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Higher ground: 9-3 Cabriolet road trip.






FOREWORD

by Kenneth Olausson

Having attended motor shows for more than two decades, I noticed a pattern among the Swedish media personnel: they would go to Volvo for food and drinks, while returning to Saab for news, trade talks, and gossip. They would also be entertained by rally icon Erik Carlsson, known as ‘On the Roof’, who reminisced about his legendary adventures in the 1960s. Sometimes, in detail – which meant bending the truth for the sake of a better story. A favourite: changing the damaged passenger door at the end of the Monte Carlo Rally in the early 1960s before the finish to avoid penalty points – the mechanics forgot to wash the car, but fortunately no one noticed. The Carlsson victory was in the bag…

In an ideal world, Saab should have always outclassed their competitors. But they didn’t. Despite good intentions, the 9-3 family models were not up to standard. True, the Viggen, the Turbos and the 2008 final AWD versions were all solid cars. Saab provided Volvo with a good match, and was superior to the French, Italian and other manufacturers in terms of quality and performance. But they couldn’t match their German rivals.

In 1998, Saab marketing aimed to integrate the 900 model into the 9-series family. The car was reborn as a 9-3 and presented as a new model with modest changes. However, the company needed similar branding for their big-and medium-sized passenger models. So, by producing a brand-new car, in 2002, the all-new second-generation 9-3 was launched. The rookie was an improvement, and the sales race between the two national brands blossomed again. The Swedish media were overwhelmed by the newcomer, stating that the 9-3 broke loose from traditions. The turbo lag was a thing of the past, superseded by harmony and effectiveness. One magazine endorsed it as ‘a 4-WD rocket from the Trollhättan factory, with 280bhp and a limited-slip differential’. Although the Generation 2 had a mainstream design, it was well accepted among brand enthusiasts compared to the old 900 model.
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Greetings from The Ice Hotel from photojournalist Kenneth Olausson.



I was working at the Saab PR department in Nyköping back in 1989 when the first signs of doom were disclosed. Even the company’s own staff could not believe the loss figures, which were stated to be a whopping 1.5 billion SEK at the time. It was unthinkable for people with twenty years’ Saab employment – this fact had to be investigated further (true Swedish manners!). In the same year, the new Saab Automobile company was launched, and half of the company was sold to General Motors. It gave hope for the future, but the results were only mainstream production and cutbacks. The rumble in the jungle of the Saab personality was now lost. The pinnacle of Saab’s essence and quality goes back to the last two decades before the new millennium. When GM took over, Saab was incorporated into the company’s mainstream production concept, meaning that everything had to be cost-effective. GM acquired the remaining shares of Saab Automobile in 2000, but was unable to achieve a turnaround.

Ten years later, GM sold Saab Automobile to the Dutch company Spyker Cars. Business mogul Victor Muller and his associates foresaw a promising future with favourable winds when he would rescue the company, which was in dire straits with significant losses in 2010. Fake news. The last Saab model, introduced in 2008, was one of the best Saab cars ever built. Admittedly, the previous Viggen model had it all, but that was for the true Saab connoisseur. Now, Saab upheld its reputation by offering a family car with ample space. After developing an ideal mid-sized model, Saab made expensive efforts to launch it. In 2008, they began at the Paul Ricard racetrack, giving the international media a good opportunity by hosting them in southern France. But driving in the hot season wasn’t enough. Months later, Saab again invited the press to a hands-on session, this time up in Lapland in the depths of winter. I was present at both events, driving impressive cars each time. I also recall staying at the world-famous Ice Hotel in Jukkasjärvi, built entirely from ice blocks and resplendent with ice sculptures created by artists from around the world. That was 2008, and none of us knew that Saab would be filing for bankruptcy within a few years.

But the Northern Lights were fading. The Saab 9-3 Aero Turbo4 was the last Saab 9-3 model to be produced. After five decades of building a solid engineering reputation and ultimately targeting a luxury price tag, Saab failed to broaden its customer base beyond its niche. The market was not large enough for the Swedish Trolls with their easy-going, Americanised family Saabs.

After struggling to avoid insolvency throughout 2011, the company filed for bankruptcy following the failure of a Chinese consortium to complete a purchase. The purchase had been blocked by the former owner, GM, which opposed transferring technology and production rights to a Chinese company, citing concerns about the transfer. The air of an impending funeral hung over the company. Six months prior to the bankruptcy, losses were estimated at 500 million SEK, which the Dutchman discreetly tucked away. On 19 December 2011, it was all over, and Muller was charged with fraud and a possible jail sentence. After seven years, the legal process ended with an acquittal for Muller in 2018. The Swedish Government did not rescue Saab, as the losses were too substantial. The Minister of Industry, Maud Olofsson, disgracefully voiced negative opinions about Saab producing competitive cars, citing a lack of competence as a reason for not providing government rescue aid. And the unions were not tough enough, merely requesting GM to refinance Saab Automobile. The union voice vainly waited for the Swedish Prime Minister, Fredrik Reinfeldt, to contact US President Barack Obama for help with a turnaround.

The Saab Spirit, though, created by Trolls, endures forever, with all the historic models rolling on and on…




PREFACE

From an outsider’s point of view, the Swedish car-buying mass is broadly divided into two communities: the staid and stolid Volvo buyer and the swashbuckling Saab sportsters. Roundheads and Cavaliers. The 9-3 evidences that claim, especially in its HOT Aero guise, be it Sportwagon, Saloon or Cabriolet. What’s that you say? How about Volvo’s P1800, the Amazon and the 850R – especially in its BTCC format? There you go, it takes the exceptions to prove the rule. To my mind, Saabs have always exemplified suave style and are the glamour-pusses of the two Swedish Titans. I am a long-time admirer of the country and the nation – witness my biography of SuperSwede racing driver Ronnie Peterson, whom I knew when he drove for John Player Team Lotus in the early 1970s while I peddled the JPS message; we launched the Ronnie book at the MarGie Bookshop in Stockholm in 2003. Our Foreword writer, Kenneth Olausson, who was Ronnie’s friend, translated my Peterson book into Swedish. I have enjoyed memorable holidays in Sweden, including cruising around the Stockholm Archipelago, sediment-sample-taking aboard Uppsala University’s sailing trawler Sunbeam, as well as visiting Peterson’s home town Örebro. I’ve stayed at the extraordinary Ice Hotel near Kiruna, walked on the frozen-solid Baltic, and skidded sideways around the Bosch proving ground at Arjeplog (a name that I never learned to pronounce properly), in Lapland.
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North Sea Coffee stop, 9-3 Cabriolet Gen1, Cromer promenade.
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Dependable classic race car: the Volvo 121 Amazon on the Giro di Sicilia, June 2016.



I penned a feature on the Lotus Evora that was under development there at the time, and also wrote up a Lotus Exige drive story in Stockholm. In the 1990s, I accompanied my friend Jan Hedegård in his Piper Navaho on numerous flights from Norwich airport to Sweden; Jan habitually landed his twin-engined plane on fields barely the size of football pitches when lecturing at Sweden’s nuclear power stations, Forsmark, Oskarshamn and Ringhals. To his credit, he even let me take the controls over the North Sea. More to the point, Jan worked at Saab for several years as a management consultant in HR, and we hear from him in that context later in the book. That’s all a roundabout way of saying that I am thrilled to be writing about a Swedish automobile, however much in hock it may have been to its American GM owners in its latter days.
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Originally serving as a launch venue, the open-plan building was later converted into the Saab Museum in Trollhättan.



I have split the book’s content, firstly, into a reprise of the company history in order to place the 9-3 in context. This is followed by an appraisal of the 9-3 in terms of its make-up, design, construction and evolution, split into two chapters for both Gen1 and Gen2 models.
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A Gen1 9-3 Cabriolet fronts this turn-of-the-century group shot featuring three- and five-door Gen1 9-3s, a 9-5 saloon and 9-5 SportCombi.



As the 9-3 becomes established, it is instructive to assess the reaction it received from a cross-section of motoring journals and how it was promoted. I have interviewed two key figures who were instrumental in that aspect – Tony Hufton and Nigel Lloyd-Jones. Every generation of Saab was put to the test on the racetrack and in rallying, and the 9-3 was campaigned in both scenarios – notably by Per Eklund, who took it rallycrossing and, most daringly, up the super-daunting Pikes Peak Hillclimb in the USA. The story draws to a close – and I endeavour not to veer into dismal – with the marque’s demise, assessed by leading automotive industry guru and Saab connoisseur Dr Paul Nieuwenhuis, and we look at the disposition of General Motors and how the parent fundamentally mishandled its golden child.
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The 1999 9-3 Viggen ‘thunderbolt’ was named after its aeronautical sibling, the Saab 37 Viggen combat aircraft.
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The turbocharged Gen1 9-3 Aero had stiffer suspension and developed 210bhp and 300Nm (221lb ft) torque.
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A 2005 Gen2 9-3 speeds through a rocky gorge. From the author’s perspective, this is the neatest rendition of the 9-3 radiator grille.



The 9-3 had a life before it was declared to be the 9-3, and it also had an afterlife as an EV. Bizarrely, just as the 9-3 Gen1 model was essentially the same car as the Saab 900 produced between 1994 and 1998, so the Gen2 version 9-3 lingered on post-GM in 2013/14 and even 2019–2022, its Gen2 lines disguising an electric driveline, though without the hallowed Saab Griffin badge on the bonnet, displaced by that of new owner NEVS (National Electric Vehicle Sweden). It is still nominally a 9-3 at this point, so we conclude by paying reluctant lip service.

I hope this gets us off the ground in true Saab-style, and we’ll begin the 9-3 story by outlining its antecedents in a timeline going back to the company’s first shot at auto manufacturing in 1946.
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Per Eklund goes for the Pike’s Peak record in the Gen1 Trollspeed 9-3, 2001.




[image: image]

The Cadillac BLS was built at Trollhättan on the Gen2 9-3 platform.
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Local Aero: one I see on my daily dog walk, a late-model 9-3 Cabriolet.








TIMELINE


1947 On 27 February the aeroplane manufacturer Saab announces its intention to enter car manufacturing. On 10 March a contract is signed with Philipson on distribution and sales. On 10 June: press show in the staff canteen at Linköping.


1949 Series production commences on 12 December.


1950 By 16 January, the company is able to deliver the first cars to waiting customers.


1954 The 10,000th Saab car was completed on 6 March. Engine and gearbox production relocated to Gothenburg.


1955 The Saab 93 is presented on 1 December.


1956 The Saab Sonett is a sensation at the Stockholm Motor Show in February. Saab Motors Inc. is formed in the United States.


1958 The Saab GT 750 is premiered at the Motor Show in New York in April. It has lavish interior fittings with ‘club fauteuils’, a wooden sports steering wheel and a built-in Halda Speed Pilot.


1959 The Saab 95 – the seven-seater station wagon – is premiered in May.


1960 4 February: Saab completes its purchase of ANA AB Nyköpings Automobilfabrik, which, with its nationwide sales organisation, takes over the Saab sales operation in Sweden as of September. The Saab 96 is premiered on 17 February. A subsidiary company, Saab GB Ltd, is formed.


The 1960 RAC Rally was won convincingly by the lone Saab 96, driven by Erik Carlsson and navigated by Stuart Turner. The 841cc front-wheel drive two-stroke was tuned to 46bhp and did 90mph, and it was the smallest car competing.


1962 The Saab Sport with a separately lubricated 841cc three-carburettor engine of 52bhp premieres at the Stockholm Motor Show on 17–25 February.


1964 On 2 April Saab resolves to design a new and larger car. The ‘Gudmund’ Project begins.


1965 Svenska Aeroplan Aktiebolaget becomes Saab Aktiebolaget. The new name is registered on 19 May.


1966 The Saab Sonett II goes into production at Arlöv. The Saab V4 powered by a Ford four-cylinder fourstroke engine is presented on 2 August.


1967 22 November: premiere of the Saab 99.


1968 Extensive testing of the Saab 99, which goes on sale in the autumn as the 1969 model.


1969 Saab Aktiebolaget and Aktiebolaget Scania-Vabis merge to form Saab-Scania Aktiebolaget. All activities related to cars, lorries, and buses are concentrated within the Automotive Division, headquartered in Södertälje. Saab begins manufacturing cars in Finland at a factory jointly owned with Valmet, situated in Nystad/Uusikaupunki. On 1 July, ANA changes its name to Saab-Ana AB.


1970 In February, Saab produces its 500,000th vehicle. On 13 April, the four-door Saab 99 and the Sonett III debut.


1972 In May, Saab-Scania’s Automotive Division is divided into the Scania Division and the Saab Car Division, the latter with its head office in Nyköping. The Saab 99 EMS is presented in January, featuring a newly designed Swedish-built 2.0-litre engine.


1973 The Saab 99 Combi Coupé is launched in August.


1974 The 99 Combi Coupé goes on sale in January. A new assembly plant is opened at Mechelen, Belgium in the autumn.


1976 The one-millionth Saab car rolls off the production line in Trollhättan in January. The Saab 99 five-door Combi Coupé is introduced in March. In August, Saab reveals its turbocharger concept, following closely behind Porsche and BMW.


1977 The Saab 99 Turbo is unveiled at the IAA motor show in Frankfurt and is released as the 1978 model. On 6 May, a merger between Volvo and Saab is proposed but ultimately fails to materialise.


1978 Production of the Saab 95 ends in February. The Saab 900 is unveiled in May and is released as the 1979 model. Assembly in Belgium comes to a halt. In October, Saab finalises a collaboration agreement with Fiat/Lancia for the development of a new car project.


1980 The Saab 96 goes out of production in January.


1983 Saab turns out its 100,000th turbocharged car and is the world’s largest producer of such vehicles. Every third car that Saab makes is fitted with a turbo. The Saab 900 Cabriolet is shown as a design study at the IAA in Frankfurt.


1984 The Saab 900 Turbo 16 goes on sale with the new 16-valve turbo engine. The Saab 9000 is presented in May, and 1984 becomes Saab’s first 100,000-car year.


1985 With the experimental car Saab EV-1, Saab’s engineers and stylists demonstrate what potential there is in Saab’s engines. The styling is designed by Björn Envall Chief Designer at Saab.


1986 The Saab 900 Cabriolet goes on sale in January.


1987 The two-millionth Saab is manufactured. This is Saab’s best year to date, with sales exceeding 134,000 cars.


1988 Premiere showing in Nice of the new Saab 9000 CD, the four-door version of the Saab 9000.


1989 At a press conference on 15 December, GM announces that it is buying 50 per cent of Saab’s car operation. A new assembly plant is opened in Malmö.


1990 Saab Automobile AB is formed on 15 March. The Head Office is moved to Trollhättan. The Saab 9000 is selected for the Safe Car distinction by the Folksam Insurance Company. This honour is awarded every other year and the Saab 9000 gets it again in 1992 and 1994.


1991 The Saab 9000 CS is introduced in August.


1992 In October the 9000 Aero is premiered.


1993 21 July: premiere showing of the new Saab 900 in Trollhättan. Among the breakthroughs are Saab Sensonic, the automatic clutch and the first Saab car with a six-cylinder engine.


1994 The new Saab 900 Cabriolet and Coupé are introduced.


1995 The Saab 9000 is fitted with a 3.0-Iitre V6 for the 1996 model year.


1997 The Saab 9-5 (first badged 9-5) is presented in Trollhättan on 9 June. The three-millionth Saab rolls off the production line in the summer. All versions feature turbocharged engines, and there are Standard and SE trim levels.


1998 The first generation 9-3 (originally badged 9-3) is announced for the 1999 model year, built on the GM2900 floorpan.


A 3.0-litre V6 petrol engine is added to the 9-5 range together with the flagship Griffin. The estate version launches later the same year.


1999 Between 1999 and 2002 Saab offered a higher-performance version of the 9-3. The ‘Viggen’ (Thunderbolt) was named after the Saab 37 Viggen aircraft and was developed in association with Tom Walkinshaw Racing (TWR).


2000 Performance fans enjoy the 9-5 Aero, which is offered with a 230bhp 2.3-litre engine (power output would be boosted later), body kit, bigger brakes, lowered suspension.


2002 The 9-3X concept, a preview of the next-generation 9-3, premieres in January at the North American International Auto Show. The second-generation 9-3 is launched in July 2002 for the 2003 model year, available as a four-door Saloon, an estate (introduced in late 2005 for the 2006 model year), known as the SportCombi, SportWagon, or Sport-Hatch, depending on the market, and the Cabriolet or Convertible, again depending on the market (introduced in 2004). The 9-5 receives revisions inside and out, and the main trim levels are now Linear, Arc and Vector. A 5-speed automatic gearbox replaces the 4-speed gearbox, and a GM-sourced 2.2-litre turbodiesel engine joins the range.


2005 The 2.2 TiD engine was replaced with the common rail 1.9 TiD engine sourced from Fiat.


2006 Another update sees major changes to 9-5 front and rear-end styling. The previous 2.2-and 3.0-litre diesel engines are replaced by a 150bhp 1.9 TiD unit. The 9-3 Aero receives a new 2.8-litre turbocharged V6 engine branded as the 2.8T.


A special edition 9-3 Aero Cabriolet is released to commemorate the 20th anniversary of Saab’s first convertible, the 900 Cabriolet, finished in metallic Cerulean blue.


2007 A 60th Anniversary Edition was offered to celebrate 60 years of SAAB production. In a comprehensive facelift introduced at the Saab Festival in Trollhättan on 10 June 2007, over 2,000 changes were claimed for the 2008 models, including new frontal styling inspired by the Saab Aero X and Saab 9-2X, plus Saab’s first use of LED lighting in the revised headlamps, new door panels, a new clamshell bonnet, new rear bumper and clear tail lamps.


2008 A new 180bhp twin-turbo diesel engine designated the 1.9 TTiD is introduced.


2009 The last 9-5 saloon is made in July. The sale of Saab to Swedish supercar manufacturer Koenigsegg fails to materialise.


2010 In January, General Motors reaches an agreement with Dutch sports-racing car maker Spyker N.V., and the sale is completed in late February 2010. Work on a replacement for the 9-3 – supposedly to be renamed the 900 – begins immediately.


The final 9-5 estate is made in February 2010. The total production of saloon and estate 9-5 variants amounts to 252,236 and 231,357 examples, respectively.


The 50th anniversary of Erik Carlsson’s first win for Saab is celebrated by the 9-3 Aero Carlsson, with 96 cars built, featuring the XWD system and a 280bhp turbocharged 2.8-litre V6. The Saab 9-3 ePower electric car is unveiled at the Paris Motor Show, a concept car based on the 9-3 SportCombi.


2011 Saab finally files for bankruptcy in December 2011. The main assets of the bankrupt company are acquired by National Electric Vehicle Sweden (NEVS).


2012 On 22 February, the final 47 Saab-made cars are completed by ANA in Trollhättan, all 9-3 Cabriolets, of which 37 are ‘Independence Edition’ models. The last one is a 9-3 Aero Independence Edition TTiD Cabriolet.


2013 National Electric Vehicle Sweden (NEVS) restarts production of the 2014 model-year 9-3 Aero Sedan on 2 December 2013 in Saab’s former Trollhättan assembly plant.


2014 Saab automobile production ends (again) in May 2014, because Qingbo Investment, a NEVS Chinese shareholder, is not able to reach a financing agreement.


India’s Mahindra & Mahindra purchase a majority stake in NEVS.


2015 In February, the remaining 100 cars that had been stuck on the halted production line since May 2014 are completed.



chapter 1



HISTORICAL MILESTONES

To preface the 9-3 Gen1 and Gen2, and remind ourselves of the rich tapestry of Saab cars that preceded it, here is a general history of the marque, model by model, to get us up to speed.

THE URSAAB

Model years: 1946–49

The Swedish word ‘Ur’ best translates to ‘original’, and the Ursaab was Saab’s first prototype car. Project 92, so named because numbers 90 and 91 had already been assigned to civilian aircraft, was launched in 1945. Saab decided that as World War II was coming to an end, there would be a need to diversify from military aircraft. Alternative concepts included cars, motorcycles, commercial vehicles, and even fitted kitchens. However, other Swedish companies had already dominated the motorcycle market; Volvo was producing cars, and Scania-Vabis manufactured trucks. A Saab had to be the right size, the right type, the right construction, and the right price – a small, affordable car. Thus, Saab found its niche. Project 92 involved just twenty people, led by Gunnar Ljungström. Stylist Sixten Sason and engineer Gunnar Ljungström kickstarted the party by bringing the Ursaab and the 92 to life: a perfect, beetle-backed teardrop shape.


[image: image]

After World War II, Saab diversified from building aircraft like this twin-boom rear-engined J21 into cars, and the Ursaab was the prototype, completed in 1946.
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The Ursaab manifests the archetypal teardrop shape better than any other car manufacturer could manage.



A 1:10 scale model of the Ursaab was tested in a wind tunnel by the Swedish Royal Institute of Technology, yielding a drag coefficient of 0.32 – an impressive figure even by today’s standards. Preliminary drawings for the body were completed by January 1946, and a full-scale model finished with black boot polish was completed by 15 April. The full-size buck was met with some reservations by Saab management, but Ljungström argued: ‘...if it can save 100 litres of fuel a year, it doesn’t matter if it looks like a frog.’

It must have been a messy business. Panel beaters placed the wooden buck on a bed of horse manure to shape the metal panels for 92.001 – the first working prototype. Ursaab was propelled by a DKW 18hp two-cylinder two-stroke engine, equipped with an Auto Union fuel tank and various other components salvaged from a scrapyard. Ursaab featured a compact front-wheel-drive monocoque construction – a rare combination in the 1940s (the Citroën Traction Avant was an exception), and such a departure from the norm was only possible for an aircraft manufacturer developing an automobile without the constraints of traditional car design. This kind of unconventional thinking has always typified Saab.
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The forward-mounted DKW engine and fuel tank location complement the Ursaab’s front-wheel drive configuration.



The first Ursaab, 92.001, registered E14783, was ready to drive by the end of summer 1946 and was immediately subjected to testing day and night. By this time, Saab had developed its own engine blueprint, and the testing provided valuable information on how to improve the Ursaab. For example, 92.001 had very thick doors, which made them impractical. The front wheels were too enclosed in Sason’s drag-reducing design, making them prone to trapping snow under the wheelarches during winter. There were numerous ways in which a production car could be enhanced. In the winter of 1946, a Swedish newspaper reported that the Ursaab had ‘defied all efforts of its driver to destroy it’. Indeed, over 70 years later, the Ursaab remains in working order and retains its original stone-chipped paintwork, now displayed in the Saab Car Museum in Trollhättan.
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Wind-blown ribbons in a wind tunnel demonstrate the efficient aerodynamics of the Ursaab bodyshell.
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The Ursaab is more beetle-backed than a Beetle.
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Rudimentary front seats, three-spoke Bakelite steering wheel, centrally mounted instruments and wind-up windows made the Ursaab prototype eminently usable.
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The Ursaab bonnet badge just about manages to reflect the prototype project number 92.



In 1947, the site in Trollhättan was transformed to facilitate car production, and those working on Project 92 relocated from Linköping. Sister cars 92.002 and 92.003 were driven on every conceivable type of road surface, and along with 92.001, they accumulated over 530,000km – the equivalent of thirteen journeys around the world and a testament to Saab’s commitment to comprehensive testing. It was not until 10 June 1949, however, after extensive testing of twenty pre-production prototypes, that the Saab 92 was launched to the press and public in Trollhättan.

THE SAAB 92

Model years: 1949–53

Full-scale production of the Saab 92 began on 12 December 1949, the 1950 model year car, with 700 units produced. The 1951 model year Saab 92 was identical in every respect, except that German VDO instruments replaced the American Stewart-Warner components. Philipsons, Sweden’s largest automotive distributor, reportedly had a waiting list of between 15,000 and 35,000 potential customers for the Saab 92. They also held the exclusive distribution rights, having guaranteed to purchase 8,000 units in the first four years. More importantly for Saab, Philipsons provided a substantial advance that enabled the company to start production of the 92. Saab manufactured 1,246 cars in 1950 – all painted green – and production increased by over 2,000 units each year. The target of 8,000 cars in the first four years was exceeded by 1,000.


[image: image]

The Saab 92 is unveiled to a besuited all-male audience at Linköping in summer 1949.



The cost of production was critical to Saab at the time, with only seventeen per cent of the cost of the 92 arising from imported materials. Hence, the Henry Ford principle of any colour you like – as long as it’s green, in Saab’s case. It has been said that the reason the first Saabs were only available in this colour was that they had a surplus of green paint left over from their wartime aircraft production. Substantiated or not, it is an interesting story. A two-cylinder, two-stroke 764cc 25hp thermosiphon water-cooled engine powered the 92, and it achieved a maximum speed of around 105km/h. It had three gear ratios, with the first being unsynchronised. In 1953, the Saab 92 was replaced by the 92B, although that suffix designation was never used in any advertising during its first year of production.


[image: image]

Almost from the outset, the 92 earned its spurs as a rally car, here on the 1951 Midnattssolsrallye – Midnight Sun Rally.



SAAB 92B

Model years: 1953–56

The first major modifications to the Saab 92 were introduced for the 1953 model year. The sleek Saab now featured a significantly enlarged rear window – 53 per cent larger – to enhance rearward visibility. A new boot lid allowed external access to the luggage compartment, which had expanded by 32 per cent by relocating the spare wheel and moving the battery to the engine compartment. Additionally, the fuel tank filler cap was repositioned to the rear wing. This Saab was versatile, the first of many. Saab produced a special box that could be inserted when the detachable rear seats were removed, converting the car into a practical van. A plywood bed kit enabled the interior to be transformed into a useful double bed. Four colours were now available: grey, blue-grey, black, and, of course, green. For the 1954 model year, the Saab was officially designated the 92B for the first time. A new Solex 32BI carburettor and a new ignition coil boosted engine output to 28hp. The American sealed beam headlamps, which tended to dazzle oncoming traffic, were replaced with Hella units.


[image: image]

Swedish rally star Greta Molander and co-driver Margaretha von Essen finished 55th overall and 2nd in Coupé des Dames in the 1950 Monte-Carlo Rally in their Saab 92B.
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A lady’s car: the 92 demonstrates its utilitarian potential on a 1950 camping trip. Saab habitually employed young women to drive cars during press launches and photo shoots.
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Rolf Mellde and R. Carlsson were classified 226th out of 281 finishers on the 1951 Monte-Carlo Rally in their Saab 92B. Mellde was technical director of Saab from 1960 to 1980 and pioneered the switch from two-stroke to four-stroke engines.




[image: image]

Out for a drive on a country lane in a 92, typically painted post-war green.




[image: image]

Publicity shot featuring burgundy-hued 92, with Saab hydrofoil approaching.



For the first time, Saab offered the option of a factory-fitted large textile sunroof; however, at a cost of 600 krona, there were few takers. A further colour, maroon, became available, and the 10,000th Saab rolled off the assembly line on 6 March 1954. An electric fuel pump and square rear lamps installed in the rear wings were modifications officially designated for the 1955 model year, but were first introduced on chassis no. 11,001. The standard colours now included grey, maroon and a new moss green. The Saab 93 was introduced in December 1955, but production of the 92B continued alongside its successor, with the last 92B being assembled as late as January 1957. Two new colours, grey-green and beige, were now offered. A total of 20,128 Saab 92s were built, of which 14,828 were the Type 92B with the external boot lid.


[image: image]

A pair of Dutch 92s in Borgo Sansepolcro, Tuscany, queueing in the rally retinue during the 2009 Mille Miglia revival.



THE SAAB 93

Model years: 1956–58

The Saab 93 was announced on 18 August 1955 in response to press speculation about the development of a three-cylinder two-stroke engine, a speculation evident since DKW introduced their three-cylinder engine in March 1953. On 1 December 1955, the new model was unveiled. Sixten Sason’s re-styling of the car complemented several engineering modifications, although the divided windscreen was retained for another two years. The comprehensive re-engineering incorporated a longitudinally mounted three-cylinder 748cc two-stroke engine producing 33hp. The new engine had a smaller swept volume than its predecessor yet generated more power. Coil springs replaced torsion bars, and a 12-volt electrical system was fitted. The 93 featured an entirely new gearbox, albeit still with just three gears. As early as 1957, Saab introduced seatbelts as an option for cars in the Swedish market. Originally two-point safety belts, it took several years for the innovation to be recognised as standard equipment by buyers. A Fitchel & Sachs Saxomat clutch was offered for the first time on the 1957 Saab 93. The Saxomat enabled clutchless gearchanging between second and third gears. The same device was fitted to DKW and Volkswagen, and despite being available for many years, it was not widely adopted. The Saab 93 was the first model to be officially exported primarily to the United States.


[image: image]

The 93 was introduced on 1 December 1955, featuring 12-volt electrics and clutchless shifting into 1st and 2nd gears.



Eleven major modifications led to the Saab 93 receiving a new designation: 93B was introduced for the first time on 2 September 1957. A new single-piece windscreen enabled the use of larger wipers, operating in parallel and clearing a 43 per cent wider area. The turn indicator arrows were replaced with repeating flashers. Door locks and the electrical system were further improved, and the security feature between the ignition switch and starter motor was upgraded with an armoured cable. The two-stroke fuel tank was now self-mixing, and the oil dosage was decreased from four per cent to three per cent.
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