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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Introduction


The very best cars inspire fascination, excitement, passion and devotion. It was true 100 years ago and – despite the ever-increasing constraints on their use – it’s still true today. Welcome, then, to our rundown of the 100 coolest and most exciting cars of the last 100 years. Enjoy the ride!


The road testers on Evo and Octane magazines must be the luckiest in the business. Quite simply, their day job is to drive and assess the world’s greatest cars, whether that be a 1920s Bentley or the very latest McLaren supercar. Put it this way: you won’t find them behind the wheel of many diesel hatchbacks.


So we asked them a simple question: which cars of the last 100 years excite you the most? Which are the ones that get you fired up and longing to get back behind the wheel? And though there’s no denying the thrill of a powerful sports car, it’s not just about the fastest, but the most innovative, the most intriguing and the most stylish too.


One thing that all the cars in this book have in common is that they were the standout, landmark machines of their day. So along with the sports cars, you’ll find innovative cars that started trends, like the original Mini and the Range Rover, and style icons like the Citroën DS. These are cars that broke the mould and are, to us, every bit as cool as the latest Ferrari.


Our rundown starts just after the First World War, as the motor industry in Europe was slowly getting back on its feet and the wealthy young enthusiasts of the day were eagerly lapping up the first products of the new motoring age. With their spindly wheels and bicycle-style mudguards, their upright radiators and crude controls, the cars of this era look quaint to modern eyes. And yet, if we’d lived in those times, these are the exact cars we’d be enthusing about – comparing power outputs and performance statistics, poring over photographs (black-and -white in those days, of course) in the motoring press of the day, and hoping to catch a glimpse of them as they rumbled through our towns and villages or kicked up dust on the open road, exhausts blaring.


By the 1930s, cars were no longer the exclusive preserve of the wealthy and yet the decade also saw the rise of fabulously luxurious and powerful machines – the forerunners of today’s supercars. And then, after another war, came what many see as a golden age of motoring, a period that ran through the 1950s and ’60s and gave us cars like the E-type Jaguar, the Ferrari Berlinettas and, yes, the humble but brilliant Mini.


But there are great cars to be found in every era, whether it’s the early supercars of the ’70s, the four-wheel-drive rally-bred specials of the ’80s and ’90s, or the first waves of hypercars and hybrids of more recent times. In these pages we celebrate them all – and put you right there in the driving seat.
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1920



Vauxhall 30/98



In 1920, the car topping the wish list of most rich, young motoring enthusiasts in the UK was a Vauxhall


Unlikely as it may seem, the car on these pages was one of the very first high-performance road cars. Performance is relative, of course, but the 30/98 built by Vauxhall Motors (before it became part of the giant GM group) was the first British car that offered a step-up to a different league, where racing speeds might be achieved on the road, even in standard trim.


Why 30 and why 98? No one knows for sure. It’s been suggested that 30bhp is the power output at 1,000rpm, and 98bhp the maximum, but whatever the reason, it’s a name that just rolls off the tongue, suggestive of the long, lolloping gait that makes this car such a good all-rounder.


Not that it’s an easy drive on first acquaintance. When cold, the gearbox is an unforgiving, recalcitrant thing. But once some heat has soaked through from the big four-cylinder engine, it slides from cog to cog with only an occasional grumble. Double-declutching to help ease the gearshifts through is mandatory and takes a little more time to master.


The footbrake (that’s the pedal on the right; the accelerator is placed centrally) works a contracting band on the transmission and its stopping power is, frankly, feeble. The handbrake – that near-vertical lever outside the cabin – is relatively powerful, but it’s still a handbrake. It’s one of four competing uses for your right arm, which must also change gear, signal a change of direction and help with the steering, which is extremely heavy at low speed.


If you’re thinking that the 30/98 sounds like a handful (or several hands-full), you’re right. But it’s also tremendous fun. The engine is the main reason – such a fruity, sporting noise is accompanied by prodigious grunt and a very un-Edwardian willingness to rev. With only two on board, it romps up hills and makes short work of straights. With factory bodywork like this example, it would do 90mph, but Vauxhall would guarantee 100mph if it was stripped and lightened into racing trim. That means it’s a genuine 70mph cruiser today, and one that will run and run.


Production ended in 1927, two years after Vauxhall’s takeover by GM. The focus then moved to lower-cost mass production, and the 30/98 was most definitely a car from another age.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1919–27 Engine: In-line 4-cylinder, 4,224cc Max power: 112bhp @ 3,400rpm Torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: c.90mph Price: c.£1,000 new in 1919, £500,000+/$640,000+ today
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1921



Bentley 3-Litre



Bentley soon became the marque of choice for gentlemen drivers of a sporting persuasion, and the 3-Litre was the Bentley they first lusted after


It was Le Mans that made Bentley’s name. A 3-Litre took part in the very first 24 Hours in 1923, the following year a sister car actually won the race outright, and in 1927 a short-wheelbase ‘Super Sports’ version – rather like the car here – repeated the feat.


The 3-Litre also made for a charismatic and rapid road car, thanks to its torque-heavy engine. The big four-cylinder was actually very advanced for its time, with four valves per cylinder and dry-sump lubrication, and it made the Super Sports a genuine 100mph car. Driving one today is always an event.


Ingress is through the minuscule nearside door, and the cockpit is very tight. The upright seats are small buckets, and the view over the high scuttle is through a windscreen covered in wire mesh. The large steering wheel is close to your chest, and the black dashboard is full of lovely AT instruments, the red line set at just 3,000rpm on the rev-counter.


Punch the big black starter button. There is a loud clang as the starter engages and the engine fires immediately, then settles down to a slow and low bub-bub-bub-bub idle. Now all you have to do is remember that the throttle pedal is in the central position!


The large, drilled gearshift lever is located outboard as the body is so narrow, and it has a very long throw. Lift your foot off the clutch pedal – it has a sharp on/off action – and the Super Sports moves off easily, thanks to the long-stroke engine. The heavy steering lightens instantly and, from the off, the Bentley feels really quite sprightly.


Going for second requires a deliberate pull on the long shifter, a double declutch and the gritting of teeth. You want to get through the whine of third gear and into the quiet of top gear as soon as possible, but it takes practice, with some angry gear-crashing when you get it wrong.


Once it’s flowing along, the Bentley is a revelation. The steering is slop-free and alive, the brakes powerful, the ride – despite the short chassis – pliant, and the engine has gobs of mellifluous torque. And soon you know why – in pure driving terms – most enthusiasts agree that of all the classic early Bentleys, the 3-Litre is the one.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1921–29 Engine: In-line 4-cylinder, 2,996cc Max power: c.90bhp @ 3,500rpm Torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: 100mph Price: £895 (plus coachwork) new in 1921, £500,000+/$640,000+ today
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1929



Duesenberg Model J



The late 1920s saw the rise of a new breed of fabulously powerful and luxurious cars, and the Model J epitomized the breed


Duesenberg’s aim was to build a world-class luxury car to challenge the likes of Bugatti or Rolls-Royce. The Model J, launched in 1929, was the result. It was a hugely expensive car – retailing at $8,500 for a rolling chassis and about twice that when custom-bodied – and had a total production run of fewer than 500.


While all Model Js are special, some are more special than most. This one, chassis no J460, dates from 1931 and was bought by wealthy adventurer and playboy George Whittell Jr, who had it custom-bodied by the Walter M Murphy Company of Pasadena, California. Among its special features are lockable compartments behind the front seats – almost certainly specified to conceal bottles of hard liquor, this being the time of Prohibition.


Slide onto the glossy, black patent leather bench seat. The steering wheel is huge, naturally, and the numerous dials seem a long distance away. At first it appears there are two gear levers, but it turns out the second lever opens up the exhaust when a spot of rortiness is called for.


Insert the tiny ignition key, turn it clockwise and pull out the starter knob. The Duesy’s huge 6.9-litre straight-eight rumbles into life almost instantly, feeling smooth and insulated from the cabin. Built by Lycoming, it’s quite a sophisticated power unit, having double overhead camshafts and four valves per cylinder, but it’s tuned for reliability and refinement rather than outright power.


With plenty of torque on tap, the Model J made do with a three-speed gearbox. You need first gear more than you might expect, because second is a tall ratio, good for over 90mph. Maximum speed in top is about 115mph, which means this huge car will sit all day at 70 or 80.


As you’d expect, the steering is massively heavy at parking speeds but beautifully precise and manageable once the car is underway. Goose the throttle and this massive automobile surges forward, its gurgling exhaust note transforming into a spirited thrum – or an attractively masculine rasp, if you’ve opened the exhaust. The brakes have their work cut out: they are at least servo-assisted but woe betide any modern compact that brakes too sharply in front; the Duesy would simply bulldoze it into a cube of metal like a scrapyard crusher.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1929–37 Engine: In-line 8-cylinder, 6,883cc Max power: 265bhp @ 4,200rpm Torque: 374lb ft @ 2,000rpm 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: c.115mph Price: £2m+/$2.6m today
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1930



Frazer Nash Sports



If you wanted an uncompromising sports car in the 1930s, the chain-driven ’Nash was the car for you


The Frazer Nash was a sports car like no other. The unusual thing about this diminutive Brit was that the rear wheels were driven by a system of chains with no rear differential, which meant both sides of the axle were locked together, which promoted lurid tail-slides, or ‘drifts’ in modern parlance. Power came from a range of four-and six-cylinder engines, but this particular ’Nash has a later BMW 328 straight-six strapped into the chassis (Frazer Nash was the UK’s BMW importer in the 1930s), race-tuned to deliver 145bhp in a car that weighs just 768kg/1,693lb with half a tank of fuel. Of course, big power in a lightweight vehicle is what sports cars are all about. But the ’Nash has the advantage of its chain drive. Most gearboxes lose about 30 per cent of flywheel power, but not so chain drive, which loses a mere 5 per cent.


So you clamber into the tight cockpit and bucket seat, which affords you a great view through the aeroscreen down the long, louvred bonnet. The floor is raw wood, with a foot brace to keep you in the seat during brisk cornering. The large Brooklands sprung wheel is mounted high and various instruments are scattered across the wooden dashboard.


The 2-litre six-cylinder engine with three Solex carburettors responds instantly, with virtually no discernible flywheel effect. The gear lever is outside the cockpit on your right, with the shift pattern the mirror image of what we are used to, so first is further away. Now let the clutch up a tad to allow the gear to mesh with a clunk. Once engaged, the ’Nash leaps off the mark. Second ratio is straight back down, third is towards you and up, fourth straight back. Once you get used to the shifter, the gears swap with alacrity.


Given its head, the ’Nash takes off like a dog with a bone. It is seriously quick, and the speed seems greater because the small screens do little to prevent the wind blast while the whole vehicle fizzes, shakes, rattles and rasps. No wonder enthusiasts love these ‘Chain Gang’ Frazer Nashes. Vintage, certainly, but with pin-sharp steering, surprisingly effective rod brakes working the large finned front drums, a powerful engine and chuckable chassis, this pure sports car is a revelation – and never mind the chain oil getting everywhere.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1930–39 Engine: In-line 6-cylinder, 1,496cc (see text) Max power: 75bhp @ 4,800rpm Torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: c.80mph Price: £425 new in 1930, £200,000+/$257,000 today
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1931



Alfa Romeo 8C 2900B



The 8C was the most advanced sports car of the 1930s, and one of the most elegant, too. For some, this is the first ‘supercar’


These 8C 2900s were truly special, and driving them hard was exactly what they were designed for. Of the 40-ish built, many were raced – indeed, 2900s won the Mille Miglia road race a record four times – while long-time Bristol Cars proprietor Tony Crook once famously claimed that his own 2900 had been timed at 132mph.


This particular 2900, chassis 412022 with a body by Touring, is a particularly fine example of the pre-war coachbuilder’s art in its original grey with red leather interior – exactly how it looked when it was one of the stars of the 1938 British Motor Show at London’s Olympia.


What’s under the bonnet is every bit as stunning. The Alfa’s engine is genuinely a Grand Prix design, a straight-eight monster with twin superchargers, gear-driven double overhead camshafts and a pair of updraught Weber carburettors. As standard, the power output was around 180bhp, with the capacity for further tuning to take it to 220bhp.


Linked to this was a strong four-speed transaxle, a combined gearbox and differential unit mounted at the rear for the best possible weight distribution; all this in a chassis that was boxed for strength and independently sprung on coils at the front and a transverse leaf spring at the rear, with hydraulic and friction dampers keeping both ends in check. There was no more technically advanced road car of the era than the 8C 2900.


The straight-eight fires instantly and voices have to be raised above the whine of the twin superchargers. The central throttle pedal takes some getting used to, ditto the reverse-H gearshift pattern, with first gear over to the right. Once you’ve got your head around that, the car is very light and smooth to drive, and the straight-eight revs really well. It’s not turbine-smooth like a V12, but it’s got a guttural smoothness that’s really satisfying. Indeed, the whole car is immensely satisfying to drive. The transaxle is surprisingly easy to shift, and once you’re into fourth, the Alfa really settles into a groove. The handling is terrific, the car feeling all of a piece. In fact, its road manners are those of a much younger car.


As you charge off down the road, the exhaust note perfectly defines that old ripping-calico descriptive cliché, battling with the superchargers to make the most noise. The pull is immense, the thrill of speed intoxicating. What a machine!


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1931–39 Engine: In-line 8-cylinder, 2,905cc, twin superchargers Max power: 180bhp @ 5,200rpm Torque: n/a 0–60mph: c.9sec Max speed: c.120mph Price: c.£1,200 (plus coachwork) new in 1931, £20m+/$26m+ today
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1936



Jaguar SS100



Classic Jaguars always combined dashing good looks, strong performance and great value. The SS100 was the car that set the template


Jaguar founder William Lyons wasn’t only an astute businessman. He was also a gifted stylist, and the SS100 proves the point. From every angle it looks superb. Some of the ‘old school’ thought it was a bit caddish at the time, but it was a proper sports car priced at just £395 when new, undercutting everything else on the market. Performance was decent, too, thanks to a new overhead-valve cylinder head for the 2.5-litre straight-six engine (originally a Standard unit), which produced close to 100mph (a larger 3.5-litre engine with a claimed 125bhp arrived in 1938).


Ingress is via a flimsy ‘suicide’ door into a tight cockpit, and the large Bluemels steering wheel leaves little space for thighs. The seating position is typically arms-out, there is plenty of legroom, although not much space for large feet, and the view along the long, louvred bonnet and widely splayed front wings is terrific.


The engine fires instantly and sounds much larger than its 2½-litre capacity would suggest, sucking through twin 1¼-in SU carbs. The clutch is light, the gear lever requires only a short wrist action into non-synchro first, but the steering is heavy via the flexible rim. Still, the SS100 moves off easily enough.


The gearshift is synchro’d from second but it’s best to take it a bit slow. The lovely little straight-six is eager and reacts quickly to accelerator pedal increments, even if the rev band is limited to about 4,500. The steering quickly lightens and the brakes, though not full of feel, certainly work effectively and inspire confidence. Soon you are bowling along at quite a clip, the sensation of speed enhanced by the very open cockpit.


When you start to push the Jaguar, it responds in a benign manner. Going a bit faster into corners, the chassis eases into a drift. You feel the car settle its weight onto the outside tyres, then you unwind a bit of steering lock as the grip gently lets go – all very satisfying and all at legal speeds, though the under-damped rear axle struggles for composure when the road gets rough.


Some regard the SS100 as a bit dandy, but this is dispelled when you drive it. And that’s backed up by its competition record, with class and outright wins in international rallying in its day. It’s a proper bit of kit.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1936–41 Engine: In-line 6-cylinder, 2,663cc Max power: 105bhp @ 4,500rpm Torque: 167lb ft @ 2,800rpm 0–60mph: 12.8sec Max speed: 95mph Price: £395 new in 1936, £350,000+/$275,000+ today
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1936



BMW 328 Roadster



One of the most advanced of pre-war cars, the pretty 328 was a fine competition device that also made a great road car


Originally known for its aircraft engines, BMW had been producing cars for only five years when it launched the 328 Roadster in 1936, but the new model was a breakthrough in terms of both lightness and speed. It excelled on the European race circuits against the British and Italian competition – and it also made for one of the outstanding road cars of its era.


It certainly looked the part – beautifully engineered and exquisitely proportioned. It was one of the first cars to make extensive use of wind-tunnel testing, while under that shapely body was a stiff, light, tubular frame. Its sophisticated engine produced 80bhp – quite a feat for a 2-litre in 1936, and especially effective in a car weighing only 830kg/1,830lb. Tuned competition versions produced as much as 135bhp.


The example pictured here was supplied new in 1937 to a Polish enthusiast and was raced with considerable success in its early years. It resurfaced in Budapest 25 years ago and has since been restored, complete with a 135bhp Mille Miglia-specification engine. The note of that engine is clear and crisp, the throttle response immediate. The revs climb joyfully and quickly, as in a modern engine, despite the BMW’s relatively long 96mm stroke. Indeed, it will rev safely to 6,000rpm. With this much power to pull a modest 830kg, it’s not surprising that plentiful performance is achieved with little effort.


There’s a good view ahead over a smooth, mascot-free bonnet, and the BMW’s narrowness is emphasized by the shapely lines of its front wings. Within just a few miles, the 328 is smooth and easy to handle. Its agility, shock-free steering, light gearchange and good braking make it feel like a much more recent car. Only the suspension sometimes reminds you that it was designed in the mid-1930s.


On a quiet country road, you can start playing with the engine power, delivered with such a spread of torque that you don’t need to change gear very often. Long-stroke engines are good for that, providing a wealth of torque that nowadays calls for a turbocharger. And then you approach a curve a little too quickly and discover how easily the BMW’s natural oversteer is controlled by the responsive throttle pedal. No wonder that many at the time considered the 328 the best all-round sports car in the world.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1936–40 Engine: In-line 6-cylinder, 1,971cc Max power: 80bhp @ 5,000rpm Torque: 93lb ft @ 4,000rpm 0–60mph: c.10sec Max speed: 93mph Price: £695 new in 1936, £500,000+/$640,000+ today
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1936



Bugatti Type 57SC Atlantic



An automotive sculpture, the Atlantic is as rare and exotic as a car gets – and today it is one of the world’s most coveted machines


Bugatti’s Type 57SC Atlantic vies with the Alfa 8C 2900 for the title of first ever ‘supercar’. In 1937, speed king Sir Malcolm Campbell referred to his own 57SC Corsica roadster as ‘the best all-round super-sports car which is available on the market today’. The Atlantic was even more exotic, and its supercharged, double-overhead-cam, straight-eight engine, like its body, was a work of art.


Only four Atlantics emerged from Bugatti’s Molsheim factory, and only three survive intact. Today, each is valued at £40m+/$51m+, which is why the car pictured here is actually a replica. Not any old replica, though. Owned by Bugatti itself, it’s one of five exact copies built (using genuine Bugatti parts) by Erik Koux. And it’s real enough for its sensual mix of beauty and sheer menace to send a tingle down the spine.


Insert yourself through the kidney-shaped door and settle behind the wheel. It’s surprisingly light and airy in the cabin, and the view through the windscreen is as evocative as it gets, the wings rising up even higher than the bonnet. Fire the engine and, as with any car of this vintage, there’s a background whine of shafts spinning in unsophisticated bearings, accompanied by the trademark whirring of the Type 57’s camshaft drive gears, but a blip of throttle results in a gorgeous bark from the exhaust.


The clutch is heavy, but the gear selection is direct and positive. It doesn’t need much gas to pull away – you just let the torque do the job – and it doesn’t take long to master the precise gearchange, as long as you’re willing to feel, rather than crash, the gears home. Double-declutching is a necessity on down changes.


The steering is heavy, to the point that you fear for your ability to heave the wheel effectively enough to make it through tight turns, especially when that deliciously powerful engine has propelled you to speeds that modern arms, pampered by power steering, aren’t going to cope with. But, every now and again, it all comes together and starts to flow – the motoring equivalent of the unmistakable ‘click’ of a perfectly struck golf ball.


What a challenge it would be to drive this wonderful machine on, say, the Mille Miglia Retrospective. The heat would build in the cabin, even with the lever-operated roof vents popped open. The hard suspension would jar every organ. And at the end of the journey your brain would be pulsing with an unmatched sense of achievement and fulfilment.


SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1936–38 Engine: In-line 8-cylinder, 3,257cc, supercharged Max power: 210bhp @ 5,500rpm Torque: n/a 0–60mph: c.9sec Max speed: c.120mph Price: £40m+/$51m+ today
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1948



Porsche 356



Porsche’s first production model was based on the humble VW Beetle but it soon developed a cult following among keen drivers


Ferdinand Porsche’s first claim to fame was inventing the VW Beetle, so it was entirely natural that the first Porsche sports cars produced by his son, ‘Ferry’ Porsche, should be Beetle-based, including the rear-mounted, air-cooled flat-4 engine. From these, on the face of it unpromising, beginnings would grow one of the greatest manufacturers of sporting cars the world would ever know.


After a short run of early examples in Gmünd, Austria, production proper started in Stuttgart in 1950 and would continue right through until 1965, overlapping with the introduction of the more advanced and better-known 911. In that time, the 356 went through more regenerations than Dr Who – the car pictured here is an early 1958 Convertible ‘D’ with a 60bhp 1.6-litre version of the flat-four (other versions had as much as 95bhp). It’s a lot more fun than that lowly power figure might suggest. As enthusiasts in the ’50s quickly discovered, it was just the sweetest, lightest, easiest car to drive.
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