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The rev-counter of the Caterham 7 JPE is much as you'd expect.  A dial with numbers spaced around its perimeter.  Like so many other rev-counters, the dial's gentle colouring changes for a rather more urgent, cautionary hue at around 6.5.  And that's the colour it stays until the numbers run out at 8. 


Were that colour red, it could be anyone of several million revcounters.  But the JPE's revcounter does not turn red at 6500rpm, it turns green.  For those are the minimum revolutions required to persuade the engine to deliver its true potential.  Far from the region between 6500-8000 rpm being an absolute no-go area it is, in fact, the powerband. 


That day, up on the moors, many cars provoked many emotions; awe for the McLaren, love for the Ferraris, respect for many more.  But fear was a closed shop with a Caterham badge. 


We had chosen a Caterham as the least compromised production car available and therefore asked the company to supply the most focussed variant of all.  By some quirk, no one on the magazine had driven a JPE, the car with a two-litre Vauxhall engine not far removed from that currently powering John Cleland's Cavalier in the BTCC championship.  The only real difference is that the Cavalier weighs nearly twice as much. 


With Weber-Alpha fuel injection, it proved surprisingly tractable, warbling up to 4000 rpm with good manners, if not much performance.  But from there to 6500 rpm the acceleration was startling, Diablo-dispatching fast and extremely noisy. 


It took clenched teeth and surprising resolve to venture into the final green zone on those roads.  In the lower gears (which is where safety dictates you must remain if you are on public roads and operating in the green) it felt the fastest thing any of us have ever driven on the highway.  Not even the McLaren seemed so swift. 


On board, my perception was not so much of covering the ground in the conventional sense, but rather of being transported to my destination via a series of freeze-frames spread unfeasibly thinly across the landscape.  Which is what 250 bhp in a car weighing half a tonne is likely to do for you.  In pure power to weight terms, if you put one of this season's more powerful Formula 1 engines in a Vauxhall Calibra Turbo, the effect would not be dissimilar. 


In truth, it is as much as the chassis can take.  What is certain is that to drive a JPE safely in public means either having to potter at speeds which in no way justifies the collossal extra expense over a rather more tame Caterham or restricting its use to a tiny number of roads on the few occasions where all conditions are exactly right.  And even then you would still need to be both unusually skilled and careful to deploy the JPE's full capabilities. 


For pure driving intensity, I doubt there's another that can match it.  A Light Car Company Rocket is as single-minded but not nearly so fast while even the F40 felt civilised immediately after a blast over the road in the Caterham. 


Doubtless there are some motorcycles which would stay with the JPE in a straight line but on these roads or, rather more advisedly, on the race track, the Caterham would eliminate any one of them. 


Therein, I believe, lies the key to the JPE.  I remember driving a 1.4-litre Caterham at Brands Hatch and, despite the limited talent at my fingertips, rounding up race-prepared Porsche 911s with almost contemptuous ease.  I wondered at the time what the effect would have been with 911 power under the bonnet, and now I know. 


The JPE was not born for roads such as those in this supplement.  Though its chassis will cope well given the job to be done, unexpected rises, dips, potholes and tightening apexes tax it sorely at full chat.  No, you use the JPE to take you to race tracks, restricting yourself to the merely fabulous performance 6500rpm provides. Once there you aim to spend as much time in the green as your gear ratios allow.  You set fastest time of the day; you drive home below 6500 rpm. 


To me, that's the way to extract the most joy from the JPE while best retaining life and licence.  It is the ultimate interpretation of Colin Chapman's idea to build a car as at home on the track as it is on the road. 


I doubt even Chapman could have foreseen the JPE but, if he had, he would have smiled.  It's his kind of car. 
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