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Since the introduction of the automobile as we know it at the beginning of the 20th century, there have been many beautiful, innovative, and downright outrageous cars produced. I personally don’t believe the golden ages started until the 1960’s, of course, there are plenty of exceptions, but it wasn’t until the 60’s that cars and motorsport really began getting exciting and motorsport of all disciplines got explored, many of the world’s most iconic cars were born from this point onwards. I will explain the decades that defined cars and motorsport, starting with the 1960’s and continuing until the 2000’s and why they produced the world’s most iconic and beloved eras of automobiles.
[image: Bruce McLaren and Chris Amon's Ford GT40 Mk II]The 1960’s was a pivotal time for motor racing, the Le Mans 24 Hours becoming one of the world’s most prestigious race events, helping to produce iconic and famous cars and plenty of stories to go down in history. Le Mans in the 1960s was famously dominated by both Ford and Ferrari, competing to create solely the fastest and most reliable car to win Le Mans, without regard to safety of any sort. This became Ford’s method of advertising their brand and selling cars to the public, something seen more rarely today. Iconically, Ferrari have predominantly used high-revving V12 engines to power their cars, giving Ferrari their emotion, passion, and Italian flair. Meanwhile Ford in the USA were using grunting V8 engines, keeping to American heritage, these V8 engines could produce “as much as 500 horsepower – nearly 100 more than Ferraris V12 engines” (Rong, 2019, p.128). Unfortunately however, the Fords were too fragile and unstable and took until 1966 since their Le Mans debut in 1964, to finally have developed the car enough to beat Ferrari. This battle has become a cult classic and well known between petrolheads all over the world and commonly referred back to when in conversation about the great race as probably the most famous battle in its history.Ferrari 330 P4 (Left) and Ford GT40 (Right) (Motorsport Magazine, 2019)

Over in North America, the Canadian-American Challenge Cup or Can-Am for short was born and produced some of the most outlandish vehicles ever to race, often with huge naturally aspirated V8 or even V12 engines making the loudest and most glorious sounds or smaller but hugely turbocharged engines producing colossal boost resulting in lethal turbo lag but crazy amounts of power that still rivals and overlooks modern racing cars. Can-Am had its inaugural season in 1966 showcasing some of the worlds most powerful racers with huge booming V8 engines, to this day, some of the loudest and most exciting cars to see at historical race meet-ups, in my opinion. The racing was incredibly close and exciting, also to see videos of the cars racing in period, they had no driver aids, just an incredibly large V8 at the back, connected to a manual gearbox, and a driver in the middle keeping the car on the black stuff. Can-Am wasn’t without innovation; however, Chaparral, an American company, used a ginormous wing mounted high up to provide downforce to the rear wheels, but was adjustable from a lever in the cockpit to reduce drag on straights and provide downforce and grip in the corners, a major innovation for the time. This was early active aerodynamics and added a whole new and appealing level to racing as it was then known and provided solid foundations for aerodynamics going forward. Once again, every time I attend a historic motorsport meeting, these are some of the cars I look forward to seeing the most, it’s the thunderous noise and the simple but menacing shapes and colours that really capture me most.
A big part of motorsport is the liveries the cars wear and the 60s is probably the decade that kickstarted iconic sponsor and team leading to the creations of liveries we know and love today, for example the famous Gulf colours worn on the 1966 winning GT40 and the Sunoco liveries seen on multiple cars in the 60s and 70s mainly.
Tin top saloon car racing was on the rise, creating some of the closest racing and ‘David and Goliath’ battles between the huge American cars and the tiny British and European cars. Looking back on photos
[image: Goodwood Revival 2013 show gallery]and watching racing at the Goodwood Revival, I can say It would have been some of the most amazing racing to spectate in period. The cars themselves, as mentioned, ranged from European, mostly British compact hatchbacks and saloon cars with small, unpowerful engines as were custom of the time, to humungous nearly 18 foot long American Ford Galaxies with booming and powerful V8s. This size, weight, and power contrast is something not found outside of this touring car series and really emphasises the power to weight figures around a circuit. Although the small cars are truly the underdogs, I still much prefer the way a Galaxie thumps me in the chest with its raw noise. 
Ford Galaxie at Goodwood Revival, (Autocar, 2013)


Motorsport in the 1960s in my eyes seemed like an all-out pursuit for speed. Raw and pure speed lead to some amazing cars and racing however unfortunately plenty of fatalities due to the lack of technology and attention to safety.
Road cars got interesting in the 1960s too, the Lamborghini Miura which, in my opinion, is the most beautiful Lamborghini ever produced and also widely considered as “the car that gave birth to the whole supercar class” (Lewin, 2017). Although not the first mid-engine production road car, it is best known for being one of the earliest and did pioneer the layout for plenty more sports/supercars to come after. Design of road cars in the 1960s followed suit from the 1950s with beautiful curves, flowing lines and an abundance of chrome, I believe some of the most aesthetically beautiful and elegant cars in the world were made in the 1960s. Whilst Europe was creating the world’s most beautiful cars, America was busy producing the widely considered golden era of muscle cars; a simple recipe of a standard size American saloon with rear wheel drive, huge rear tires and a gigantic naturally aspirated V8 placed up front, usually worked well. Almost all of the surviving names of muscle cars originated in the 60s showing how well-loved they all were. Plenty of muscle cars were used in films as the hero cars, further giving them their well-deserved fame and treasured esteem. Design-wise, Muscle cars, akin to their name, were savage, vicious, brutal looking beasts, often long, wide, and boxy. Their exhaust notes rarely didn’t match the looks. Muscle cars gained such a huge cult following from here on out.
The 1970s arrived and for motorsports, bought with it aerodynamics including wings, splitters, and side pods in F1 giving a drastically different look to the “cigar-shaped chassis” (Miles, 2021). There was trickery with rule-bending engineering innovations that evaded the rule books and sneakily gave teams the upper hand leading to dominance in their field. On the roads, the success of the Lamborghini Miura’s mid-engine layout was noticed and thus commenced an onslaught of mid-engine supercars, this was the rise of the supercar as we know them today.
Formula One, as always, was at the forefront of motorsport; the 70’s was a huge shift from the tiny thin cars and top teams’ designers would begin to find unorthodox ways to make their cars much faster. It didn’t take long before most teams were starting to experiment with the aerodynamics of their cars. Of course, the first F1 car to use wings was Colin Chapman’s Lotus 49 in 1968, but it wasn’t until the 1970s that the whole shape of the cars started morphing largely outwards thanks to the relocation of the radiators to either side of the driver. The cars started resembling a cheese wedge shape with the low and sharp front end, leading to the rear where the big wings were sat. Once again, it was Lotus at the forefront of this design shift, bringing home plenty of wins. 
My fascination about the cars of these years is that they all go about using aerodynamics in different ways so all the cars looked, in some ways, drastically different, in comparison with the modern era, most can hardly tell the difference between cars if it wasn’t for the liveries. There were even some six wheeled F1 cars, most famously the Tyrell P34. Same story for the engines; while regulations were fairly loose, cars could have drastically different engine configurations and even forced induction. This meant cars could sound very different to each other, some had howling V8s, Renault made an amazing turbocharged V6 in the late 70s and Lotus even experimented with a jet turbine car with four-wheel drive. I’ve even been lucky enough to stand directly behind that car and it almost literally blew me away! It’s the differentiation between cars that really captivates me. 
Endurance cars were booming too, with topflight prototypes becoming slippery, rounded shapes and mostly hard top coupes for the best aerodynamics for the highest top speeds. Some of the best known Le Mans endurance prototypes were from the 1970s including the many variations of Porsche 917, Ferrari 512S, and maybe less known but still wildly successful cars like the screaming Matra cars, and rumbling Lola T70s. These cars all had a wide variety of the most amazing sounds ever heard in motorsport combined with beautiful shapes and colour schemes, reason enough for this era of cars to find their way to what I consider a golden era of automotive history.
Since the launch of the mid-engine Lamborghini Miura, many other car companies caught on; in 1971, Ferrari revealed the 365 GT4 Berlinetta Boxer, their answer to the Miura. It wasn’t just Ferrari either, most luxury car manufacturers began to use a mid-engine layout, notable mentions included Maserati, Lotus, Lancia, and even BMW made their only ever true supercar, the M1, which also enjoyed great success in GT racing. I believe this age was the real rise of the supercar with so many companies adopting the layout for their own supercars and in doing so, creating some legendary cars. The 1970s saw a departure from sleek, rounded design in favour of straight lines, sharp edges and the ‘wedge shape’ in relation to a triangular wedge of cheese. The overall shape of a mid-engine supercar is instantly recognisable, for often they have short, pointy, low front ends leading upwards over the canopy then usually, a gradual downwards slope over the engine towards the rear creating a teardrop shape. The initial shape hasn’t really changed since its creation, only getting sleeker and slipperier; and slipperier they had to become, perhaps the most famous example of the wedge shape, the Lamborghini Countach had a very poor drag efficiency.
To the layman, the sleek, wedge-shaped design suggests that the Countach must be the most aerodynamic car ever made. However, the famous Lambo is not especially drag efficient with a coefficient figure of 0.42
(Roach et al, 2018, pp.76)

In the 1980s, supercars became even more powerful, impractical and there was a chase for all out speed. An all-time great race to achieve 200mph was underway, between Porsche and Ferrari. Each chose a different approach for their supercar; Porsche originally created the 959 with plans to use it as an all-wheel drive rally car to compete in Group B, however, Group B was abruptly banned due to regulations allowing unsafe driving conditions and ultimately overpowered cars. The 959 did eventually get to compete in off road activity as it competed in the Dakar rally. The road version of the car had plenty of technology for the time, with electric seats, electronically controlled suspension, and plenty of other safety and comfort features were present. It was powered by a heavily turbocharged flat six engine mounted behind the rear axle. It managed to achieve 197 mph, officially, a record for its time, however not even a year later, Ferrari hit and surpassed the 200mph barrier, and was the first road car ever to do so. The recipe for its success was lightness. Ferrari went to great lengths to achieve this, for example, the car had no air conditioning, no driver aids and famously, the paint is so thin the carbon fibre weave of the body panels are clearly visible. These details will rarely ever be found today even in cheaper lightweight sports cars, making it a special time to look back upon.
F1 teams in the 80s continued to bend the rules, dominated with ground effects coming into full effect and its strongest forms before being banned for the sheer unsafe speed achieved. There was still a great variety of different shapes and sizes, colours and sounds of the cars, making the 80s F1 era exceptionally interesting.
Group B rally was birthed in 1982, quickly becoming the pinnacle of motorsport. The cars were incredibly powerful and with the creation of the Audi Quattro and its four-wheel drive system, the cars became unbelievably fast, to the point it was dangerous. Other manufacturers caught on and made their own four-wheel drive systems, the championship was greatly interesting with the variety of shapes of the cars and sounds of engines in addition to the sheer speed. Towards the end of Group B, it was proposed that a series called Group S would take its place. Manufacturers would start to create top secret prototypes that would not see the light of day for years ahead, let alone the rally stages, because in 1986, Group B was banned thus rendering Group S banned too, a relief for the safety of drivers, however the cars themselves were masterpieces, supposed to be unbelievably, even faster, louder and lairier than Group B. 
Group C endurance racing would also be renowned for its hair-raising excitement beginning in the early 80s; creating flame spitting, ultra-powerful prototypes, In fact, “Group C sportscars and Group B rallying really looked like they could knock F1 off its perch for popularity” (Miles, 2020) due to its highly competitive nature, amazingly diverse array of competing cars and from what I can tell, just the buzz one feels when one or a whole field of these frankly insane prototypes careers past you with a great crescendo of sound, or perhaps more fittingly, noise. Group C was bought to a close in the early 1990s, due to a change in engine regulations. Group C and Group B, both represented the 80s unbelievably well and still, whilst Formula 1 has and will always be the number one spectator motorsport, “that era [Group C] is still considered as the Golden Age of endurance racing by the majority of specialists of this branch of motor sport.” (Peter Auto, 2003)

Throughout the 1990s car design became progressively more organic and ergonomic. Both in-car technology and safety were a huge point of evolution in cars in the 90s, manufacturers were using them as main selling points, and really helped cars evolve to where they are today. This new attention to safety and technology didn’t make all cars as boring as it sounds, there were still plenty of amazing cars that didn’t strictly follow the norm; the 90s seemed to be a last time for cars to have plenty of quirky features before things got sensible in the 2000s. For example, Volkswagen sold the golf in a limited run multicolour body colour scheme named the Harlequin, there were four configurations of the four colours and I’m quite certain that a car like that would sell poorly in today’s market.
Supercars became increasingly faster and although it was difficult to start a supercar business to compete with the likes of Ferrari, Lamborghini and even Bugatti, who themselves were having a rebirth having been bought out by Volkswagen. Both Koenigsegg and Pagani were founded in the first half of the 1990s which started a great success story for both companies. I would consider the 1990s to be the real birth of the hypercars, when the line between supercar performance and hypercars performance was really distinguished. The McLaren F1 is the main example of this, having smashed the production car top speed record by over 20 miles per hour, reaching 242. Although that was a slightly modified car, an unmodified F1 would still reach over 220. It wasn’t just the top speed for an F1 either though; It was an unconventional but practical 3 seat layout with a central driving position and also had luggage space on either side of the engine, plus, I am still amazed to this day that it was able to achieve that top speed without forced induction. The F1 ended up being a great grand tourer and performed unbelievably well dynamically too, it was the car to beat until the mid-2000s. 
The F1 was not only popular because of its success as a production car; starting in 1994, the Le Mans endurance series regulations insisted that road going homologation specials must be made to compete in the topflight group then known as GT1. The F1 was a great success here too, winning outright in 1995 and winning three constructors’ championships. The F1 really was a car that could do it all and remains so universally special among all car enthusiasts. Personally, since discovering its existence, I have always been a huge fan of the Porsche 911 GT1 which won Le Mans in 1998, The recognisable design elements of the 996 generation road car crafted together in a longer, wider, and much, much lower body, perfectly show off exactly how I believe all GT cars should look. 
Another great motorsport of the 90s was Deutsche Tourenwagen Meisterschaft (German Touring Car Masters) or DTM to give it it’s proper abbreviation. The 90s is commonly considered to be the best decade for DTM and in my eyes, rightly so. As a spectator and enthusiast to all motorsport, and DTM in this example; I love the liveries, engine sounds and perhaps most of all, the fact they look mostly like normal road cars with a colourful livery and usually a wing atop the boot lid. 
In Japan, a new GT Touring series was born. 1993 saw the introduction of Super GT, a touring car series for Japan to enjoy, of course not well known or documented over here in Europe and most likely anywhere outside of Asia. As with most other touring car series around the world, the cars used were based upon road car bodies however morphed and stretched to become more aerodynamic. The vehicles were lower and much wider featuring large, flared wheel arches, and uniform rear wings to follow suit. Iconic, colourful liveries were very much present too, helping the cars of this series become staples of Japanese motorsport however, often sadly overlooked by many motorsport fans. I am fond of these cars mostly because of their simplicity, purity, and charm, I don’t think they’re too over the top, offer great engine sounds and the design is simple, rounded and muscular looking; designs like this in my mind often give an insight into the performance and savagery of them, one example of this and probably the best representation always in my mind when I think of this is the Castrol Toyota Supra GT500 from the late 90s. 
After Group B rally was scrapped, there were still plenty of cars competing in the World Rally Championship, many of them still iconic but I cannot help but think that they somewhat lacked the outright craziness of the group B cars, sure they still had cool engines and still sported some amazing and truly iconic colour schemes, but they were definitely missing some 80s madness. The likes of Lancia, Subaru, and Toyota showed great success throughout the 90s and also happen to be the three teams with the most recognisable and iconic liveries that would become favourites to many children of the 90s who used the WRC arcade racer video games.
Finally, Formula 1 in the 1990s was the age that the cars became more akin in shape and even sound to how we know them today, they had big boxy wings at the rear, wings at the front, airboxes above the driver’s head, and sidepods either side of the driver. The nose cones swooped down low at the front in a pointy shape like a beak of a bird. The diffusers at the rear became prominent and highly effective. Regulations stated that cars must be naturally aspirated and have a maximum displacement of 3.5 litres; this kickstarted the screaming high-revving generation that is perhaps most associated with Formula 1 in the modern age. The shape would continue into the 2000s and further evolve into lighter, lower, and longer cars, however still in keeping with the overall package of the cars in the 90s. In fact, it is greatly considered that the Jordan 191 of 1991 is the prettiest car ever to compete in Formula 1 and perhaps even one of the prettiest cars in all of motorsport.
Motorsport in the 1990s marks a time I wish I could have experienced first-hand, however cool it is to look back upon retro photos of racing, there is nothing quite like experiencing motorsport first-hand or even televised live. I believe it could quite well be the peak decade of the automotive world, a great blend of analogue and technology, sound and speed, wedge shapes and curves and simple but iconic liveries.
After the 1990s, technology began to advance much quicker, many more materials were being tested allowing for great benefits, manufacturing methods began to become cheaper and more easily available, many more supercars could hit and surpassed 200 miles per hour and were also great on track thanks to carbon fibre monocoque chassis, perfect weight distribution and even active aerodynamics. There was also a great blend of analogue features too, like manual gearboxes for a lot of cars and rack and pinion steering (as opposed to electric steering) creating a great feel for the driver. Performance cars in general from the 2000s are widely deemed as the greatest age of cars ever for their perfect period blend of brand new technology and old-school analogue tech too. The 2000s also became the age of pioneering semi-automatic gearboxes too with paddle shifters mounted behind the steering wheel. This allowed the car to shift gears much quicker than the driver could with a regular manual gearbox. Many of the early iterations of these semi-automatic gearboxes were actually just robotised manual gearboxes so today some enthusiast cars like the E46 generation BMW M3 CSL and Lamborghini Murcielago often receive manual gearbox conversions due to the ease of doing so and to make the car even more engaging and complete drivers package. 
Motorsport overall, was the fastest it had ever been and still creating great spectator racing; Nascar was tremendously loud, fast and hugely competitive with awesome liveries. Touring car racing was very competitive too with many manufacturers taking part worldwide in individual national championships, each offering very close racing making for a great spectator sport.
Top level GT racing was arguably regarded to be at its peak in the 2000s, so many manufacturers taking part created great title races. There are plenty of unusual cars too that raced in worldwide GT championships, plenty forgotten about models too, including the Marcos Mantara, Lister Storm, Panoz Esperante and Saleen S7 just to mention a few. GT1 was an amazing era of GT racing and without a doubt my favourite; every car taking part was loud and obnoxious in the best way, the classic wide, long, and low body-style had never been more apparent with the competing cars taking their dimensions to the absolute maximum. Seeing photos of GT racing from the early 2000s always excites me, perhaps its because it was my era of motorsport, perhaps it is the rowdy looking cars, or the fact I know each and every one is bellowing crazy huge V8 engine sounds. Whatever it is, they never fail to astound me.
[image: Michael Bartels/Timo Scheider Maserati MC12 leads FIA GT Oschersleben 2005]As GT evolved over the 2000s, the top flite GT1 series was bought to an end in favour of GT2 and GT3 regulations. Whilst there were still plenty of manufacturers taking part, and the cars were still loud and exciting, they were somehow slightly less exciting than their predecessors in GT1. Having said this, in comparison with todays GT3 class racers, I miss the naturally aspirated engines and a more diverse field.Maserati MC12 and other GT1 Spec cars, (Motorsport Images)


Japanese Super GT had evolved too; entering the 2000s, the proportions of the cars, predominantly carbon fibre in construction, became even more extreme, wider, and lower still, wheel arch flares became sharper and more emphasised with the incorporation of additional aerodynamics in the form of huge canards, front and rear, and new side skirts and barge boards often featuring a huge, flame-spitting, side-exit exhaust. Unfortunately, as of writing, I have not yet seen one of these cars to experience it, however researching the series, and much like any other GT series around the world, it seems like great fun to watch with close, intoxicating racing every time. 
Writing this essay has made me realise that the best sorts of cars, in terms of both spectatorship and a driver’s point of view, are on the whole, naturally aspirated and very loud with little to no driver aids and with manual gearboxes. My favourite motorsport series are the touring and rally cars, mainly because they resemble road cars the most and in uncommon but special cases, have rare, limited edition homologation road-going counterparts. I miss the early ages of racing, both in terms of the vehicles themselves with huge engines and generally a wide diversity in mechanicals and looks between each car taking part in the same series. The fact that in comparison with modern motorsport, everything was a little looser, there were less rules which made it easier to create astounding engineering spectacles and racing, and of course whilst lax safety regulations for both road and track allowed for lightweight chassis, and shapes that we’d never see today, I’m very glad that they are strictly enforced in the modern era however cool the cars were back over the last 50 years. I find it unfortunate that almost all road cars today tend to be mainly for the masses, whilst there are exceptions, they are few and far between. In today’s market, it’s all about business, marketing, and money, of course it’s understandable, but there must be space for some more lightweight, driver-focused cars, weather they be hot hatches or sports cars, I just know they would be appreciated by enthusiasts, especially whilst regulations still allow internal combustion engines and manual gearboxes. My favourite recent example of this is the Toyota GR Yaris, a cheap car but loved by almost everyone, and shows that power isn’t everything. This is a car that will be looked back on in years to come and loved as a cult classic like some of the cars of the last 50 years that I have explained about.
Unfortunately, over the last 10 years, there has been a noticeable difference in all motorsports. Whilst all is not bad, it is a great departure from what we know and love from years gone by. Formula 1 brought in the hybrid turbo V6 engine in 2014, and whilst over its evolution over the last 7-8 years, it has become the most efficient internal combustion engine of all time, it really does not scream like some of the other engines from the last 30 years especially; many die-hard fans are disappointed by this, and having spectated many F1 cars first-hand, I too concur. Regulations on both road and track have made it terribly hard to come up with special and exciting cars and is very apparent when you see the amount of people talking, writing, and creating video and television content about the good old days of motorsport, classics, and modern classics, much like me here. This is however all subjective, other people will have completely different views and think that the last decade has been a golden age of automobiles. Personally, I think that the last ten years overall, has been the first non-golden age of cars in perhaps over half a century. This is not to say, however that there will not be more golden ages in future: whilst the automotive world is looking towards an uncertain future, powertrain-wise, mostly electric, manufacturers like Porsche and fuel companies like Shell and Esso who are at the forefront of engineering have announced that they are developing sustainable, carbon neutral, synthetic fuels which will keep the internal combustion engine alive, this is amazing news to hear from a petrolhead like me who enjoys the loud, and visceral experience of cars from years gone by. Of course, we do not know when synthetic fuels will become publicly available and what that means for the future of road cars and race cars alike, perhaps louder cars, naturally aspirated, high-revving engines and the possibility of more manufacturers re-entering motorsport of different disciplines. How will rules and regulations change too? Not only with new fuel technology but materials and manufacturing methods like generative design, will this mean safety regulations will be relaxed or the construction of cars means they can be lighter? Perhaps even the shape of cars as a whole can change all together. We are already seeing how regulations can entice more manufacturers to enter motorsport with the introduction of the Le Mans Hypercar series starting in 2022, with many manufacturers returning or entering for the first time, we could see a generation like the late 90s where road counterparts must be created to enter. And still, there are plenty of parts of the automotive and motorsports world I have not even touched upon. This really is looking like it may be the beginning of an exciting new golden era of the automotive world.
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