If you thought Porsche had taken leave of its senses when it Satg —
abandoned endurance racing two years ago, then think how it must i s "%
have appeared in 1980 when the company entered Le Mans with a Manpred Sctirtyatsposd

in the rain at Le Mans in

trio of turbocharged 924s. Peter Morgan recalls how Weissach 1980, Tbular aluminiunn
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through the rear window

kfurt mot
ber 1979, The rc
rrera GT stole the

(styling b
perfectly
e 924's cur

The cabin of the 924 Carrera GT Le Mans was utilitarian.
All unnecessary trim was removed, including the
dasbboard and the door lining ved,
though, such as the door bandles and fresh-air vents.
Large knob on central tunnel is turbo-boost adjuster
'wenty-one years ago, in
the summer of 1980,
Porsche flirted with a race
programme that even then
was scarcely believable.
Today it seems almost un-
imaginable.
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No 3: 924 Carrera GT Le Mans

the wider wheels and tyres.

But this car was always
intended to be more than a
lucrative special product. In fact,
by building 400 for the road
Porsche would qualify it as a
production-based racer. Further-
more — and this was the real
reason - it would inject much-
needed charisma into the 924's
conservative character with an
entry at Le Mans

This really raised some eye-
brows. But Fuhrmann stood his
ground. He wanted a factory
entry of Carrera GT race cars at
Le Mans in 1980, and a small
team led by Norbert Singer
(project engineer for the amazing
‘Moby Dick' 935 racer featured in
the May issue; see pages 80-82)
was given the not inconsiderable
task of developing a car

Singer knew that the mod-
ifications jtted in the
modified GT class wouldn' allow
him to build a machine rep-

resentative of Porsche’s or the
Instead he

car's potential
decided to ent

restrictive GT

Porsche’s
challenger was revealed just
weeks before the event. But the
Mans, as it

924 Carrera GT
was known, wasi
prototype journalist
expecting. It was said
GT was good for
fong Le Mans straights
was 50mph slower than the
K3s (which had won the previ
year), and as much as 60mph
slower than the 936

It was even suggested by
some that a 936 be smuggled out
of the Porsche museum and
given to Reinhold Joest so that at
least a Porsche had a chance of
contesting the overall honours.
But Fuhrmann was adamant
There would be no 936s at Le
Mans in 1980 (although Joest
was allowed to raid the 936 parts
bin to upgrade his much-
modified '908/80' 1o as close to
936 specification as possible)

When the three Carrera GT
LMs were wheeled out for the first
practice session they were all
painted white, but each was
given an individual national
identity in the form of a flag
painted on the body behind the
rear wheels. There was one car
for Germany, one for the United
States and one for Great Britain

Jrgen Barth, Manfred Schurti
and Gunther Steckkonig were
nominated for the German car. In
the American car would be
Hurley Haywood and Peter
Gregg, while Derek Bell, Tony
Dron and Andy Rouse were
nominated by Porsche Cars
Great Britain to drive the
nominally British car.
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Compared to Jacky Ickx's best
qualifying time in the Joest
entered 908/80, the best Carrera
GT was some 20 seconds slower.
The new cars were \ﬂ"])\y blown
away, not only by th iypes,
but also by no fewet than 15
heavily modified 9355,

The 908/80 started from fourth
on the grid, for example, but the
best Carrera GT LM - the
American car - started from a
lowly 34th, while the others trailed
in 44th and 46th positions. It
wasn't where one expects factory
Porsches to start at Le Mans
And then two of the driving team
were put out of the running
before the start.

Peter Gregg, the American ace
who had dominated IMSA
throughout the 1970s in various
forms of Brumos 911, had been

The 924 Carrera GT LM
supported by Porsche Cars
Great Britain, and driven
at Le Mans in 1980 by Tony
Dron and Andy Rouse.
Nose section is a one-piece
moulding, unlike that of
the later customer Carrera
GIR, which bad separate
wings and nose sections
Jfor easier replacement

involved in a roa
suffered concu:
to the first qualiyiny
the Wednesday ev
Bell moved across to
Haywood, leaving D:
Rouse - both well knoy
UK - to drive the British GT.

More serious, though, was the
news that the veteran driver
Grnther Steckkonig had suffered
kidney failure. He, too, would
take no further part in the even,
leaving Barth and Schurti to
manage the German car.

And then, in the early stages of
the race, Tony Dron was nearly
blown off the course by a 935.
But as the hours passed the
event turned out far better than
anyone could have imagined.
Changeable weather and the
unreliability of others brought

The drivers’ views:
Bell and Dron remember

erek Bell, MBE, remembers the Carrera GT well.

His Le Mans drive in 1980 revitalised his career,
opening a long (and very successful) relationship with
Porsche and the American driver, Al Holbert.

‘I was due to drive with Andy Rouse and Tony Dron, but then
Peter Gregg had an accident. So they put me in the American
car, which was fantastic, because | ended up driving with Al
Holbert for the next seven or eight years. It made my American
championship career

“There wasn't much you could change in the car, but little things
could alter it a lot, so we tried splitters al the front and the back,
different ride heights and so on. | qualified quickest of the
Carrera GTs, but we started about thirty-ffth, with the others
about ten places back

‘I the race it poured down with rain at the start, and at our first
fuel stop ~ about an hour and a
haif into the event - we were
lying thirteenth.

‘We stayed there all through
the afternoon. And then during
the night we gradually worked our
way up, not because of our
speed, but because of our rel-
nablhty and the fact that the car

‘In fact, by eight in the morning
we'd climbed fo fifth place We.
were very compelitive. | was
disappointed that we didn't finish well up, though, because |
wanied to continue driving with the factory.”

Far from being the end wilh Porsche, it was only the beginning
for Bell. Indeed, the fact that he has an immaculate 924 Carrera
GTS tucked away in his garage today is a clear indication of the
very special role the model has played in his fife.

Tony Dron received the call o drive the 924 Carrera GT Le Mans
from 911 & Porsche World columnist Mike Cotton — who was at that
time press officer for Porsche Cars Great Britain,

‘I had won six of the nine rounds in the Porscha 924
championship in 1978 and Andy [Rouse] was runner-up.

‘We went down to Paul Ricard to do a 36-hour test with Norbert
Singer. We had a digital readout of the cylinder-head
temperature in the car, and halfway down the long straight there
the temperature would go through the roof!

'Singer told us we should ignore t, but after 18 hours the exhaust
valves bured, and the engine had to be rebuilt. At Le Mans we
asked if we should ease off on the slrmgms to conserve the
engines, but they said they had modified

‘It was the best-handiing car | had drrven It had a stiff chassis,
‘and was brillant in the dry and the wet. It wasn't quick in terms of
lap times, but it ran for longer, so we crept up the field. | did nearly
a four-hour stint on the Sunday moming. Then the valves went and
we dropped right back

'l remermber a couple of worrying moments. | was halfway down
the Mulsanne siraight and | could see a 935 coming up. | moved in
behind a slower car, and as the 935 passed | siipped left inlo his
slipsiream. But there was so much turbulence that it tore away the
left-hand mounting of the nose section!

‘During the night a guy in @ [935] K3 spun in the Porsche curves,
then when | was almost on top of him he started to roll back across
the track. | went off in the dark, sideways with the headlights
pointing at the Armco, and then sideways the other direction. But |
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Indeed, by dawn on Sunday all
three Carreras were running
inside the top 10, And this was
aiter another drama in the early
hours when the German car hit
an unfortunate hare that had
wandered onto the track,
wrecking the Porsche’s nose
section and radiator

Bell and Holbert were seventh,
Rouse and Dron lay eighth, with
Barth and Schurt catching up in
10th position. But then both the
American and British cars
suffered burned exhaust valves.

Porsche went back to Le
Mans in 1981 with a brand-
new 2.5-litre engine, and the
car entered the event as the
944GTP (above). Later that
summer the production 944
would be announced —and
berald a period of record
sales for the company

German car was still
running well at that point, though,
and so the team was able to
enrich the air/fuel

team developed a brand-new,

Porsche-designed, four-cylinder,
twin-camshaft engine. It was, in
essence, half a 928 power unit,
and with a turbocharger prod-
uced o less than 420bhp.

A single car ran at Le Mans
that summer as a 944LM, and in
the hands of Jrgen Barth and
Walter Rohrl finished seventh
One of the previous year's 924
Carrera GT LMs was also driven
to a class win by Manired Schurti
and Andy Rou

Under Schutz's direstionlthe

race team then shifted

Head 1o bead: the German-team Le Mans car (lefl)
mieets the limited-edition road car

1980Porsd1e924(arre|aGT|.eMans

I-qhwad steel body shell. Cruciform aiuminium-alioy braces
front- and rear- suspension turrets, both integrated Mlh full lnbular
aluminium

ront vings
Glassfibre rear whgs and bonnet. Plastic side windows: mpped«n

back to
and after winning the
1981 24-Hours (with
the 936) it turned its
attention to the new
Group ‘C'. The follow-
ing year the ground-
breaking 956 would

finish Le Mans in first
second and third
positions. Mermories of

the four-cylinder cars faded fast.
small production series of
Carrera GT race cars had
followed the 1980 success at Le
Mans. The Carrera GTS and
GTR, as they were known
provided a platform for
customers to enter

ysiem; bag-ype

ENGINE
Type 924GTP in-ine four cylinder (ba&d on M31/50). Castiron cylinder
block with aluminium cylinder head two cyinder operated by
bel-crven single overhed camshatt. Smgle KKK tbocharger
Kogelischer Tuelinjeciion: airdo-ar

wquuawunmsoo:m

Rear-mounted type 937150 five-speed gearbox with internal oil pump
and extemal codler (the later locaed n he rear spolle). Singe-plaie
metal fining. Fully lock:
N

Front: MacPherson struts with Bilstein damper inserts and!rising-rate

or national competition — or
simply to enjoy heartstopping
per’ormance on the road.

those who put the GTR
on me mtemalmnal racing map
were Swiss driver Peter Zbinden,
whose Formel Rennsport car won

mixture and thus keep
the valves slightly
cooler. The other two
cars continued on
three cylinders, and
all the drivers were
instructed to slow
their pace.

By the time the
chequered flag fell
the German car had
worked its way up to a remark-
able sixth, with the British car
12th, and Bell and Holbert 13t
The Ickx/Joest 908/80 finished
second, and only one 935
managed to beat the best
Carrera GT. It was, in spite of
everything, a very satisfactory
performance, indeed.

On 1t January 1981 Dr Fuhr-
mann was replaced by Peter
Schutz, who inherited the difficult
task of reviving sales of both the
924 and 928. Schutz wanted
nothing less than overall victory
at Le Mans. He directed that the
936 be pulled from the museum,
and a suitable campaign
planned. Fortunately, though, this
would include further develop-
ment of the Carrera GT LM

During what remained of the
winter, then, Norbert Singer's

62

The 1981 customer Carrera
GIR (above) offered no less
than 375bbp (thanks to
increased maximum turbo
boost) but otberwise was
little different to factory
racers of 1950
the GT class at the 1981
Silverstone 6-Hours,

Britain's Richard Loyd entered
another car that year for himself

the European rounds of the Worid
Endurance Championship, win-
ning is class at Brands Hatch. The
white GTR shown here (above) is
the Almeras Fréres car that raced
atLe Mans, also in 1981

George Drolsom, Doc Bundy

castiron discs

011
RM:I CREDITS

(DIWPMN)’ 13th (BellHol

titanium coil springs. Rear. cast-aluminum traiing aims with siifened
fiog i

BRAKES

“Type 935 four-piston light-alloy calipers with cross-drlled and venlated

BES Lufterflugekdesign 11.0J x 16-inch centre-lock magnesium-alioy.
wh@eis front and rear. Dunlop Racing tyres; 275/600 x 16 front, 300/625

175mph (approximately)
Aeeomnlm. 375bhp/350kg GTR recorded at 4.7 seconds from
100km/h (62mph)

0 Le Mans 24-Hours: 6ih (Barth/Schurti/Braun); 12th

lbert)
1981 Le Mans 24-Hours: 1 1th (Schurti/Rouse)

and Tom Winters led the charge
with the Carrera GTR in North
America, with Bundy and Jim
Busby running a BFGoodrich-
sponsored car to 16th place at
Le Mans in 1982

Twenty-one years on it’s easy
1o forget the huge contribution of
the 924 Carrera GT Le Mans. But
the simple truth is that Dr Fuhr-
mann’s seemingly mad idea paid
off handsomely.

Happily, of course, the 911
wasn't axed — Schutz reversed
that strategy ~ but the Carrera GT
LMs played a pivotal part in
Porsche's future. They previewed
the styling that would become the
944, and played a big part in the

development of the 944's 2.5-lire
four-cyiinder engine.

Sales of the subsequent 944
were spectacular, and the re-
invention of the front-engined,
rear-drive Porsche quite literally
transformed the company’s
fortunes during the 1980s.
Record sales resulted in the
accumulation of huge cash
reserves which underpinned
Porsche’s independence during
the early 1990s.

And the inspiration for the 944
was, of course, the Carrera GT in
all its forms. In simple terms this
shy Cinderella was nothing less
than the catalyst for the new
Porsches you see today. B
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