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With a back story covering at least three decades of Lotus ownership, trading and guiding, Guy Munday is an expert on the Marque, including the Esprit.



It is a privilege to have been asked to write the foreword to this book, the authoritative account of Lotus Cars’ longest-serving and, probably, most iconic of models.

Like so many of my generation, my earliest abiding memory is of a certain UK government agent emerging from the sea in his Series 1 version, instantly sealing the Esprit’s place in both automotive and cinematic history – surely one of the most inspired pieces of product placement by any vehicle manufacturer of all time. Synonymous with that silver screen appearance was, of course, chief stunt driver and Lotus Cars director, the late and dearly missed Roger Becker, without whom the Esprit story may have been a little different and perhaps a little less glittering.

It was this big-screen image that helped to implant in me, and countless others, what would become a life-long passion for the Lotus marque, and would enable me to indulge in a Lotus-selling career of over thirty-five years (and counting), along the way selling new and pre-owned examples of most, if not quite all, of the many Esprit variants and limited editions.

The Esprit remained in production for over a quarter of a century, receiving regular refreshment along the way, in order to maintain its position at the forefront of the ‘sub-supercar’ bracket. Regularly compared to the best available from its German and Italian rivals, the Esprit’s comparatively modest purchase price meant that it was not just consigned to bedroom-wall posters, but could actually become a realisable dream to many.

In keeping with well-proven Lotus tradition, the Esprit was equally at home on the race track as it was on the road. A triumphant return to top-line international GT racing saw the Esprit compete on equal terms with the likes of Ferrari and McLaren, whilst, back in the showrooms, the car was selling for a fraction of their cost. These racing endeavours inspired several limited-edition variants, including the Sport 300 and its V8-powered cousin, the Sport 350, now rarely available and highly prized by collectors around the world.

The legacy of the Esprit can clearly be seen in current Lotus models with the core design brief always to be the finest handling vehicle with the deftest of steering, feedback and feel, attributes so regularly commented on by the journalists of the day, having been honed by the finest engineers of the day. The Esprit may not have been the most powerful car available, with Lotus deliberately eschewing the interminable race to the highest horsepower figure, but its ability to corner as if on the proverbial rails is always beyond question.
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Sundowner: lucky with a spectacular sunset at Tibenham airfield to shoot Guy Munday’s very special purple S4.



It was announced in late 2002 that Esprit production would be coming to a close, and I immediately requested the last six European build slots. This was met with raised eyebrows at the factory as sales had tailed off to a mere trickle, but I was confident that my customer base of many years would step up and grasp this final opportunity to buy an icon. On 19 March 2003, following a gala dinner with Hazel and Clive Chapman in attendance, all six cars were simultaneously driven away by their new owners – a fitting send-off to a true automotive legend.


Guy Munday

January 2023






INTRODUCTION

When I began focusing on the Esprit as the subject for a book I found myself looking at the Type 79, which, up till now, as far as I was concerned was a Formula 1 car. I have written a book about the Types 78 and 79 F1 cars, so it was a slight eye-opener that the Esprit was also designated the Type 79. It turns out it is just another case of Lotus Type numbers overlapping, where a Lotus road car was able to have the same Type number as a Lotus racing car, although in the case of the Type 79 F1 car it did also nearly manage to coincide with the year that Mario Andretti won the World Championship with it – 1978.

The disparity extends to the years of introduction as well. The Esprit was unveiled in 1972 as Giorgetto Giugiaro’s design exercise shown at the Turin Salon, productionised by Lotus as project Kiwi and released in 1976. Likewise, the Type 72 F1 car was the World Championship-winning chassis in 1972.
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The Type 79 Series 2 Esprit was introduced in 1978, featuring Speedline wheels, and black chip-resistant paint on front splitter, sills and valances.
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Series 1 up on Mousehold Heath, Norwich.
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The Esprit S1 and JPS Type 79 F1 car, pictured at the Goodwood SpeedWeek meeting, share the same Lotus designation. Here, Andrew Beaumont channels Ronnie Peterson.



SERIES START-UP

But let us get more to the point. Retrospectively known as the Series 1, and launched with then-fashionable Wolfrace wheels – normally an aftermarket purchase, but which were quite a defining feature of the S1, along with the tartan interior upholstery – and there were quite a few design differences between the S1 and Giorgetto Giugiaro’s Ital Design show car, including the angle of rake of the windscreen and shape of the windows. As a footnote for would-be restorers, Stephen Fulcher Coach-trimmers, located close to Lotus at Hethersett, still has rolls of the original upholstery materials.
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S1 Esprit, Elite and Excel, present at the Eletre launch at BBC Broadcasting House, 2022.
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The Maestro, Giorgetto Giugiaro, with the ex-Colin Chapman Turbo Esprit on a visit to Hethel.



In the early 1970s, Giugiaro made the Origami ‘Folded Paper’ design his own trademark, and it was quite revolutionary at the time. The Esprit was not the first mid-engined Lotus road car; it was predated by the Type 46 Europa from 1966. Obviously, Colin Chapman had a long affinity with mid-engined racing cars going back to the 1960s’ Type 18 single-seater and Type 23 sports-racing car (albeit multi-tubular spaceframe chassis), with the Type 47 race version of the Europa, and the Type 62 that was briefly on track in 1969 – and reinvented in 2021 by Radford Engineering as the Exige-based Type 62-2.

The Type 62 was effectively the test bed for what would become the Type 907 engine, the dedicated power plant for the Esprit, as well as associated models including the Éclat, Elite and Excel. The technology of the Esprit was much the same as the Europa, with its fibreglass bodyshell mounted over a backbone chassis, which was the same basic design as the Europa, with a central spine and a T-section at the front for the suspension and a Y-section at the back end to support the engine and gearbox. This was a layout used on the Type 30 sports-racing car as well in 1964, which goes to show that the fundamentals encapsulated in the Esprit were already well established in the Lotus design dictionary. The Type 30 ‘big banger’ took the front-engined Elan chassis from 1964 and, in the broadest of terms, turned it back-to-front to achieve the mid-engined format, and that endures through into the Esprit. Only with the arrival of the box-section bonded-and-riveted extruded aluminium chassis of the Elise in 1996 and subsequent Evora (2009) and Emira (2021) did Lotus chassis design advance significantly into another realm.
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The 1960 Type 18, driven here by Murray Smith, was Lotus’ first mid-engined racing car.
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The Type 23 sports-racer from 1962, driven by Ned Spieker at the Silverstone Classic.
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The original Type 47 Europa GT race car sported two air intakes resembling hairdryers: one was a dummy. Here’s the Kelvedon MotorSport car at Goodwood.
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Based on the longer wheelbase Exige chassis and 3.5-litre Toyota V6 running gear, Radford Motors recreated the Lotus Type 62 that ran in 1969, when it was powered by the nascent Lotus LV220 engine. In Gold Leaf livery the Radford 62-2 produced 500bhp, in JPS black-and-gold it developed 605bhp.




[image: images]

Debut of the Lotus 47 at Brands Hatch, Boxing Day 1966, with celebrated trio (at centre) of team manager Jim Endruweit, photographer David Phipps and Colin Chapman, while mechanic Derek Wild fettles in the cockpit.
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Marco Werner prepares to race the Type 30 at the Goodwood SpeedWeek meeting, 2021.
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An Elan and Elite, pictured at the Castelo do Queijo during the 2009 Porto Historic Grand Prix, represented Lotus sports cars ahead of the Esprit and its siblings.
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The Elise reverted to Lotus’ traditional small, lightweight sports car format, employing radical new chassis construction and Rover K-series engine. Photographed by Antony Fraser, this Gold Leaf-liveried S1 is posed at Goodwood House.



GRAND TOURER

The Esprit was spot-on from the logistical point of view. However, from a Grand Touring standpoint it was a little bit compromised, basically because the body just saddled onto the central spine, and that caused the body to rock slightly, enough to cause rattles, squeaks and creaks. By the time of the Series 2 in 1978, a few of the early problems had been ironed out. The S2 arrived only two years after the S1, and Lotus took the opportunity to change a few things, including the interior, which is a little bit simpler, with cheaper fabrics. At any rate, they made enough changes to the Series 1 to warrant calling it a Series 2, though it was still mechanically the same, the 2.0-litre 907 engine enduring until the very end of Series 2 production in 1980, when the S2.2 came out. This, of course, had the slightly larger capacity 2.2-litre engine, plus – crucially – the galvanised steel backbone chassis. The S2.2 with the 2.2-litre engine was really synonymous with the S3, an end-of-line S2 version. It was never recognised as a completely fresh series, although the bigger engine was noted in the designation.
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Supportive sides and padded bolsters notwithstanding, a cream leather interior is slightly less ostentatious than a red version.
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The S2 received a more integrated wraparound front splitter, said to improve aerodynamics and stability in crosswinds.
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From April 1980, all three road cars – Esprit, Elite and Éclat – were fitted with the 2.2-litre version of the Type 907 engine, henceforward the Type 912 unit.



The Esprit S2.2 was a distinct one-year-and-one-month production stop-gap model, introduced in May 1980, and whose major difference from the previous S2 was the incorporation of the 2.2-litre type 912 engine. Power output was unchanged, but torque rose from 140lb ft to 160lb ft. The S2.2 was built on a galvanised chassis, which was a major bonus, and a significant evolution in 1980 – though to be fair, Porsche began galvanising the entire 911 bodyshell from 1976. The S2.2 was extremely rare, with only eighty-eight units built. An S2.2 not only has a rarity value, but also an historical one, marking the introduction of the greatly improved 2.2-litre Lotus engine as well as the galvanised chassis. Both these improvements were sold under the slogan, ‘When you arrive in a Lotus – you’ve arrived!’ In practice, though, compared to the S1 and S2, the biggest gains were experienced from behind the wheel, where the added flexibility made the car a lot more user-friendly in urban and suburban conditions. There was also a significant improvement in fuel consumption, while performance was better too. More realistic Lotus claims suggested a 0–60mph dash of around 7.0 seconds, and an 80–100mph time in fifth gear that was effectively halved. At launch in May 1980, the S2.2 was stickered at £14,951, rising to £15,270 in 1981, in line with the normal Lotus practice of pitching the Esprit in the price ballpark of the contemporary Porsche 911. Nowadays (2023), a classic 911 SC or 3.2 Carrera from the early to mid-1980s is half as much again as an Esprit S2 or S3.

WORLD CHAMPIONS

Despite its low volume, the Type 79 S2.2 also featured a run-out black-and-gold World Champions commemorative edition, with 1,068 examples released in 1979 to commemorate John Player Team Lotus and Mario Andretti’s F1 World Championship victory – with the Types 78 and 79 JPS F1 cars.
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Celebrating JPS Team Lotus’ F1 World Championship Victory in 1978, a run of one hundred S2 Esprits resplendent in John Player Special black-and-gold livery was revealed at the NEC Motor Show in October 1978.
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Smart black and gold livery of the limited edition S2 Esprit reflects the JPS sponsorship of the hugely successful Types 78 and 79 in the 1978 F1 World Championship.



Autocar magazine’s tribute to the Series 2 read as follows:

The basic layout stays the same – Lotus’s 2-litre 160bhp light-alloy four sits longitudinally behind the driver mated to the Maserati five-speed transaxle originally made for the now-dead Citroën SM. Coil-spring suspension is partly borrowed from the Opel Ascona in front – double wishbones with an integral anti-roll bar – and Lotus’s own Elite-based three-link independent arrangement at the back using the drive shaft as one member. The body uses Lotus’s remarkable low-pressure injection moulding (VARI) method to form two glass-fibre sections upper and lower like a plastic model car; the necessary join at waist level is made a feature of the Ital Design styling. So, what has changed? From outside, the greatest difference is in the way the front spoiler has been wrapped around at the sides to improve straight-line stability and aerodynamic balance and to put more air through the new larger-capacity radiator. The other important aerodynamic move which will incidentally aid recognition is the fitting of quite pronounced air scoops between the rear quarter window and the fuel filler cap on each side.

The Lotus 2.2-litre engine was installed up front in the Éclat and Elite, as well as the Esprit S2.2. Badged as the Esprit 2.2, but presented in the old S2 styling, including the Dunlop-shod Speedlines, this interim Esprit spanned the time gap between the 1970s generation of Esprits and the forthcoming generation of Turbo and S3 models in the 1980s.

ESSEX EXPRESS

Also available in 1980 was the Type 82 Turbo Esprit, manifest in the livery of Team Lotus’ transitory sponsor in F1, Essex petroleum. The previous season’s F1 sponsor had been Martini, and they missed a trick by not presenting a Martini-hued Esprit. The Essex livery is the cosmetic cladding for the first Turbo Esprit, powered by the turbocharged, dry-sump, 210bhp 2,174cc Lotus 910 16-valve 4-cylinder engine, also built on the galvanised chassis. Styling was slightly updated, and the S3 represents another milestone in this respect, since the zinc-galvanised chassis is important from a longevity point of view. If you happen to be looking at getting an older S1 Esprit, if it is still on the original non-galvanised chassis there could be corrosion problems, so you can buy the S3 with a little bit more confidence.
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The ‘Essex Commemorative Edition’ Type 82 turbo esprit was unveiled at the Royal Albert Hall in 1980, featuring face-lifted bodywork and, crucially, the 210bhp Type 907 turbocharged engine.
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Still the world’s longest-serving Lotus dealership, Bell & Colvill’s West Horsley-based operation applied turbochargers to a limited number of Esprits ahead of the factory model.



In fact, Lotus were not the first to turbocharge the Esprit: Surrey Lotus dealers and competition aficionados Bell & Colvill – the genial Bobby Bell and Martin Colvill – turbocharged Esprits before the factory did, and the factory took up the idea, based on the Esprit S2. This, of course, was the 2.0-litre engine, and the turbocharger layout employed a single large SU carburettor upstream of the turbocharger. Peak power was quoted at 210bhp, with a claimed top speed of 150mph. Bell & Colvill produced twenty-five of what were essentially pre-production Lotus prototypes. We will get a comment later on from Lotus Cars’ current UK Sales Manager and Head of Retail, Scott Walker, on his time spent selling Lotus at Bell & Colvill.
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The Panasonic hi-fi system was mounted in the roof of the Essex Turbo Esprit.



AIRCRAFT SOUND SYSTEM

One of the idiosyncrasies of this year’s model was the installation in the headlining of an aircraft-style sound system, a Panasonic radio built into the cabin ceiling rather than into the centre of the dashboard. This was possibly a legacy of Colin Chapman’s love of aeroplanes rather than simply a novelty, and it does have the effect of cleaning up the centre console where a radio would normally sit. It did not last very long, and it was only the Essex Esprits that had it. It is fair to say that an Essex Esprit is one of the most valuable of all Esprits, being an iconic colour scheme – though not an especially happy episode in Team Lotus’ F1 history – and being the first Esprit with a turbocharger. It was originally a dry-sump engine, but soon reverted to wet-sump lubrication – witness the location of the oil filler cap. The Type 82 Turbo had major styling differences from its predecessor, including a ducktail or Gurney flap on the trailing edge of the rear end, the slatted rear window and a little aero lip on the roof ahead of the slats, which interrupted airflow and created a low-pressure area to assist downforce. The S3 was fitted with a normal glass rear window, and only the Turbo version got the slatted rear window to assist with the additional heat dissipation created by the turbocharger.


TURBOCHARGING



Most petrolheads probably know what a turbo does, but since there are many cars in this book – principally the Turbo Esprit – that use them and are designated as such, it would be remiss of me not to provide a basic general definition of how a turbocharger functions. So, here is a general overview.

The turbo is basically an air pump that takes air at ambient atmospheric pressure and compresses it to a higher pressure, feeding the compressed air into the engine’s cylinders via the inlet valves. Engines are dependent on air and fuel, and an increase in either will increase power output. So, to augment airflow, compressed air is blown into the engine, mixing with the injected fuel and enabling the fuel to burn more efficiently, thereby increasing power output. The turbocharger harnesses the engine’s exhaust gases to drive a turbine wheel that is connected by a shaft to a compressor wheel. Instead of discharging down the exhaust pipe, hot gases produced during combustion flow to the turbocharger. The exhaust gases spin the turbine blades up to a mind-boggling 150,000 rpm. The compressor sucks air in through the air filters and passes it into the engine. As the exhaust gases are expelled from the engine via the exhaust valves, they are passed to the turbine fan within the turbo, and so the cycle continues. The additional oxygen consumed enables a turbocharged engine to generate around thirty per cent more power than a non-turbo unit of the same cubic capacity.

The turbo engine ideally needs an intercooler to moderate the temperature of the incoming air. That is because, in passing through the turbo blades and being thus boosted, it gets exceedingly hot, and this is not good news for the engine. Most turbocharged engines, certainly in a competition context, employ an intercooler. This is basically an air-to-air radiator, and usually mounted prominently with access to the car’s airstream. Hot air from the turbo goes in at one end and is cooled as it passes through the intercooler, just like a water-cooled car’s radiator, before entering the engine at a much lower temperature, with the additional factor that cooler air is denser than hotter air.

Blown Away

The alternative means of forced induction is supercharging, which was more widely employed to boost engine performance in the 1930s – although used to really great effect on the Exige post-2006, the Elise post-2007 and the Evora post-2010, while the Type 121 Europa retained the GM turbo methodology. The difference between the two units – supercharger and turbocharger – is that the supercharger derives its power from the crankshaft, from whence it is driven by a belt, in the same way as the water pump and alternator, whereas the turbo draws power from the engine’s exhaust gases.

Superchargers spin at up to 50,000rpm, while the turbocharger can spin much faster. Emissions-wise, the supercharger does not have a waste gate, whereas turbos have catalytic converters to lower carbon emissions. Turbochargers run extremely hot and need to be well insulated. Superchargers deliver boost at lower revs than a turbocharger, whereas the turbo works best at high engine speeds. In practical terms, the supercharger is easier to install, though it takes a small portion of the engine’s power in its operation. Turbochargers are quieter in operation, and fuel economy is affected less adversely with a turbocharged engine, while superchargers are more reliable and easier to maintain than the more complex turbocharger. The turbo mutes the exhaust note, so the muffled boom emitted by a turbocharged car is slightly anticlimactic. There are fairly clear advantages and disadvantages to both forms of forced induction, though turbos work better with high performance applications and, at the same time, are more efficient in dealing with emissions.
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Cutaway of a turbocharger – in this case a KKK – revealing the inlet, outlet and turbine spinner and compressor.






SKI RESORT



In 1981 the S3 Turbo Esprit starred as James Bond 007’s car in the movie For Your Eyes Only – the bronze-coloured one with the ski rack. Look for reviews of the film now, and it’s the heroine’s Citroën 2CV that gets the adulation. However, Lotus cashed in on the Bond Esprit by speccing up an Evora in the same livery and sporting a ski rack for a promo movie in 2009. I drove it to Geneva – in the snow – and in-house snapper Jason Parnell shot it at Argentière. I then did a road trip in it to Morzine with journalist Jenny Forsyth as co-driver, but, ahead of the filming at Chamonix with its skis on the back rack where, in a spoof of the Bond Esprit, a villain would take off from a snow bank and ski over the top of it, it suffered a minor disaster: the concierge of our Geneva hotel was tasked with washing the three Evoras every night, which he did by hand, and then a new boy came on duty on the third night and, as a short cut, he took it to a car wash, and of course the whirling flails caught on the skis and ripped the whole rear lid off the car. And they had not done any filming yet! Happily, somebody was flown out from Hethel to mend it, and only a couple of days were lost.
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Fitted with a ski-rack on the rear lid, the specially-liveried S3 Esprit starred as James Bond’s wheels in the 1981 movie For Your Eyes Only.
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In 2009, an Evora was suitably liveried to emulate 007’s Esprit, complete with ski-rack, for photoshoot and promo filming at Argentière and Chamonix.





LONG-DISTANCE RUNNER

The S3 served Lotus very well over the years, and in fact it stayed around the longest of all Esprit series, being in production between 1980 and 1987. These were reasonably good years for Lotus in terms of sales numbers – compared with the contemporary 308 and 328 Ferraris – although the Esprit price tag was around £19,000, so 20 per cent cheaper than a rival Ferrari 308 GTB. The story of the models up until the end of the Giugiaro series – S1 to S3 – was quite straightforward in as much as there were not that many derivatives; you either went normally aspirated, or you went Turbo, and that was it. There were a couple of other limited editions – the Type 82 HC and HCPI – both turbocharged and built between 1986 and 1988, the HCPI to reinvigorate the North American market, and the HC a rest-of-world car. To get the ball rolling, there was a special US ‘Investor Edition’, with fifty cars produced. There were red-on-red and blue-on-blue two-tone end-of-line cars, but otherwise, there was not a plethora of limited editions along the way, so it was quite easy to spec a car – choose a colour, more than anything else. The HC version gave the Esprit a bit of a shot in the arm, but ultimately it was time to move on. Inevitably, the sharp-edged origami Giugiaro design had its roots back in the early 1970s, and at that point we were fast approaching the 1990s, so it was time for a change. The turning point is the fresh Peter Stevens ‘X-180’ facelift – more than a facelift, actually, virtually a different car from the outside – but with a softer, less linear-styled car, ushered in as the Type 85 in 1987.


[image: images]

Launched in 1981, the 2.2-litre S3 Esprit was built using the sister Turbo Esprit chassis and running gear, with larger colour-coded bumper panels front and rear.
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The S3 Esprit featured the word LOTUS stamped in the rear bumper panel.
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With Limited Edition graphics on its rear three-quarter panels, this Esprit S3 features colour-coded bumpers and Compomotive split-rim wheels.
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The switch from John Player Team Lotus’ black-and-gold JPS livery to Camel’s yellow took place in 1987, coinciding more or less with the change from Giugiaro’s to Stevens’ styling of the Esprit. Here, Steve Griffiths drives the ’89 Type 101 at the Classic Team Lotus Festival, Snetterton.
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In 1987, the body styling of both the Type 82 Esprit Turbo and normally aspirated Type 85 Esprit changed to the Peter Stevens-designed coachwork, featuring much more rounded contours.



There is an interesting – and coincidental – parallel between what was going on in F1 with Team Lotus’ main sponsorship shifting from John Player Special to Camel in 1987, at the same time as the Giugiaro-wedge Esprit that had emerged in 1976 alongside the chisel-nosed, wedge-shaped Type 77, morphed into the rounded-off Stevens version, coinciding with the softer-edged, yellow-hued Type 99T F1 Lotus, and that is a fitting background to the last of the Giugiaro Esprits.

FRESH DESIGNATION

The Type 85 was never called anything other than the Series 3 – it was not to become the Series 4, as you might expect, given the major changes implemented, but it was never regarded as a change of Series as such. There were some quality problems with early X-180 cars given that, in the case of the preceding Giugiaro and HC models the workforce was pretty well drilled into how to build them, and now there were issues with leaks, rattles, squeaks and creaks, even more than the earlier cars. The bodyshell continued to be mounted on the backbone chassis in the same way, and it was not the stiffest of structures, but from a handling point of view, the chassis was still doing the job very well. Build quality of the early X-180s is reflected in the secondhand market, where a late Giugiaro car is worth a lot more than an early X-180 car, also partly due to the fact that the iconic origami shape was gone. Such issues were largely resolved, and the Peter Stevens design served very well as the bid to update the model for the 1990s.
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Colin Chapman’s ‘car for Europe’, the original Type 46 Europa, came out in 1966, styled by John Frayling and powered by the 1470cc Renault 16 drivetrain. This is Martin Ricketts’ car.
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Cockpit of the S3, state-of-the-art 1981, neat and with all controls in the right place for optimum driver enjoyment.



Under the skin it was fundamentally much the same running gear, the same 215bhp HC engine now mated with a Renault gearbox, rather than the early Citroën one, which was something of an Achilles heel on the earlier cars; the engines were fairly bullet-proof in 2.0- or 2.2-litre normally-aspirated or Turbo format, but the gearbox synchromesh was the weak point. There was a symbiotic relationship with Renault, not only in the turbocharged EF15B Formula 1 engines used by Team Lotus from 1983 to 1986, but extending back to the 1966 Europa, powered by the 1470cc R16 engine.

Consequently, there was a good rapport between the two companies, and Lotus continued to use the Renault gearbox through future generations of the Esprit, until the advent of the V8 in 1996.

The interior was partially updated, although the old Giugiaro cabin, going back to the stunning tartan interior, and particularly the later ones with the pleated leather doors, looked a little more ostentatious. It is, however, very 1970s, although there was an option for tartan on the Elise just three years ago. By the late 1980s, the trend of luxury car upholstery was very much towards leather rather than cloth by the advent of the X-180. Buyers could specify either half leather or full leather, plus a glass sun roof – as indeed you could with a 1984 model-year Giugiaro – lighting up the interior.

CHARGE-COOLER

A major innovation in 1989 for the Type 82 Turbo SE was the charge-cooler, which meant the charge-cooler was cooling the air as much as possible to get a bigger volume into the turbine, and thus obtain more performance. It was a major gain, as power output jumped from 215bhp to 264bhp, matching normally-aspirated Porsche 911s that had a litre more capacity.

Externally, the Turbo SE gained a small rear wing which perhaps owed as much to styling as to aerodynamics, though it did assist with identification. The side-sills and air inlets were now reshaped and colour-coded to match the bodywork. This minor facelift saw the glass rear window deleted, and a new rubber lip on the front splitter and revised air-flow to the engine bay for the SE. The rear wing helped increase top speed to 165mph (266km/h) and reduced its Cd to 0.33, and the aero package resulted in virtually zero lift, front and rear. Clever redesigning produced seats over two inches wider, while a slimmer central tunnel gave more elbow and passenger space. A redesigned bulkhead added 1.4 inches to the cockpit length, and a new pedal box increased space in the footwell. A revised hinge system allowed the doors to open a further fifteen degrees, providing easier access to driver and passenger. It was a benchmark car, which put the Esprit back on the front cover of magazines and back onto the world’s stage, at a time when Team Lotus’ fortunes in F1 were beginning to look a tad shaky. Output was a respectable 1,608 units over four years (similar to Evora output in its latter years), including some 2.0-litre SEs exported to countries such as Greece and Italy, which had a luxury tax on cars over 2.0-litres. While Lotus had moved up to the 2.2-litre engine in 1980 with the S3 Giugiaro, they were always built alongside a 2.0-litre version that kept them under the luxury tax threshold for certain markets such as Italy. We might consider an average of 400 units a year fairly modest, but it has to be taken into account that Lotus was still producing the two-plus-two Excel SE and SA alongside the Esprit, with the Type 100 Elan being readied for production in 1990, while Lotus Engineering fettled the Carlton-Omega super-saloon. To many aficionados, the Excel is a hugely underrated car, and one that Lotus chose never to turbocharge, and had they fuel-injected it, it could have prolonged its production and showroom life. There is a parallel with Porsche, who delivered the ‘entry-level’ Boxster. This model handled better but was never allowed to out-perform the sacred 911: Porsche did not want the cheaper car to outshine the flagship, and it was the same at Lotus where the hallowed Esprit could not be bested by the 2+2 Excel. The Excel went out of production in 1992, and the Esprit SE was replaced by the Sport 300, the most expensive of the line-up at £65,000 on its launch in 1992.
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The Turbo Esprit engine received a higher compression ratio, cast-iron exhaust manifold, and new casing for the Garrett AiResearch T3 turbo.
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Esprit stable mate, the Type 89 Éclat Excel was introduced in 1982, running the 2.2-litre Lotus 912 engine mated with a Toyota Celica gearbox.
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Prince Michael of Kent enjoying a run-out in the Norfolk countryside in an Excel SE, brokered by Lotus PROs Dom McLaughlin and Patrick Peal.



Also in 1992, the 1993 model-year SE received a complete re-vamp, becoming known as the High-wing SE, with the wing raised up just high enough so you could still see out of the rear window, allied with an amazing-looking pair of forward-facing arms, fundamentally different in the way it looks from the back end. Twenty-seven cars were made for the UK market.

US RACE CARS

Meanwhile, in 1990, to provide a promotional push in the USA, the US-based Pure Sports Incorporated team was equipped with two SEs, designated Type 105, kitted out to race in the SCCA series. That season, drivers Doc Bundy and Scott Lagasse scored four wins out of eight races, and twenty street-legal versions of the car were produced for sale. For 1991, the Pure Sport team built three more Esprit race cars, designated the Type 106 X-180R, and run by LotuSport Incorporated, again with Doc Bundy as lead driver. The two previous year’s cars were upgraded with more wide-ranging racing mods and, back at Hethel, Lotus Engineering spawned LotusSport Performance Products, which set about producing Esprit race cars. In the Stateside SCCA and IMSA series in 1992, Doc Bundy and David Murry took eleven wins and Bundy was champion driver. The same scenario might have unfolded in 1993, but rule changes involving accumulated points wins aimed at dampening the Esprit’s success, coupled with arbitrary turbocharging penalties on the Turbo Esprits, effectively handed the title to Porsche.
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