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A Brief History of Porsche


Ferdinand Porsche


The story of Porsche began with a remarkable man – Ferdinand Porsche, who was born on 3rd September 1875 in Maffersdorf, which is now part of the Czech Republic. Despite not excelling at school, the young Ferdinand was fascinated by all things mechanical and electrical, and even produced a generator for his family’s home, much to his father’s chagrin. Mr Porsche senior wanted his son to follow in his own footsteps and work for the family metal-working business, but Ferdinand had greater ambitions and got himself a job in Vienna, at a company called Bela Egger. He began as a labourer, but soon worked his way up to a management position.


During his four years in Vienna, the young Porsche was desperate to further his education, but lacked sufficient funds to pay for college, so he sneaked into classes at the Technical University to learn whatever he could about engineering and electrics. He also met his future wife, Aloisia, who worked in the same office as Ferdinand.


Porsche’s enthusiasm for the exciting new science of electricity soon brought him to the attention of Jacob Lohner, a Vienna coachbuilder who believed electric cars were the future. Lohner took on Ferdinand as an engineer and test-driver and set him to work developing an electric-powered car.
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Vienna University, 1900





Two years later, the first Porsche-designed vehicle was displayed at the Paris Exposition of 1900, where it created quite a stir. The 25-year-old had come up with a unique design whereby individual electric motors drove the front wheels, thereby eliminating the need for any form of traditional drivetrain, thus saving weight and making the car more efficient. Unfortunately, this weight saving was lost by the need for big and heavy batteries and so the car’s performance and range were limited.


Nonetheless, Ferdinand was encouraged by the positive feedback his creation received, and he went on to develop the concept further. Later Lohner-Porsches, as they became known, were developed for racing and so became lighter and faster. Porsche even experimented with four-wheel-drive by fitting a motor to each wheel. There was also a hybrid version that used a gas power to generate electricity for the motors. Today, it’s astonishing just how ahead of their time Ferdinand’s concepts were – front-wheel-drive, four-wheel-drive, electric power, hybrid power were all unheard of in the early 20th century and, indeed, car manufacturers are still struggling to adopt some of the ideas one hundred years on.


The Lohner-Porsches may not have been a commercial success, but they helped Ferdinand Porsche to gain a reputation as a talented engineer and, in 1905, he became a Technical Director at Austro-Daimler, a branch of the German Daimler company and the largest car maker in Austria. Here, the 31-year-old developed more conventional cars, although he also designed a streamlined machine to compete in the Prince Henry Trials, a speed and reliability content that was hotly contested throughout Europe. Porsche dismissed the massive 20-litre engines of his competitors and opted instead for a 5.4-litre four-cylinder engine that produced 95bhp. In a lightweight bodyshell, this propelled the car to 90mph and ensured victory in the top three places for Austro-Daimler.
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Ferdinand Porsche Senior (2nd from right)





Significantly, during these early years Ferdinand worked on other pet projects, including a four-cylinder, horizontally opposed aircraft engine, that bore similarities with the Volkswagen engine that would follow.


During the First World War, Ferdinand Porsche continued to work for Austro-Daimler, which by this time had taken control of the armament company, Skoda. Porsche developed electric-powered trailers for transporting massive 26-ton cannons over difficult terrain. In 1916 he was awarded an honorary doctorate by the Vienna Technical University – the very establishment he’d sneaked into as a teenager.


After the war ended, Porsche became Managing Director of Austro-Daimler and was faced with the formidable task of rebuilding the company. The local economy was in a bad way and Ferdinand believed that the large cars that his factory used to build were no longer viable, and small, efficient cars were required. However, he was unable to persuade his board that this was the way to travel. Instead, he became involved in the design of a lightweight racing car called the Sascha. This had a tiny four-cylinder 1100cc engine and won its class at the 1922 Targa Floria road race.


Frustrated with Austro-Daimler, Porsche resigned in 1922 and moved to Stuttgart in Germany, where he became Chief Designer at Daimler, taking over from Paul Daimler, the founder’s son. Here Ferdinand was involved in the design and development of racing cars, in particular the small 2.0-litre supercharged machines which he made reliable and successful; one won the 1924 Targa Florio.


In 1926 Daimler merged with Mercedes and Porsche found himself involved in quite different cars, namely the large Mercedes-Benz K and S series saloons. Fitted with Porsche-designed six-cylinder, supercharged engines, these powerful beasts had some success in racing guise, but were a long way from the affordable car that Ferdinand had long dreamt of. In 1928 he resigned from Daimler Benz after his proposals for an affordable Daimler were turned down.
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Ferdinand Porsche at the wheel of an Austro-Daimler Tulpenwagen
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Ferdinand behind the wheel of one of his creations





Porsche and his family then returned to Austria where he worked for a year at Steyr. Here he developed a 2.0-litre, six-cylinder car with independent suspension, and a larger 5.3-litre eight-cylinder version. Both cars were favourably received but in 1929 the company ran into financial difficulties and was taken over by Austro-Daimler. Not wanting to work for that firm again, Porsche resigned and, at the age of 55, was unemployed.


Dr. Ing. H.c. F. Porsche GmbH


Despite receiving offers of work from Skoda and General Motors, Ferdinand Porsche decided it was time to set up his own business – he’d had enough of the bureaucracy of large companies. He returned to Stuttgart in 1930 and called his new design consultancy Dr. Ing. H.c. F. Porsche GmbH, Konstruktionsbüro für Motoren Fahreug, Luftfahrzueg, und Wasserfahrzeugbau – designers of motors, automobiles, aeroplanes and ships. An impressive list!


Ferdinand took on a staff of talented engineers, including his 21-year-old son (also called Ferdinand, but known as Ferry) who had inherited his father’s skills as an engineer and designer. Porsche Junior had taken an interest in cars from an early age, and spent all his spare time at his father’s place of work, asking probing questions of the staff. Also employed was Dr Anton Piëch, Ferdinand Porsche’s son-in-law.


The fledgling company’s first commission was to design a small saloon car for the Wanderer company. This was significant because it marked the start of Porsche’s sequential numbering system for its projects – Ferdinand felt it prudent to start with the number seven, so as not to make it obvious the company was new. This was followed by Project 8, a larger, eight-cylinder car for Wanderer. Sadly, the Wanderer company was taken over by Auto Union and the project was scrapped, although Ferdinand Porsche used the streamlined prototype as his personal transport for the next four years.


Business was then slack, so Ferdinand used the time to progress his plans for a small, affordable car – something his staff did at first not share his enthusiasm for. Then Zündapp, a motorcycle manufacturer, asked Porsche to design a Volksauto – people’s car. This streamlined car became Project 12 and featured a rear-mounted five-cylinder, water-cooled radial engine. Unfortunately, Zündapp cancelled the commission partway through. However, soon after, NSU asked Porsche to design something similar. This was called Type 32 and had an air-cooled, rear-mounted engine and revolutionary torsion-bar suspension. Again, though the project was cancelled.


In 1932, Ferdinand Porsche was approached by the Russian Government and asked to become their State Designer. However, he felt that, at the age of 60, he was too old to move to a foreign country where he didn’t know the language and, beside, the Russians were not interested in his ‘peoples’ car’.
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Ferdinand Porsche Snr (right), with his son ‘Ferry’ looking on, 1955





Business was tough for Porsche’s company until 1933 when Adolf Hitler announced that cars and motorcycles would no longer be taxed and that a new network of autobahns would be built across Germany. What’s more, the government would sponsor the building of Grand Prix cars to help promote German superiority. Ferdinand Porsche got the 500,000 Mark contract to develop these racing cars, in conjunction with Auto Union. The resulting Auto Union P-Wagon was way ahead of its time with a mid-mounted V16 engine and streamlined body. The car was a success but Hitler also called for a ‘volks wagen’ (peoples’ car) that could be sold for under 1000 Marks. At this low price, the car manufacturers said it couldn’t be done, but Ferdinand Porsche met with Hitler to discuss the proposal, and was asked to come up with a prototype.


Luckily, Porsche could draw on the work he’d done for Zündapp and NSU, and so it wasn’t difficult to build three prototypes of Type 60 in 1936. With its horizontally opposed flat-four engine mounted at the rear and distinctive streamlined bodywork, this was approved by the government and a further 30 prototypes were built by Daimler-Benz in 1937. These VW30 cars were tested over more than a million miles by German troops and the following year, work started on a new factory near Wolfsburg in Saxony. The plan was that people would collect saving stamps to buy the 990 Mark car. However, the Second World War put paid to this idea, and the factory was used to produce military vehiclesfrom 1940.


Ferdinand Porsche were drawn into the war effort and spent much of his time at Wolfsburg designing tanks and a military version of the Volkswagen called the Kübelwagen or bucket car. However, he still found time to indulge his own ideas, including the Type 60K10 sports car that he’d built in 1939. Based on Volkswagen underpinnings, this streamlined car hinted at the shape of Porsches to be.


When the war ended, the Wolfsburg factory was taken over by allied troops and Ferdinand Porsche and his colleague Anton Piëch were imprisoned in France, charged with being war criminals. After 20 months’ incarceration, they were released in 1947, after the Porsche family paid a bail of 500,000 Francs for each of the men – money that Ferry Porsche had earned by designing the Type 360 Cisitalia racing car.
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Hitler seems amused that the engine is in back, as Ferdinand Snr demonstrates





The First Porsche


Ferry had also been dabbling with a news sports car that used modified Volkswagen parts clothed in a sleek bodyshell. His father liked what he saw and Project 356 was progressed. Working in an old wooden sawmill in the Austrian town of Gmünd, a small team struggled with poor parts supply to produce 356/001 – the first ever Porsche-proper. Mechanically, this was near-identical to a Volkswagen, with torsion-bar suspension, drum brakes and a 1131cc flat-four, water-cooled engine that produced 40bhp. However, the big difference was that the engine was mid-mounted in front of the transaxle, to give better weight distribution. There was a lightweight tubular spaceframe chassis, too, and on this was mounted a smooth and elegant open-top bodyshell.


The team then made a decision that would have an impact on the designs of future Porsches – they decided to scrap the mid-engined layout because it took up too much interior space and, instead, mount the engine at the rear, like a Volkswagen. At the same time, the expensive spaceframe chassis was scrapped in favour of a Volkswagen-like welded steel box-section design. A second prototype, 356/002, was built, using hand-formed aluminium and steel body panels and, this time, a close coupe roof. The engine was still the same Volkswagen unit, uprated to give 40bhp, but in the streamlined body it gave a top speed of 88mph, while returning 30mpg.


This prototype generated a lot of interest and Porsche soon received its first order; a Swiss dealer asked for four cars. Between 1948 and 1951, Porsche hand-built 50 356s – all slightly different – at the Gmünd workshop, with coachbuilder Beutler making a further five Cabriolets with a slightly different body shape.
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356 displayed at the 36th International Motor Exhibition, 1951





The new Porsche car was a success and it was clear that the cottage industry style of production would have to change to meet demand. A decision was made to relocate to Stuttgart in Germany, where Porsche’s old facility had become available again. At the same time, the 356 was ‘productionised’. It looked the same, but now had an all-steel body, instead of part-aluminium. This was done to save money and because steel was easier to form and to weld. The car was also give a slightly higher roof and bonnet, and more curved sides, to increase interior space.


The engine remained Volkswagen-based but Porsche developed it to produce more power and mated it to a Getrag gearbox with synchromesh on all four forward gears. Between 1950 and 1955, Porsche sold no less than 10,000 of this first production 356 – which is now known as the ‘Pre A’. Many of the cars were exported to the USA, from 1950, while the UK received right-hand-drive examples from 1951.
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356 Speedster, 1955





The 356 continued to evolve over the years until the early 1960s, when it was superseded by the larger and more powerful 911. It was fitted with larger and more powerful engines, the body shape evolved and there were various special versions. The most famous being the Speedsters, which featured chopped-down windscreens and a low hood to give an ultra-sleek look.


During its lifetime the 356 confirmed Porsche’s position as a manufacturer of performance cars. Sadly, though, Ferdinand Porsche Senior died in January 1951 before the car really took off, and so he never really saw his dream realised.


A Legend is Born


By the early 1960s the 356 was beginning to show its age, and Ferry Porsche was keen to develop a successor. He got his son, Ferdinand Alexander Porsche – commonly known as ‘Butzi’ – to style the new sports car. The brief was simple – the car had to be better than the 356 in every way, and be more of a GT tourer than its somewhat basic predecessor. The design Butzi came up with was labelled Type 7 and this was to form the basis of what was to become the 911.


A new engine was developed which, while retaining the air-cooled flat-six design, now had six cylinders and was made from aluminium to reduce weight (it still hung over the rear of the car and so keeping the weight down helped handling). This was a technologically advanced unit with a dry sump, overhead camshafts, 1991cc capacity and six Solex carburettors. With an output of 130bhp the new engine put the 911 in a different category to the four-cylinder 356. Going through a new five-speed gearbox, the power meant the 911 could reach 60mph in just 8.5 seconds and reach a top speed of 131mph – impressive figures, indeed, for the early 1960s.
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356 Convertible, 1963





The new body was larger and sleeker than that of the 356, with room in the back for two children. Below it, the space-saving torsion-bar suspension remained, but at the front was a new MacPherson strut layout which, nonetheless, left room for a good-sized luggage compartment. The rear suspension consisted of semi-trailing arms, while brakes were discs all round.
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