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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 blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





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



Recognized the world over, the iconic Aston Martin wings have graced some of the world’s fastest, most stylish and most charismatic high-performance motorcars. From prewar racers to the classic DB models of the 1950s and 1960s to today’s 200mph supercars, this is the story of those cars and what it feels like to drive them.





 


Hard to believe for such an iconic brand, but for most of its history Aston Martin teetered on the brink of insolvency. It was only the arrival of Ford in the late 1980s and the decision in the early ’90s to adopt an abandoned Jaguar project and turn it into the hugely successful DB7 that finally made the marque profitable and assured it of a future. Until then it had been kept afloat by a succession of wealthy men (most were considerably less wealthy by the time they moved on) who were prepared to throw money at a small, idiosyncratic car maker with little hope of seeing a return on their investment.


Why did they do it? Probably for the same reasons that people have always loved Astons, the same reasons that you’re holding this book – because there’s a magical pull about the Aston Martin name and the cars that carry the famous wings.


Exactly what the words ‘Aston Martin’ evoke probably depends on your age. Those of more mature years recall the early DB models of the immediate postwar era, cars like the rakish DB2 and the fabulous DBR1 racer that famously won Le Mans in 1959. Those of us currently enjoying a midlife crisis go misty-eyed at the thought of the brutal V8 Vantage of the 1970s and 1980s. Younger fans download desktop wallpaper of Vanquishes and Vulcans. But everyone, of course, thinks of a certain DB5, painted in Silver Birch and kitted out with one or two items of non-standard equipment.


Ian Fleming had first paired James Bond with Aston Martin in the novel Goldfinger. In the book it was a DB MkIII, but by the time the film was made the DB5 was the latest model and so that was the one the producers wanted. It was to prove the perfect match for Sean Connery’s 007: both were the epitome of understated aggression and cool 1960s sophistication. Bond and Aston became cemented in the public consciousness, bywords for glamour and excitement, British icons recognized the world over.


The Bond connection certainly helped sell Astons and, for a time in the 1960s, the company books looked almost healthy. But even millionaire Sir David Brown couldn’t make money from Aston Martin and in the early 1970s he bailed out. The company then entered its most turbulent period, as owners came and went and the famous factory at Newport Pagnell was even forced to close for a year. But through these difficult times, Aston somehow continued to attract brilliant – and highly resourceful – designers and engineers, and continued to make fabulous cars, like the V8 Vantage and the futuristic Lagonda.


Eventually came Ford money, the DB7, then, in 2000, Dr Ulrich Bez, the passionate German engineer who, as CEO, would drive the company to unprecedented levels of sales success with truly world-class products like the DB9 and the modern Vantage, without ever losing sight of what made Aston unique: that subtle blend of beauty, understated aggression, sizzling performance and a distinctively British character. And now Aston Martin has a new visionary at the helm, the personable and dynamic Englishman Andy Palmer, whose plans for the company outstrip anything we’ve yet seen. With new investors and a partnership with Mercedes-AMG to supply engines and electronic systems, a fresh generation of Astons is set to carry those famous wings to new heights.
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THE EARLY YEARS






The Early Years – Introduction



From a crude horseless carriage called The Hybrid to some of the finest drivers’ cars of the prewar era


The earliest Aston Martins aren’t just from a different age – they might as well be from a different universe, so far removed are they from today’s ground-hugging supercars. Or so you might think. In fact these skinny-wheeled machines with their strange, boat-like bodies have a surprising amount in common with today’s cars. Right from the start, Aston Martins were sporting machines with a strong English flavour, hand-built in small numbers for wealthy and discerning petrolheads.


It was on 15 January 1913 that Old Etonian Lionel Martin and his cycling friend Robert Bamford officially formed Bamford & Martin Ltd ‘to deal in, manufacture and sell motor cars’. Based in Henniker Mews, in London’s Kensington, they started out selling and tuning Singer cars. But Martin, in particular, was fired with an ambition to create his own machine, a ‘British-built fast touring car… built up to the high ideals demanded by a small but extremely discriminating class of motorist’. The following year he tested a 1,389cc four-cylinder engine, built for him by Coventry-Simplex, in a 1908 Isotta Fraschini chassis – a car nicknamed The Hybrid. Subsequent success in the Aston Hill Climb inspired Lionel to coin the name Aston Martin for his proposed marque.
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Founders Lionel Martin (left) and Robert Bamford
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Martin at Brooklands in 1921 with an early car known as Bunny





The first car to be actually registered as an Aston Martin came a year later, in March 1915, and was nicknamed – rather unflatteringly – Coal Scuttle because of the shape of its bodywork. Alas, events in Europe would soon put all such trivial activities on hold. It wasn’t until 1919 that Lionel Martin could reassemble his small team (Bamford by now fading from the picture) and take up where they’d left off.
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The first press photo of a Bamford & Martin car, Brighton 1913
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Aston Martin’s late-1920s saviour, Augustus Cesare ‘Bert’ Bertelli





The next few cars, with names like Buzzbox, Razor Blade and Bunny, were also one-offs. Another, more prosaically known as A3, is today the oldest surviving Aston Martin. In 1923 it lapped the Brooklands circuit, with its banked turns, at a surely terrifying 84.5mph.


Lionel Martin often raced these cars himself to prove their mettle. Another driver of these early Astons was the rich playboy Count Louis Zborowski, who liked them so much that in 1922 he invested £10,270/$41,080 in the company, a colossal sum in those days. Sadly, the count was to die at the wheel of a Mercedes at Monza two years later.


Other investors followed. Aston Martin was always struggling for money in those early days, but in 1923 it began offering its latest model – the Sports – to the general public for the first time, and the following year sales hit a peak of 26 cars. It was a false dawn. In 1925 the company was placed in receivership and Lionel Martin left amid bitter recriminations.
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A dash of 1930s style – the cockpit of a 1934 Le Mans racer





The next chapter began in October 1926 with the formation of a new company, Aston Martin Motors, run by engineer and racer Augustus Cesare ‘Bert’ Bertelli and William Renwick, with a new works in a former aircraft factory in Feltham, Middlesex. The heart of the new Aston Martins was a 1.5-litre OHC engine, which would go on to power a whole generation of not only sports and racing cars, but also saloons and tourers.
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LM14, one of three factory ‘team cars’ entered for the 1934 Le Mans





It was these ‘Bertelli Astons’ that really established Aston Martin as a marque to be reckoned with. Despite money problems never being far away and several changes of backers, the cars enjoyed many successes in competition, not only at Brooklands, but also at Le Mans, where they scored a number of class wins.


Aston Martin naturally used this racing glory to sell its sports cars, with models like the LM (for Le Mans) and the Ulster (named to celebrate a team victory in the Ulster Tourist Trophy race) proving especially popular with the young dashers of the heady interwar years.


These 1930s Astons were real drivers’ cars, their combination of strong performance, excellent handling, stylish lines, fine engineering and quality of construction making them highly prized by the rich young men who could afford them. They established Aston Martin among the world’s most desirable and valuable sporting machines, and by 1937 the company was producing 140 cars a year.
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The 1934 Le Mans squad about to leave Feltham and head for France
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Early-1930s brochure shows Aston capitalizing on its Le Mans results
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Production in full flow at Feltham





But it wasn’t enough for the marque’s backers to see a return on their investment. ‘Bert’ Bertelli fell out with the moneymen and left, and, as the storm clouds gathered over Europe once again, production fell to a mere half-dozen cars by 1939.


With the outbreak of war, production was suspended and the factory forced to survive on military contracts. There was a glimmer of hope, though. In March 1939, the company unveiled its ‘car of the future’, an odd-looking but undeniably advanced machine designed by chief engineer Claude Hill and christened Atom. The Aston Martin story was about to take its most significant twist.
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Ahead of its time: Atom of 1939 was Aston’s ‘car of the future’









1921



A3


Originally built in 1921, then rediscovered and restored 80 years later, A3 is the oldest surviving Aston Martin


This car is the tangible link with the early days of Aston Martin, when Bamford and Martin were building their first cars in a workshop in Kensington, and Lionel Martin himself was racing and hill-climbing them at venues across the south of England. The very first, which subsequently became known as Coal Scuttle, racked up 15,000 competitive miles. Then, in 1920, the company built its second car, powered by a new four-cylinder engine designed by ex-Coventry-Simplex man H V Robb, with competition in mind, and its beefed-up chassis was used in the next three prototypes.


A3 was the third Aston Martin built, and is the oldest survivor today. First registered as AM273 and initially bearing the chassis number ‘No.3’, it appeared in 1921 and covered many ‘development’ miles, mostly at Brooklands. Depending on the event, it might be powered by the single-overhead-camshaft engine or a later twin-cam, or a racing version of the earlier side-valve engine. The mix-and-match nature of A3 didn’t finish there. Two bodies were used during this period: a streamlined racing style and a more conventional sports item.


Retired from development duties after two years and sold to its first private owner, Captain J C Douglas, the car was given a new engine and had its chassis renumbered to match. It was also re-registered XN2902 and even susbsequently rebodied in the 1930s. All of which, of course, caused some confusion for later historians!


However, when the car resurfaced at auction in 2002, experts from the Aston Martin Heritage Trust recognized its significance, raised the funds to buy it and commissioned a full restoration, taking it back to the two-seater sports configuration it was originally when sold to Captain Douglas.


What really stops you dead in your tracks when you see A3 for the first time is just how small and perfectly proportioned it is. Climbing into the snug cockpit, you find a wonderful legs-outstretched driving position, perfect for competition. Typically for a racer of this era, the pedal layout is alien to those brought up on more modern cars: the centre-mounted throttle is on the left-hand side of the steering column and takes some time to get used to.


Firing up the side-valve engine with its button is simple enough, once the fuel system is primed, and little effort is needed to make it burst into life. Most impressively, it quickly settles down into a smooth, even and quiet idle. On the move, the steering is light and accurate, and the acceleration surprisingly brisk. It’s a proper, sporting machine but, given its origins, that should come as no surprise.
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SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1921 Engine: In-line 4-cylinder, 1,389cc Max power: c.50bhp Max torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: c.85mph Price: £1 million+/$1.24 million today









1929



LM3


LM3 is a fine example of an early Bertelli-era Aston and was even raced by ‘Bert’ Bertelli himself


One of a series of cars built to race at Le Mans (although this particular car never actually did), LM3 shows just how far Aston Martins had come by the late 1920s. The marque had already been through the first of many changes of ownership, and the cars of this period were very much the vision of new co-owner and chief engineer Augustus Cesare ‘Bert’ Bertelli. Bertelli himself sat in this very cockpit for LM3’s competition debut at the 1929 Brooklands Double Twelve. He and ‘riding mechanic’ Jack Bezzant finished fifth in that race, and the same pairing achieved ninth place in the 1929 Irish Grand Prix. Later successes for LM3 would include victory in a five-lap handicap race at Donington in 1935 in the hands of another famous figure in Aston circles: racing driver and owners’ club co-founder St John Horsfall. So it’s positively dripping with period history.


Sat in the upright seat and gripping the cord-bound steering wheel, the driver first has to reprogram his brain to the centre throttle, with its AM-embossed brass pedal-pad like those of its neighbours. At least the gearbox has a conventional gate pattern, not reversed like that of a later Le Mans model. With practice you can get mostly crunch-free upshifts; a double-declutch with a well-timed blip is obligatory for the downshifts. The size of that blip is absolutely critical when selecting second from third; this is not a forgiving gearbox.


The steering feels a lot more precise than the spindly linkage and springy steering wheel suggest. It’s light and smooth, complementing a ride of surprising suppleness. There’s a little bit of scuttle-shudder over bumps but the abiding impression is of a surprisingly all-of-a-piece machine.


So pretty soon you’re enjoying the noisy enthusiasm of the 1,488cc, four-cylinder engine with its overhead camshaft and crossflow cylinder head. It gives more power now than it did when new and zooms easily to an indicated 70mph on the small speedometer and 4,000rpm on the outsize rev-counter.


In corners, the front wheels are pushed a little wide if you go gently into a bend, but a dab of the middle pedal quickly quells that and brings on a pleasing tail-drift with which you can fine-tune your cornering line.


It’s as old-school rear-drive as you can get, and if it’s all happening too quickly, there are strong, progressive brakes to rein in the pace. LM3, then, is a delightful machine and one that wears its history with pride.
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SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1929 Engine: In-line 4-cylinder, 1,488cc Max power: c.65bhp originally (c.100bhp today) Max torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: 100mph+ Price: £1 million+/$1.24 million today
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1934



LM15


The greatest of all prewar Aston models – on both road and track – was the Ulster, and LM15 is one of the best examples of this revered breed


Strictly speaking, LM15 predated the Ulster model. It was one of three factory team cars entered for the 1934 Tourist Trophy race, which in those days was run on a closed-road circuit in Northern Ireland. All three finished the gruelling race, winning the team prize for Aston Martin. In their honour, customer versions of the car would thereafter be known as the Ulster. So, to nitpick, LM15 is only retrospectively an Ulster. It doesn’t matter. All feature the same, spirited 1.5-litre overhead-cam four-cylinder engine, the long, louvred bonnet, the cycle wings and the distinctive tail (which actually housed the spare wheel). And all are an absolute joy to drive. Once sunk into the leather bucket seat, you’re immediately struck by just how close everything is to the driver: the large steering wheel, the dashboard, the screen, the wheels and, indeed, the surface of the track.


The 1,495cc engine springs into life easily, sounding bigger than it is. This is the first level of car-driver communication to reach you, since the engine is solidly mounted on the chassis. This means that the driver can feel a lot of the engine’s behaviour as well as hear it – and feel its temperature, too. Winter motoring is entirely possible thanks to the vast amounts of engine heat coming through into the cockpit: it’s like having a wood-burning stove in the car with you.


A dip of the light clutch, engage first (top right) and the Ulster comes truly to life. As you catch a waft of warm Castrol ‘R’, you can feel the entire car writhing around you. The scuttle is moving, and while the steering column stays rock-steady, the seat is telling you that the simple ladder chassis is as much a part of the handling package as the leaf springs and friction dampers. Forget chassis rigidity – that was hard to achieve in the 1930s, so the designers actively exploited the fact. There is not much suspension travel but the solid front and rear axles do not complain. Few modern cars can out-corner an Ulster.


Indeed, the Ulster is arguably the best-handling prewar car of them all. When raced against bigger-engined rivals, it’s the handling that allows the Ulster to win through – specifically, its ability to carry speed through corners. It needs to, since c.100bhp cannot power the car out of corners as well as some. That said, four-wheel drifts are as natural as breathing in this car. Ulsters just do not bite and, if you take a liberty, it will tell you before you get into real trouble.


While you can get away with misbehaving a little, an Ulster rewards smoothness and commitment. Hesitate and you lose speed; brake too much or get it too sideways and speed is not easily regained. The steering is heavy, but you don’t notice it once moving. For a worm-and-castor drop-link steering system setup, it offers surprising accuracy and feel. And placing the car on the track couldn’t be easier, since the view of the front wheels is unimpeded. The cable-operated brakes, while heavy to operate, are powerful enough to outbrake rivals when racing. The straight-cut gearbox is easy to handle with the lever so close to the steering wheel, and the pedals, which are laid out with the throttle in the middle and the brake pedal to the right, are set high for perfect heel-and-toe action. Generally, third and fourth gears are all you need once on the move, though a hairpin may demand second. The shift, with decent double-declutching, is strong, direct and quick. Throttle pick-up through the twin SUs is instant and between 4,000 and 5,500rpm (the red line is at 6,000rpm). The power is strong and perfectly in tune with the rest of the car.


When LM15’s sister car, LM20, came third overall at Le Mans in 1935, it did so on a rough track at an average speed of over 75mph, including pit stops. That was a staggering feat but, aside from the act of human endurance, it’s easy to see how it was achieved in a car of such huge competence. And easy to understand why its drivers wore such broad smiles.
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SPECIFICATIONS


Years produced: 1934 Engine: In-line 4-cylinder, 1,495cc Max power: c.100bhp @ 5,500rpm Max torque: n/a 0–60mph: n/a Max speed: 100mph+ Price: £3 million+/$3.7 million today
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THE DAVID BROWN YEARS






The David Brown Years – Introduction



How a Yorkshire industrialist bought struggling Aston Martin for a mere £20,500/$82,000 and turned it into one of the world’s greatest marques


Remember the Atom, the one-off prewar Aston prototype created by chief engineer Claude Hill? It may have been an odd-looking thing, but it was genuinely advanced for its day, with streamlined aluminium bodywork over a supporting steel tubular frame, coil-sprung front suspension, and a 2-litre four-cylinder overhead-valve engine of Hill’s own design.


So, although it looked odd, it drove really well. Indeed, while Aston Martin survived the war on military contracts, company owner Gordon Sutherland clocked up an astonishing 100,000 miles in the Atom. And in 1947, when he ran out of cash and advertised the company for sale in The Times, it was a spin in the Atom that convinced northern industrialist David Brown to buy Aston Martin.


Brown (not yet Sir David) was at the time the boss of the David Brown group of companies, which raked in millions making tractors for agriculture and gears for industry. A keen sportsman and motorist, and also the possessor of a sizeable ego, he loved the idea of owning a sports-car company and going racing, and the Atom convinced him that Aston had the talent to make it happen.


There was only one problem: Brown couldn’t see much potential in Hill’s four-cylinder OHV engine. But he knew that similarly cash-strapped Lagonda had a 2.6-litre six-cylinder twin-cam engine that had been developed under W O Bentley. That was much more the ticket. So he bought Lagonda as well.
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Man with a mission: Yorkshireman David Brown
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The first car to carry Brown’s initials was the DB2 of 1949





Development continued, and two years later Aston Martin entered three prototype versions of its sleek new DB2 models for the 1949 Le Mans race, two with the four-cylinder engine and one with the Lagonda six-cylinder. That car failed to finish, but one of the four-cylinder cars came seventh. The following year, Aston entered three six-cylinder DB2s. Two of them finished first and second in the 3-litre class and fifth and sixth overall. The same year, exports to America began. The DB era of Aston Martin was truly under way.
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1959 World Sportscar Champions: Shelby, Moss, Brown and Fairman
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The DB4 interior looked particularly inviting in this brochure shot





The next two decades would see a succession of world-class road cars. DB2 evolved into DB2/4 and 2/4 MkIII. Then came DB4, 5 and 6 with their gorgeous, Touring-designed bodies and glorious all-aluminium straight-six engines. By the time the 1964 release of Goldfinger saw James Bond behind the wheel of a DB5, Aston Martin was synonymous with glamour and excitement, helped to no small degree by the fabulous DBR1 winning Le Mans outright in 1959. Aston Martin was now Britain’s Ferrari, its new factory at Newport Pagnell in Buckinghamshire the equivalent of Maranello.


The final car of the David Brown era was the DBS, which appeared first with the straight-six and then, in 1969, with an all-new 5.3-litre V8 engine that re-established Aston Martin in the top flight of luxury, high-performance car makers.


Alas, while the cars were performing, the company wasn’t. Aston Martin Lagonda had never made any serious money for Sir David (he’d been knighted in 1968) and by the early 1970s it was actually draining cash from other parts of the DB group. So, with heavy heart, he sold the company for a token £100/$240. It was a sad end to a glorious era, but what magnificent machines he left us.
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