and lined up 95th (out of 114 starters) on the Huatulco esplanade. We pushed the car along to save fuel and clutch until it was time to mount up, don Peltor lids and harness ourselves in the fully caged cockpit. I took a run at the dais; our time sheet and transponder were checked, and it was a tensecond countdown to the green flag.
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In 1960 Sir Stirling Moss raced an RS 60, nearly winning the Targa Florio in 1961. He bought himself a sister car in 2013 and drives it here at Silverstone. ANTONY FRASER
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Johnny Tipler and Sarah Bennett-Baggs arrive in Zacatecas at the finish of the 2011 Carrera Panamericana in their 1971 914/4 GT. Like the Boxster and Cayman, its mid-engined chassis made it the ideal racer on the Mexican mountain stages. JARED SINDT





The real buzz was that this was the actual Panamerican Highway from the early 1950s, winding into spectacular mountains up to 7,000ft. Most accidents happen on the first day – on the first stage, even – and, given the unforgiving landscape, they can be big ones. And that was how it turned out. Of the 114 cars that started the race, thirty-four had no times posted at the end of Day 1. We rolled into Oaxaca and, as was the form, the cars headed straight for the central plaza or zocalo and parked up in echelon. The seventeenth-century colonnaded arches surrounding the square housed plenty of appealing bars, but before the cervezas could be ordered we were mobbed by autograph hunters! There was a tremendous feeling of euphoria: we had made it to the end of Day 1 intact. It was exactly the same everywhere the race retinue stopped – there was barely enough space to squeeze the cars through a tunnel of thronging townsfolk.


The speed stages were on wonderful highland backroads, especially gratifying when I could sight the car through a run of bends. Distant volcanoes sometimes triangulated the skyline. Sarah called the numbers according to the severity of the turn – ‘easy left’ meant that I shouldn’t lift, ‘right 1’ was a shallow third-gear bend, ‘left 2’ meant second gear and an apex not far around the corner, and ‘right 3 long’ told me to turn in later and juggle the throttle till the apex and exit became obvious. Her race experience meant she knew exactly when to deliver the instruction so that I could be on the brakes and in the right gear for the turn. She would collect our timing chart from the timekeeper at the beginning of the day and, as we approached each stage control, get it stamped and the transponder read by the two race officials. We became blasé about turning up at exactly the given time to go through the stage, and after we had passed the chequered flag at the end of each stage our time would be written up on the chart and the transponder checked again. Sarah would do the maths to give us our time, and the organizers would come up with the official results.


Our rapid progress was undoubtedly helped by our Michelin Pilot Exaltos, which suited the car admirably and never gave any hint of coming unstuck. Occasionally we would slide, but that was down to dropped oil, melted tarmac, or gravel on the road, and was easily controlled with a flick of opposite lock. The 914’s handling was totally praiseworthy, especially on the event’s pièce de résistance, Mil Cumbres, a twostage speed section high in pine-forested mountains above Morelia. Nowhere was the road system more winding or more intricate – literally a thousand corners flowing from one to another, often banked, with differing apexes, and no two the same. The 914 excelled; often, the corners were so close together that it was not difficult to drive what I could see, but my navigator’s call would give me the confidence to go for it. We overtook a Mercedes and a Falcon and, for a change, nothing passed us. Without doubt, this was the zenith of a week of highlights.
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Inspiration for the Boxster 986: Type 718 RS 60 Spyders at Porsche-Werk 1 in Zuffenhausen, 1960.





Taking all those turns in second and third at between 5,000 and 7,000rpm was fine up to a point, thanks to high-lift cams, but thereafter oil leaks became an issue. At the finish at Zacatecas we were classified 95th – right where we had started out – and, of the 107 cars that were deemed to have finished, there were several regulars in more potent machinery below us. On one stage we were as high as 27th, and for a while we were in the low 60s, until a late finish at Guanajuato tipped us back down the order. The 914 may have been no match for the heavy metal in the desert sections like La Bufa, but it certainly proved its worth on the twisty stages. A Boxster would hold its own in either scenario – and marked a return to the curvaceous styling of the 550 and RSK.







CHAPTER TWO


____________________________


FUTURE-RETRO: INSPIRATION AND REALITY
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Crash test prior to obtaining TüV type approval showing frontal crumple zone and undistorted passenger cockpit.





PROTOTYPE


The company played a trump card in 1993 when it first showed the Boxster, described at the time as a ‘concept’, at the Detroit Motor Show. The prototype took the show by storm. It could not have come at a better time for Porsche, which was struggling to pull itself out the recession of the late 1980s and was in desperate need of something to inject life into its product range. There was no doubt that the Boxster, with its subtle blend of traditional and modern styling, was exactly what the company needed to reinvent itself for the 1990s and beyond.


The prototype was unmistakably a Porsche, blatantly reminiscent of the RS Spyders of the early 1960s, in a style that has since been dubbed ‘future retro’. The shark-like nose had strong hints of the old 911 (and the all-new 996-bodied 911, too), with striking headlamp/indicator clusters and a competition-style fuel filler within the bonnet panel. At the rear, the car’s bodywork swept gently down to the integral bumper, flanked by a pair of stylish lamp clusters. The Boxster’s electrically operated hood was a real showstopper, disappearing neatly into the rear panel in just twelve seconds, but it was the Boxster’s cockpit that created the biggest stir. The blend of leather, aluminium and fake tortoiseshell was nothing less than pure fantasy, while the cockpit air vents, with their highly visible fans, were surely the coolest accessories ever.
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Sheet of sketches for various Cayman and Boxster concepts.
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Rear three-quarter rendering by Steve Murkett for Project Boxster, 1991.





The show car had no engine, and there was much speculation on what would fill the space behind the two seats. Some suggested a 2.0-litre 4-cylinder unit, while others rightly opted for a flat-six. The former predictions might have been fuelled by Porsche’s insistence that the 986 – the factory type number designation – would be an entry-level model to replace the front-engined 968, and would be priced at around £25,000. It would attract a younger buyer into the Porsche fold, and thus revitalize the company’s fortunes. There was no doubt that this was a make-or-break product for Porsche. At the time of the Detroit show, the company was happy to admit that the car was nothing more than a concept, but at the same time pointed out that it had been developed in conjunction with the 996-model 911 Carrera that was due three years hence. This was definitely a taste of things to come.


The interior was all body-hugging curves, with a stylized and rather fussy five-dial instrument panel, a post-modern gearshift and, most memorably, a pair of mesh-covered propellers set into the central tunnel console. Said to have been inspired by the slowly rotating fans that featured in Ridley Scott’s 1982 Blade Runner movie, these were what passed for the heating and ventilation system. Outside, the concept car – which never had a working engine; the panning shot that appeared in Road & Track was taken with the vehicle coasting down a slope – bore a close resemblance to what would become the Boxster proper, but here too there was much that could not possibly ever make it into production. One such feature was the scoop-style air intake/vent set into the sill just below the trailing edge of each door.
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