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FOREWORDS

I am very honoured to have been asked to write the foreword for Steve Hole’s new book about the Caterham Seven. I have always been inspired by the cars created by Lotus while Colin Chapman was its inspirational leader. I put my money where my mouth was and bought my first Elan at the tender age of 21. The ownership of this car led directly to a visit to Caterham Cars in their original premises on Caterham Hill. On a subsequent visit I volunteered that I was bored with my current employment and cheekily asked Graham Nearn for a job. Much to my surprise I was offered one!

I was employee number fourteen with the unofficial job title of ‘Dogsbody’, and I worked for Caterham Cars for 23 years from 1983 to 2006. By 1987 I had risen to the lofty position of technical director with responsibility for evolution of the Seven. Throughout the development of many, many variants, I always tried to stay true to the Colin Chapman mantra of ‘simplify and then add lightness’. Almost everything was changed but the spirit of Seven was never sacrificed.

The Seven is a remarkable and enduring car, which, to me, is even more relevant now than it was at the time of its launch in 1957. Throughout its near 70-year history, it has preserved its original raison d’être of a road-legal sports racing car. No other car connects the owner so directly with the visceral experience of driving a car. ‘No other car puts you closer to the action.’

As a result of the brilliance of the original enduring design and my personal association, the Seven holds a unique position in my affection.

I have known Steve for well over 30 years. He has devoted his whole career to reporting on the low-volume car industry, and he has been writing about the Seven for most of the time that Caterham Cars have been custodians of car! He has an encyclopaedic knowledge of the industry and in the case of the Seven, has amassed more knowledge than I ever had. He is therefore perfectly equipped to compile all his research and personal experiences of the Seven in the definitive book on this amazing car.
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Jez Coates

Former Caterham Seven technical guru



Jez Coates

Welcome to Steve’s book on the history of Caterham Cars and their involvement with the Seven. It’s an amazing story, unrepeated in the automotive world, and who better to pen this story than Steve. I first met Steve over 40 years ago when he was a budding journalist at Link House Magazines in Croydon, who were responsible for a whole raft of magazines including Cars and Car Conversions, Custom Car and Model Collector, plus the one Steve worked on, Kitcars and Specials. He was enthusiastic, tenacious and keen, and I’m glad to report that despite all the years between then and now, time hasn’t dulled his edge.

Steve has driven most Caterham Seven models over the years and this alone qualifies him to write this book. However, he brings much more to the party – his fervour, his relentless passion and his work ethic to cover a story. He’s attended more car shows than most people on this planet and most of them in the rainy and cold British weather, while the more delicate of us were sitting at home with a cup of coffee, watching TV.
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Andy Noble

Andy had two spells at Caterham Cars, totalling some 25 years; during that time he marketed and sold the cars, while also being key in setting up what became the Academy race series. He was also a director at the company for many years, too. He now runs his own company, Sevens & Classics near Brands Hatch, where the name tells you what he specialises in.



His down-to-earth, approachable nature is also very refreshing, and I really believe this all seeps through in his writing. It certainly brought back a few memories for me!

Andy Noble




PREFACE

‘A seven is a seven is a seven … if you don’t want one, don’t bloody buy one!’

Infamous quote attributed to Cars and Car Conversions journalist Clive Richardson, circa 1969.

‘If you’re not quick you only have yourself to blame!”

Ansar Ali, circa 2010.

The Caterham Seven has been a part of my life since a very early age. My uncle Tony was a complete car nut, and as my dad worked long hours, it was Tony who used to take me to circuits like Crystal Palace and Brands Hatch, which had a formative effect on me and my future career. My passion for cars was also fuelled by my father, who ran a general car repair business. The fact that we lived very close to the Trojan Cars factory, who imported Lambretta scooters and built McLaren road cars and Heinkel ‘bubble cars’ for the UK market had a massive impact on me, especially after Trojan boss Peter Agg gave me a tour of the factory one day.
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A ‘that can only be a Seven’ shot – the swan clearly like it.



My first brush with a Seven came courtesy of Tony’s friend Trevor, who had a Lotus Seven S2. When he pitched up at our house one day, I could not believe my eyes. To me it looked like the sort of car that Jackie Stewart raced. From that day on I was smitten by the Seven. Unfortunately, I have never managed to own one. Life, family and circumstances have always seemed to get in the way.

However, scroll forward to 1985 and my first day working for Link House Magazines in Croydon. They published great magazines like Custom Cars, Cars and Car Conversions and Superbike, while they had just launched a new magazine called Kitcars and Specials. I couldn’t believe it when, on my first day, my boss, Alan Morgan (now owner of Club Lotus and a good friend) asked if I’d like to join him on a visit to Caterham Cars in Townend, Caterham-on-the-Hill.

I’m not sure what I was expecting exactly, but maybe I didn’t expect to see the collection of sheds with corrugated roofs that greeted me. Where was the proper factory, I wondered? I’ve always been grateful for Alan for taking me there that day. To meet Graham Nearn on my first day was a brilliant experience and only made better when Graham tossed me the keys to one of his demonstrators and told me to ‘Go and have some fun for ten minutes because it will all be downhill from here, Steve’. It’s funny what you remember – and what you don’t – but I have never forgotten that either. Indeed, Graham was always very kind to me and would always take my phone calls and stop for a chat at motor shows.

Over the years I think I have driven well over 100 Sevens of all types and flavours. Every one of them was beautifully presented for test and I have been lucky enough to meet some great people at Caterham Cars over the years. Andy Noble is a friend (indeed, he kindly agreed to write a foreword) while Jez Coates, Simon Lambert, Reg Price and Ansar Ali, to name but a few, were always great to deal with.

Being a kit car journalist for over 40 years, I naturally have an enviable bank of stories and experiences – many of them hilarious, some embarrassing and too many that I still cannot tell in public. However, there are some great ones involving the Caterham Seven. I’ll tell you one of them…

I must go back to a very warm afternoon in June 1987. I had a Seven on loan for a magazine feature in Kitcars and Specials and needed to take some photos. At Link House back then we had the luxury of a dedicated photographic department. For important features, we’d always book a proper photographer. This particular day, publisher Terry Grimwood said that I should meet photographer Norman Hodson in the car park downstairs and I needed to go off to Kenley Airfield and let Norm photograph the car.

Why Kenley (the same Kenley immortalised during the Battle of Britain – a hallowed site)? Well, back then it was still an active RAF base and home to the glider squadron, and used for pilot training of same. The RAF guys on gate security were always happy to let us in on an ad hoc basis as long as there wasn’t training going on.

On this particular day the site was active. However, the Military Police sergeant on duty said that we could go and take photos out of the way in return for a favour. He then explained that his favourite car was a Seven and he’d always wanted to drive one. In return for him bending the rules he asked if he could have a quick drive around the perimeter track before we left.

We tentatively agreed as we were desperate for the photos. Norman decided not to bring his camera gear in the boot of his company car and instead had a huge holdall on his lap complete with a tripod poking up in the air. It was quite a sight. Cutting to the point. Photos done, photographer happy, we got packed up and headed for the gate. We were running late but I said to Norman that we had to stop to let the guard have a drive. He replied something like ‘bugger that’ and to just carry on out of the gate and back to the office in Croydon.

Halfway along the straight that led to the main gate, we both heard a huge shout. ‘Oi, come back ’ere, you two! What about my drive?’ I was about to stop when Norman said: ‘Drive. Let’s get out of here. He can’t do anything about it anyway, just forget about it. Perhaps not go back there anytime soon, though!’ Oh, how we laughed.

When I got back to HQ in central Croydon, I walked into the office only to be told by Alan Morgan’s secretary that Terry wanted to see me urgently. ‘Steve, I have just had a very, very angry Military Policeman from Kenley Airfield on the phone. He’s after your blood. What’s been going on, Steve?’

I told him what had happened, the colour draining from my face as I imagined being chucked into the Tower of London or something. Terry wasn’t happy but graciously said that in the circumstances possibly he might have done the same thing in my shoes. He even phoned the policeman back on my behalf. It was like one of those comedy sketches when you hear an angry voice going mad at the other end of the phone and someone holding the receiver about a foot from their ear!

In the end, Terry said to the chap that he’d make sure I went back to Kenley at 1.15pm next day and let the chap have his drive. The Military Police sergeant was actually a really nice chap and was like a kid in a toyshop once he’d done a few laps of the Kenley perimeter track. Regardless, it’s something I have never forgotten. I learnt a lesson that day.

This book will look back at the history of the car, including all of Caterham Cars’ more recent developments. We’ve seen the Caterham Cars showroom move twice to locations in Crawley, with the last one closing at the end of September 2023. A new, expanded factory has opened in February 2024, with everything coming full circle and amalgamated under one roof once more for the first time since 1987.

There has also been a new owner with the company acquired by their erstwhile Japanese importer VT Holdings. Although the biggest-selling territories for the Seven are now France and Japan, orders are still buoyant, and a trip to the new factory on one of their official tours is well worth the entry fee (£30 at the time of writing).

Although the death knell of internal combustion engines has been pushed back slightly, it seems likely – at the time of writing – that specialist manufacturers such as Caterham Cars could escape the compulsory change to electric power, at least for the short term. Interesting times, indeed.

Steve Hole, January 2026


CHAPTER 1


LOTUS EARLY HISTORY AND THE LOTUS SEVEN

The story of the Lotus marque has been told umpteen times in umpteen books and magazines, but the Seven’s history begins with Lotus and was developed through them so it’s only right we give some background to the legend.

Colin Chapman did a degree course in structural engineering at University College London (UCL) straight after World War II, earning extra pocket money by trading in second-hand cars. The continued rationing of petrol made this difficult, however, and he soon began modifying an Austin Seven (a 1930 example that for some reason had never been put on the road) along with his then girlfriend – future wife – Hazel.

The couple continued their fledgling car modifying even when Chapman was carrying out his national service in the RAF, which is where he learned to fly, gaining his pilot’s licence in a Harvard training aircraft.

Brothers Nigel and Michael Allen must be credited as co-founders of the pre-Lotus marque, as the early cars were built in their very well-appointed garage at their parents’ house in Vallence Road, Muswell Hill, from 1950. Indeed, it was Nigel, in particular (who later had a very successful career in dentistry), who really set Hazel and Colin Chapman on the way to automotive greatness.

Although very much a part-time operation, Lotus was soon manufacturing cars, starting with the Mk2, with helpful publicity coming from its appearance in the film Brothers-in-Law, starring Ian Carmichael OBE and Nicholas Parsons.
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The Seven’s predecessor and a car that gave a lot of clues to what came next was the MkVI, available 1952–7. About 110 were sold.
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A young and dapper-looking Colin Chapman pictured in 1960.
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Detail of the independent rear suspension (IRS) system in a Lotus Seven S3.
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Contents of a Seven Series 1 kit all laid out, 1958.



RACING BACKGROUND

Chapman had served his apprenticeship at de Havilland Aircraft Company, where he met plenty of future great engineers including the Costin brothers Francis (better known as Frank) and Mike and Peter Ross.

Post-RAF, Chapman joined a steel-erection company in north London as a construction engineer before moving to British Aluminium in 1950, just off Piccadilly. Motor sport was always an interest, beginning with trials and sprints although the 750 Motor Club (of which the Chapmans were enthusiastic members); the 750 Motor Club’s 750 Formula was a happy hunting ground, with the Mk2 winning several races, including its debut.
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The Series 1 Seven lasted until 1960.



The year 1949 is notable in British specialist car history, as this was when Derek Buckler pioneered what became known as the kit car industry by selling replica chassis of his MkV sprint car. Incidentally, it wasn’t his fifth design; it was his first but he didn’t want people thinking he was a rookie! Anyway, plenty of others followed Buckler, with Chapman’s Lotus being one of them.

Chapman, as well as becoming serious about building racing cars under the Lotus Engineering name – helped by co-director Hazel supplying £25 capital and the Allen brothers – created separate divisions of his company: Team Lotus, which entered the cars; and Racing Engines Ltd, which carried out the engineering.
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From Vallence Road, Chapman set up in a stable block behind his father Stan’s Railway Hotel in Hornsey, which they outgrew by the time they’d built the MkIII. Adjacent land was turned into this very official-looking building.



Initially they’d been based at Michael and Nigel Allen’s parents’ garage in Muswell Hill with Chapman and Nigel Allen (dental student), with Michael working full-time for the fledgling Lotus operation. There’s a famous story told about the move to Stan Chapman’s former stable block, which required the floor to be concreted before they could get started on car building activities.

When things began to get busy, more staff were required, and Mike Madden (ex-Laystall Engineering) was the first ‘proper’ Lotus employee, followed by another Chapman friend in Johnny Teychenne (pronounced ‘Tay-Shen-Ay’ – the name was Spanish in origin and Johnny would get quite upset at some of the mis-pronunciations), fresh from Poplar Council’s maintenance department.

Teychenne would later set up Progress Engineering Company in 1952 – with Dave Kelsey – to produce the Lotus VI although he’d left Lotus to join Daphne Arnolt’s company, who were supercharger experts but had also launched a 500cc racing car.

Lotus continued to grow quickly. Lotus Components was the next offshoot and it supplied all kinds of tuning parts to 750 Motor Club members who were building ‘specials’. Colin and Hazel were married in October 1954.
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A tasteful Seven S4 from 1971. Purists next really took to this variant.
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This S4 has a Ford Crossflow fitted with a neat twin-carb set-up bolted on the side.



Lotus Engineering Company had been a weekends and evenings part-time business with the demands of motor sport often seeing staff working into the early hours. It may have been a tiny outfit but an incredibly talented and, dare I say, ‘special’ one. For a while, the Eleven was all-conquering in sports car racing. Lotus had really began attracting customers who wanted to race in the 750 Formula.

THE FIRST SEVEN

As a legendary marque, both in motorsport and road cars, Lotus has some seriously iconic cars on their history file. Names such as the Elite, Elan and Europa all have their devotees as does the XI (Eleven) and the VI. Indeed, there are plenty of others that we could add to that greatest hits list.

However, for many, me included, it has always been the Seven that sits atop a very impressive model list. Although in later years, Colin Chapman seemed to lose interest in the little car, it should be remembered that one of his oftquoted statements was that: ‘The Seven is the car I dreamed about as a schoolboy and when I got the chance to build it, it was the most basic, lightest, high-performance car we could come up with – a student’s car, if you like – a four-wheeled motorbike.’
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A Lotus Seven S1. The model appeared in 1957 and remained in production until 1960. The chassis was similar to that of the Eleven and power came from a Ford sidevalve, producing 36bhp.



The above sentence encapsulates everything you need to know about the Seven, really. However, its arrival in 1957 was almost an accident after early Lotus customer Edward Lewis, who had been enthusiastically racing his Lotus Mk6 Special, wanted an upgrade and persuaded Chapman to let him try out the prototype for the Seven.

Lotus was then still in Hornsey, behind Stan Chapman’s Railway Hotel (next to the railway station) and Colin Chapman reluctantly agreed that Lewis could effectively do some development work on his new project, a car that he deemed to be too lively for his regular type of customer.

The car was definitely interesting. It wore the front suspension from the Lotus Mk12 Formula Two car and several parts from the Eleven’s parts bin such as the 1100cc Coventry Climax engine, de Dion rear suspension and inboard rear discs (racy stuff for 1957). Lewis loved it but Chapman decided to dilute the specification for production Sevens. In the event, it received a slightly low-key launch. Even its name was a rehash: in 1952, a Lotus Mk7 was intended to be a Riley-powered Formula Two car. In the event, that car became Clive Clairmonte’s Special. The name was changed because he financed it.
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A very tidy-looking Series 1 Seven at the Historic Specials Day at Burford, 2011.



The retrospectively named Seven production model had a revised version of the Eleven’s chassis, a ‘live’ rear axle from a Nash Metropolitan with twin parallel trailing arms, drum brakes and a Ford 1172cc sidevalve engine usually found in a Ford Pop. Power was 36bhp. Edward Lewis proved its competition potential by doing well at the Brighton Speed Trials in September 1957, following it up by winning the 1100cc class at a hillclimb at Prescott.

It was a more than suitable successor to the game-changing Mk6 of 1952, which gave first hints of Chapman’s passion for delicate spaceframe chassis. This was the first structure of its type to feature proper triangulation – other than the Jaguar D-type, most rivals were underpinned by rudimentary ladderframes.

Customers could later choose between a BMC A-Series or Coventry Climax FWA engine. The car was offered in kit form to avoid stringent purchase tax, although vagaries of those regulations meant that Lotus couldn’t officially supply build instructions. There was some typically innovative thinking employed on the Seven, with its clever curved rear radius arms that gave great handling and were cheap and easy to put together.

Memorable Lotus adverts of the day (and Lotus was known for some great ads) included a whole page with Chapman looking like a geography teacher with a pointing stick standing next to his drawing board with a great strapline of ‘He designed it, you go and build it’ or a very similar one with Chapman standing arms outstretched saying: ‘Colin Chapman’s Lotus Seven – He designed it, You build it!’ Other corkers included ‘Lotus Seven – Man-Made Man-Maker’ and also an image of Chapman saying: ‘You Won’t Catch me Driving a Race Car that I haven’t Built.’
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The Series 2 arrived in June 1960 and was definitely more road-oriented than the Series 1.

The Ford 1172cc engine remained available until 1962 but most customers chose Ford Kent engines, either 1340cc or 1499cc. A performance Super Seven variant was introduced from 1961. Cosworth tuning options were also available, and in the Super Seven 1500 power was 105bhp.

The Series 2 lasted until 1968.



Sales were handled through the Lotus Components division, although at the Motor Show at Earls Court in 1957 there was no sign of the Seven on the Lotus stand, which focused on the Elite.

First signs of expansion for Lotus also came in 1957, when Chapman acquired the Williams & Pritchard facility in Edmonton (he had already upsized to a new premises in Hammersmith) and Team Lotus was moved in there. Growth was swift and there were now full-time workers including Chapman, Mac McIntosh and Frank Costin.

Others were noticing too, aided by the Eleven winning its class at Le Mans, and Vanwall engaged Chapman to build a chassis for their VW5 Grand Prix car (Frank Costin designed the body and the aerodynamics).

With the Mk6 winning lots of friends, the development work on it slowed from the mid-fifties as Chapman put his efforts into the likes of the Mks 8, 9, 10 and the brilliant Eleven. There was no obvious sign that a successor to the Mk6 was forthcoming, so the announcement of the Seven in 1957 was quite a surprise.

The very canny Chapman saw it as a potential cash cow to help prop up the superb but costly-to-build Elite, as essentially it was a development of the Mk6 with an Eleven chassis and the front suspension from the Mk12 F2 car, also used on the Elite. A Coventry Climax FWA engine provided the power.
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The Series 2 interior was pretty basic but it still had a bit of charisma about it.



The Seven was priced from £587 (£9,895 in today’s money, allowing for inflation) with a Ford 1172cc sidevalve engine producing 40bhp. However, the unit always suffered from breaking piston rings, so Lotus fitted Hepsleeve pistons and a Willment OHV conversion to get around that issue and their engines came from Harmer Copeman’s Suffolk-based Aquaplane – one of the leading tuners of the day, founded in 1950.

Expansion

As mentioned, the Elite was costing Lotus a lot of money to get it into production and it’s said that the Seven kept them in business. Because of its complexity, the Elite was moved to the old Williams & Pritchard works in Edmonton where Team Lotus was now based. All the profits generated by the Seven (built at Hornsey, where a new two-storey building housing showroom downstairs and office upstairs had been built) were fed straight into the Elite’s development. The Seven probably contributed significantly to the move to Cheshunt.
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After Hornsey came a much larger premises in Cheshunt. Clearly, Lotus had plenty of orders for Sevens. Here we see the workforce busy building Series 2 Sevens.
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Completed Sevens had to be lowered to the ground at Cheshunt via this ingenious method.



What with the busy racing programme, building the Mk12 F2 car and the Mk16 (described as a miniature Vanwall VW5!), and developing and building the Elite, the Eleven, Mk15 and Seven, Lotus was financially stretched. Chapman set up Lotus Components to enable that division to build the customer versions of the Eleven, Mk15 and Seven, both fully built and in component form.

There were several prototype Sevens – one had Standard 8 worm and roller steering, one had a de Dion rear axle and another had disc brakes.

The honour of being the first Seven customer goes to future Lotus engineer (1958–1970) and founder of the Status Motor Company, Brian Luff. He’d actually ordered a Mk6 but the seventeen-year-old trainee Thornycroft apprentice was convinced to buy a Seven instead by Chapman, who arranged a hire-purchase agreement for Luff. This wasn’t a conventional credit arrangement as Luff’s deal meant that as Lotus had various stages of the new model ready, he’d pay as he went. The finished car was said to be immaculate and Lotus’s engineers had taken a special interest in its build. Registered UOW 429, it was so good that Lotus sales manager Colin Bennett used images of it in an early brochure for the Seven.

When Lotus moved to their new Cheshunt factory in 1959, they were on the point of becoming one of the leading Formula One teams, with their first victory coming in at the hands of Stirling Moss (driving for the well-known privateer, Rob Walker in a Lotus 18) in 1960 at the Monaco Grand Prix. The new factory, opened on 14 October 1959 by Conservative MP for East Hertfordshire, Sir Derek Walker-Smith, meant that they were now a serious manufacturer of sports cars – while motor sport success also helped attract orders for road cars.

Although often misquoted, Chapman’s philosophy was famously expressed as ‘simplify, then add lightness’, and he became known for making cars as light as possible. Another Chapman quote highlights this approach: ‘Adding power makes you faster on the straights. Subtracting weight makes you faster everywhere.’

There were two main buildings on the Cheshunt site. One was given over to Elite production, with the other housing everything else, including the manufacture of the Seven, which was now well into three figures in sales terms. Lotus had learnt a lot from all aspects of their business but particularly with the Seven. It also helped that the charismatic Chapman was a fast learner.

Chassis were made by Williams & Pritchard until 1962, when Bob Robinson’s Arch Motor & Manufacturing (Arch Motors) took over.

In all, three variants of the Lotus Seven Series 1 were available. The Seven F was the basic version, with a Ford Prefect 100E engine, retailing at £1,036 fully built or £536 in component form.

Then came the Seven C (aka Super Seven), which was slightly better appointed and featured a Coventry Climax FWA engine; it was priced from £1,546 fully built or £892 in kit form. There was also a Seven America model with an Austin Healey Sprite A-Series engine.

The Seven F attracted a little bit of derision for the unsporty look of its huge Wilmot Breedon white plastic steering wheel. Seven C buyers did at least get a smaller, leather-rimmed wheel. American magazine Sports Car Illustrated hilariously described getting in and out of a Seven thus: ‘Climbing into a frozen sleeping bag with a wooden leg’. Once a Series 1 Seven driver had managed that and got his belly in behind the massive steering wheel, they then had the obstacle of the steering column between their feet, and locating and engaging the clutch could be tricky for the unwary.

A total of 245 Series 1 Sevens were produced by the time it left production in 1960.
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A lovely early Seven built in 1960. This one looks good with its front cycle rather than clamshell wings. It is powered by a Ford 948cc sidevalve engine.



SEVEN SERIES 2 1960–68

The S2 sported a revised look, with flared clamshell front GRP wings and a less droopy GRP nosecone. Initially the live rear axle was located by trailing arms that fixed to the chassis inside the rear wheel arches, with another diagonal tube locating the differential to the rear of the chassis. Triumph Mayflower or Standard 10 Companion supplied their rear axles for the S2 and Chapman always tried to buy stuff in bulk, which meant he always got the best prices.

He clearly must have bought lots of rear axles as both of the ‘donors’ went out of production in 1959. This wouldn’t have been too big an issue if they were up to the job of handling the demands of a lightweight sports car with more power than they were intended to cope with. There were plenty of blown oil seals and more serious failures. Lotus came up with the solution of fitting a beefy A-frame welded to the casing of the differential, along with a radius arm on either side. It should be pointed out that even a basic Lotus Seven, starting at £611, cost the equivalent of an average year’s salary, making the car a luxury item.

Always happy to give customers a bit of choice, Lotus offered a couple of variants on the S2 theme.

The Seven A (aka America) model, which had the 948cc Spridget engine (BMC A-Series), regarded as being slightly sexier than the Ford 1172 sidevalve motor, was intended as a fully built export-only model, hence the name. It also had full weather equipment and carpeting. The A-Series was a taller engine, though, so there was initially some head-scratching as to how to get the carburettor to fit below the bonnet. An ingenious solution was to machine off the top of the SU, shorten the needle and then rebuild it. This worked a treat. Some people wondered what the new SU model was!

Topping the range was the Super Seven (aka Seven C), which cost from £700 and featured a Coventry Climax FWA 1097cc engine. In short order, the clamshell wings of the America could also be ordered as an option on the Super Seven, which normally came with cycle wings. None other than John Frayling designed the clamshell wings, which largely remain unchanged today; not only were they stylish, but people felt that ‘clams’ threw up less mud than the cycle wings.

Lotus was experimenting with coloured gelcoat but with mixed results. For the uninitiated, ‘gelcoat’ is a coloured pigment added to the resin. The laminator then applies the gel before layering the glassfibre matting and resin. It’s taken for granted these days, but 60 years ago it was a bit hit and miss. The wings would often pop out of the mould looking streaky. Practice soon made perfect, however.
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This Lotus publicity photo from the mid-1960s shows a jolly couple having fun on the beach behind their Seven S2, which is hardly an obvious beach car. The S2 was produced between 1960 and 1968.



The Series 2’s chassis was designed to suit the car, unlike the S1, which simply used a revised Eleven frame. Universal Radiators were fabricating the chassis by now, with Alert Motor Works applying the aluminium panelling.

Variations on the theme continued to be offered. The Seven F was the new entry-level model with a Ford 100E sidevalve engine, priced at £399, although Lotus struggled to sell all of them and to clear the remaining cars they dropped the price to just £299.

Once the supply of 100E engines was cleared, Lotus switched to the 997cc OHV 105E Anglia engine and four-speed gearbox, which featured either a single Weber or twin SUs. Customers could buy a kit for £499, down from £587 the year before.

From 1961, customers could choose the Ford Consul Classic 1340cc engine, which gave 84bhp and was badged as the Super Seven. The kit price was increased to £645, with fully built examples starting from £868. The Super Seven was given the Cortina 116E engine from 1962.

At this point, Warren King, who worked in the Lotus accounts department, enters the story. He really got behind the idea to use the Ford 109E 1340cc unit in a Seven, which Mike Costin had first come up with and was used on the Seven America car. King pioneered the idea for the UK and must be credited as such. His other contribution, arguably the more important one, was coming up with sidescreens attached to the windscreen frame. Incidentally, with interest running high in the USA, Lotus introduced an entry-level Seven A with a BMC 1098cc engine.

Hardcore early Seven drivers scoffed at stuff like sidescreens, cooling fans and a heater, but for owners in the real world they made a massive difference in creating a comfortable driving experience, especially in extreme weather conditions.

Lotus’s close links with Ford were cemented in those days. Whenever a new Ford engine arrived, it would appear in a Seven a few months later – for example, the five-bearing 66bhp 116E 1500cc engine came on stream with Lotus in the Super Seven 1500 in 1962.

This was a bit of a milestone car in Lotus Seven folklore and moved the game on. There were still compromises, however. The gearshift mechanism came from the Triumph Herald and needed a modification to enable a better angle for operation, while the gear-lever also needed to be bent to clear the transmission tunnel.

We’ll highlight some of the most important men in the Seven’s history throughout the book, but suffice to say one of them is Peter Brand, who was the Seven guru in the car’s early days at Hornsey and Cheshunt. Among his many accomplishments was a dry sump system for the Seven, following much customer demand. If Lotus needed a Seven readied for a show or a special model for demonstration purposes, it was Brand who would be charged with building it.

Brand led a small team or four for five workers on Seven production. His assistant John ‘Tweak’ Robinson held the record for building a Seven from a kit in just over four hours in a publicity stunt arranged by Graham Nearn of Caterham Cars at a Hethel open day in 1968! Brand’s average was twelve hours – still impressive.

It must be said that it didn’t always seem as if Lotus were devoting lots of resources to the Seven – they were still developing the car, but fairly slowly. A major improvement was an improved anti-roll bar that was machined for accuracy and slotted straight
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