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Ferruccio Lamborghini poses with an early version of his V12 engine and the 350 GTV prototype at the 1963 Turin show.









Go Your Own Way


“Lamborghini, you may be able to drive a tractor but you will never be able to handle a Ferrari properly.”


Today, the arrival of an ambitious new sportscar manufacturer – launched by a respected businessman with the support of local government rather than vague promises of cash from venture capitalists – would no doubt be promulgated to the world via a slickly produced video hosted by a bellowing influencer. Lamborghini’s launch possessed a subtlety that the brand and its cars would subsequently abandon. One of the first items of press coverage in Britain, for instance, came in the back pages of Autocar magazine in July 1963, where a rather dull monochrome image of a rolling chassis and engine appeared beside the similarly restrained headline “Italian 3500cc GT from a new constructor”.


Contemporary sources might have documented Lamborghini’s birth in drily factual tones but, over 60 years later, the company’s history is draped appropriately in the seductive layers of myth essential to any supercar manufacturer in which the customer is buying into the story and image as much as the car. And what a story: a self-made man butting heads with a similarly pugnacious character – Enzo Ferrari – and resolving to beat him at his own trade.


Like any myth, only fragments of it may be true. But, as the newspaperman tells James Stewart’s character in the classic film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”


Believers in astrology hold that those born under the constellation of Taurus, the bull, are possessed of unusual strength and tenacity, and place great value on material pleasures. The sign itself is historically associated with the worship of bulls. Ferruccio Lamborghini was born in the Italian farming town of Renazzo on 28 April 1916, the week after Easter and a handful of days after the sign of the bull came into the ascendant. The youngest of five children, Lamborghini arrived into a Europe torn apart by war and civil disquiet, a cycle that would repeat during his lifetime.


Farming and artisan crafts have formed the backbone of the Emilia-Romagna region’s economy since Roman times, when retiring legionaries were granted parcels of land as a reward for their services to the empire. There they worked the land or took up craft trades; as the decades passed, the region acquired a reputation for fine food, engineering and metalwork.


As a teenager, Lamborghini became more interested in the mechanics of the machines that worked the land than in cultivating the land itself. The modern Lamborghini myth holds that he built his own forge and machine shop on the family farm. It is widely claimed, though no documentation appears to exist, that he enrolled in a technical college – likely the Fratelli Taddia in nearby Bologna – to study engineering. But his date of birth placed him in the prime demographic to be compelled into military services when hostilities flared once more in 1939; a year later, aged 24, he was drafted into the Italian Air Force.


Ferruccio’s mechanical skills came into play as a member of the ground crew servicing the aircraft fleet stationed on the Aegean island of Rhodes, a key hub with three airfields. Its strategic significance in this theatre of operations placed it in the line of fire from all sides: after Italy’s surrender in 1943, Rhodes was attacked by both Allied and German forces during the Dodecanese campaign. Lamborghini spent several months as a prisoner of the Allies once hostilities ceased in 1945.
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Long before it adorned sportscars, the Lamborghini name featured on agricultural machinery.





Freedom brought its own challenges. In common with the rest of his generation, Ferruccio came home to a country still suffering the privations of war – and, in Italy’s case, the hangover from subjugation. Unemployment, poverty and starvation were rife in an economy that had fallen into inactivity after being repurposed for war: factories which had been converted to munitions manufacture lay idle, vehicles had been stripped or melted down to make engines of war. But here lay an opportunity for those with mechanical gifts and an entrepreneurial mindset.


Italy’s bread basket needed to produce again. Ferruccio, according to the company’s origin myth, built his parents a new tractor out of scavenged components and then, while on honeymoon, came across a British army detachment disposing of Italian military equipment. Whether this is true or not, Lamborghini started his first business repurposing ex-military vehicles for agricultural use or raiding them for spare parts to maintain existing farm machinery. The work was tough, but profitable; and, once the available stock of army-surplus hardware began to run low, he established Lamborghini Tractori SpA to manufacture complete new vehicles – including engines. Success enabled Ferruccio to employ more staff and step back from the hands-on work, though he continued to modify road cars, souping up several 569cc Fiat Topolinos for himself and other acquaintances. With one, bored and stroked to 750cc, he entered the 1948 Mille Miglia road race; the records enshrine him as a plain DNF – Did Not Finish – but the story behind the acronym is typically flamboyant.
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Ferruccio well understood the importance of getting the V12 engine right.





“I finished my Mille Miglia in an osteria [pub],” he said, “which I entered by driving through the wall.”


Whether you believe it or not, this plausibly accounts for Lamborghini’s future aversion to motor racing. He became a wealthy man in the 1950s as his tractor company prospered and he established a second business building and maintaining air-conditioning systems, a wildly popular growth industry that had sprung up in the USA. Like any new technology manufactured at scale it was inclined to be temperamental, and Lamborghini was careful to ensure his aftersales service was among the best in the field, encouraging repeat business.


When Lamborghini began to reward himself for his success by acquiring luxury cars, he was therefore on a collision course with the notoriously prickly Enzo Ferrari. If, once again, the myth is to be believed.


Ferruccio certainly delighted in repeating the legend often enough to establish it as fact, though certain details would often shift to suit the occasion. He said the following in a 1991 interview with Thoroughbred & Classic Cars magazine:




“After I got my first Ferrari, my other six cars – Alfa Romeo, Lancia, Mercedes, Maserati, Jaguar – were always left in the garage. In 1958 I went to Maranello for the first time to buy a 250GT coupé, the two-seater by Pininfarina. After that I had one, maybe two, 250GT Berlinettas, the short-wheelbase car from Scaglietti. I did like that one very much. It was ahead of its time, had a perfect balance and a strong engine. Finally, I bought a 250GT 2+2, which was a four-seater by Pininfarina. That engine was very strong too and it went very well.


“All my Ferraris had clutch problems. When you drove normally, everything was fine. But when you were going hard, the clutch would slip under acceleration; it just wasn’t up to the job. I went to Maranello regularly to have a clutch rebuilt or renewed, and every time, the car was taken away for several hours and I was not allowed to watch them repairing it. The problem with the clutch was never cured, so I decided to talk to Enzo Ferrari. I had to wait for him a very long time. ‘Ferrari, your cars are rubbish!’ I complained. Il Commendatore was furious. ‘Lamborghini, you may be able to drive a tractor but you will never be able to handle a Ferrari properly.’ This was the point when I finally decided to make a perfect car.”





Subsequent accounts from Lamborghini’s early employees have applied somewhat unwanted layers of reality to this story. Ubaldo Sgarzi, sales manager and the man who did so much to keep the company alive during the 1970s, would later say Ferruccio’s 250 GT 2+2 merely had faulty spark plugs and poorly set up carburettors.


Both test driver/engineer Bob Wallace and his successor, Valentino Balboni, have suggested that comparing what Ferrari was charging for a new clutch with what Lamborghini billed customers for tractor clutches set Ferruccio to thinking what profit could be made from building grand touring cars. He was too astute to enter such a potentially risky start-up business based on a clash of egos alone, but he recognized the opportunity to turn a profit if the product hit the mark.
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In 1968, for the third year in a row, Lamborghini turned heads on the motor show circuit – this time with the launch of the dramatic Espada.







“In the past I have bought some of the most expensive Gran Turismo cars,” he explained in a 1964 interview with Sporting Motorist magazine.


“And in each of these magnificent cars I have found some faults. Too hot. Or uncomfortable. Or not sufficiently fast. Or not perfectly finished. Now I want to make a GT car without faults. Not a technical bomb. Very normal. But a perfect car.”





Ferruccio enjoyed telling interviewers how he and his mechanics improved his Ferrari themselves in the Lamborghini tractor workshop, fitting a larger aftermarket Borg & Beck clutch and adding new twin-camshaft cylinder heads and horizontally mounted carburettors. With equal relish he would describe waiting for Ferrari factory test drivers outside Modena and then racing them up the A1 autostrada.
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Local government concessions enabled Lamborghini to build an impressive new factory.





Lamborghini would receive no pushback against his plans from local authorities. The state of the economy was such that the Communist party held the majority in regional government, signing off on his plans for a new factory and granting an interest-free loan to build it provided he employed local workers – and provided they were members of the sheet metal workers’ union. While this limited Ferruccio’s own financial risk, the deal for inexpensive labour left his young company vulnerable to union caprice for years to come.


In a corner of the tractor factory, the chassis of the first prototype came together through the energy of an ambitious team of young engineers: Giampaolo Dallara, who had joined Ferrari immediately after graduating from the Milan Technical Institute at the age of 24, became technical director, assisted by recent University of Bologna graduate Paolo Stanzani. Giotto Bizzarrini, one of the architects of the iconic Ferrari 250 GTO, took on a freelance engagement as a consultant. Design and production of the bodywork was to be outsourced, as was customary at the time in low-volume car manufacture: in the early days of Ferrari the company simply produced rolling chassis with engines and transmissions which were clothed in bespoke shells by traditional coachbuilders. Soulless production lines which stamped out homogenous tin boxes were for the likes of Ford.


The project was beset with difficulties from the outset. As we will explore in the following chapter, the headstrong, individualistic Bizzarrini was paid based on the final power output of the 3.5-litre V12 engine. The initial result was not to Ferruccio’s liking. Nor would it fit in the prototype car Lamborghini unveiled to the public at the 1963 Turin motor show. Ferruccio had the front end ballasted with tiles and the bonnet locked; if any sales prospects asked to look inside, Lamborghini would gesture at one of his employees and say, “See that idiot? He’s lost the keys.” The engine was displayed separately to the rest of the car.
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From the earliest models, such as the 350 GT pictured here, Lamborghini aimed for a luxurious interior feel with plenty of leather.





The 350 GTV prototype’s bodywork design was credited to Franco Scaglione, working to a tight brief from Ferruccio, and the show car was built by the newly established Carrozzeria Sargiotto. But Lamborghini’s plans had already changed by the time the car made its public debut: he was dissatisfied with the dated styling, as well as the raciness of Bizzarrini’s tube frame chassis and the indifferent build quality of the shell.


Dallara and Stanzani took over onward development as Bizzarrini moved on to other freelance projects. Their new chassis design, based on square sections, was more suited to scale production. Carrozzeria Touring of Milan, early Ferrari collaborators and inventors of the patented Superleggera (super-light) construction technique, reworked Scaglione’s design into a simpler and more classically elegant shape. Dallara also revised the engine for a more relaxed power delivery.


Unveiled at the 1964 Geneva show, the 350 GT received favourable press but didn’t really manage to engage with potential customers at all: Lamborghini took just 13 orders all year. Ferruccio, keen to offer a larger and more powerful car to compete with Ferrari’s 275, abandoned plans to introduce a smaller-engined model and went the other way, asking Dallara to increase the swept volume of the V12 to four litres. He hired Wallace, an aspiring racing driver from New Zealand who had worked as a mechanic for the Scuderia Serenissima racing organization, to improve the driving dynamics of Lamborghini’s cars.
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Although reviews of the 350 GT were positive, sales proved disappointing.
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Restyled and boasting a larger engine, plus room for two (small) rear passengers, the 400 GT was a step up from the 350 GT.
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The bold Marzal show car prefaced the arrival of the Espada.





Despite financial issues, Touring were able to handle production demands for the new 400 GT model, although Zagato pitched for business with a pair of concept cars based on that car’s running gear. The definitive 400 GT 2+2 was launched in 1966, featuring a Lamborghini-made gearbox and differential in place of the off-the-shelf ZF components used in earlier cars, as well as a reshaped chassis to accommodate a pair of rear seats in place of the original – and curious – sideways-mounted single rear seat. When Touring went bust, production shifted to Carrozzeria Marazzi, a new company whose workforce was boosted by the recruitment of ex-Touring personnel.


While accomplished enough in their own way, these first Lamborghinis were relaxed grand tourers – the kind of car Ferruccio and other middle-aged men of means would choose to reward themselves for their success. They sold steadily but not in exciting numbers. Realizing the range needed to be expanded, Ferruccio signed off on the attention-grabbing Marzal concept vehicle and Miura supercar, followed eventually by a first attempt at a higher volume model, named the Urraco.
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It may seem unfamiliar now, but the Espada was Lamborghini’s biggest seller of the 1970s across three model generations.
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Relaunched as the Islero with pop-up headlights and a new interior, the GT model still failed to excite buyers.





In 1968 Mario Marazzi rebodied the 400 GT – reputedly, his pen very much guided by Ferruccio – with more interior space, a larger glasshouse and pop-up headlights. The ‘new’ car was badged as the Islero, named after a famous fighting bull, and it sold in modest quantities – 125 – until the updated Islero S model was released a year later. Although Ferruccio adopted one as his daily driver, the Islero was never as successful as the more adventurous Espada, which was launched alongside it at the 1968 Geneva motor show. Designed by Miura stylist Marcello Gandini and based on styling themes established on the Marzal, it would become Lamborghini’s biggest-selling model in the first two decades of the company’s existence. The bull was up and running.
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