JOURNEY BACK TO LIFE - LIVING TO RUN
A Caterham Seven joined our family in October, 1999.  And for several months the little car exceeded all our expectations for fun and performance.  Every drive was full of smiles and grins and meeting new friends.  Then, early in August 2000, a red-light runner crossed our path.  “Oh, did I run a red light?” said he.  

Once home and off the flatbed, our proud 40th Anniversary Caterham sat forlorn, its beautiful red and silver nose askew, its front wing tips ripped, and the steering mis-aligned with terminal toe-out.  Further examination showed radiator damage, ball joints and steering levers bent, and worse yet, a bent and twisted chassis.  

And then we ask where in California does one find someone qualified to work on a Seven?  It’s important to realize that the Seven community is much larger than Caterham.  Every owner and enthusiast is a resource.  Send out a call for assistance and help comes from many very caring people.  To each of you I owe a debt of gratitude which someday I hope to repay.

I feel very fortunate to work near an excellent sports car repair shop.  Not 50 yards from our office is “Dale’s Restorations,” a shop specializing in Sunbeam Tiger restorations and vintage racecar preparation.  I talked with Dale about the accident and learned he had experience with formula Fords, and he knew about brazed tube chassis construction.  Although he had never worked on a Seven before, he was willing to take on the repair task for time and materials.  My insurance agreed to this approach considering the uniqueness of the car.

It was easy to make a list of all the parts needed for the repair.  But, Dale and I were unsure about how to proceed with straightening the chassis.  Over the Internet and with many e-mails to Jon Nelson of Rocky Mountain Sports Cars, Inc. (the U.S. distributor), Roger Swift, James Whiting and Bruce Robinson at Arch Motors, we determined that a new long front chassis section was the best solution for repairing the chassis.  Basically we would cut the car in half near the end of the footwells and graft on a new front end.  This was a very difficult decision to make.  Our Seven was the car I had so carefully assembled with Jon’s assistance, just a few months prior.

We ordered the repair parts through Jon at Rocky Mountain and were told the wait might be six to eight weeks.  During this time, Arch Motors was very helpful in rushing fabrication of the new long front chassis so it could be shipped with the other repair parts.  It seemed like forever, but the box finally arrived.  New chassis section, new side skins, bonnet, front wings, nosecone, and assorted bits and pieces.  A few things remained on back-order, but finally we could begin the healing process.

It became obvious very quickly that the repair required extensive disassembly of the car.  An excellent mechanic named Dave removed the seats and interior bits, the engine/trans assembly and the fiberglass wings.  Then he removed the aluminum side skins, footboxes, transmission tunnel skins, and the windscreen/scuttle assembly.  Only the rear skins remained on the chassis.  At this point, Dale made several lame comments about needing to practice his aluminum welding skills with some beverage cans (non-alcoholic, I hope), as eventually he’d need to weld the new side skins to the existing ones near the rear wings.

“Time to fire up the Sawzall!”  Dale decided where to cut the chassis, and quickly separated the damaged front from the rest.  The repair instructions from Arch Motors recommended inserting and spot welding some tubing inside the existing chassis tubes to help attach the new section.  Everything fit and lined up perfectly per the measurements sent on a sketch from Arch Motors.  For flat chassis alignment, Dale used a four inch thick slab of surface ground magnesium he borrowed from a nearby business to jig the chassis for brazing!  

Arch Motors recommended a particular brazing rod not generally available in the U.S.  We found some at Dave Bean’s, a Lotus specialty shop in Northern California.  Finally with proper rod and torch, Dale brazed the new chassis to the old.  Later, he finished off the joints so any signs of repair are completely gone.  The chassis now looks entirely original.  

Dave performed most of the re-assembly, and found the parts supplied by Caterham generally fit perfectly.  Very few modifications to the side skins, nose or wings were needed to make things line up.  We were relieved when the engine and trans mounted perfectly with all bolts lining up!  Dale welded the side skins to the rear, and no seam is visible in front of the rear wings.

Right about Christmas, the chassis and fiberglass bits were ready for paint.  Since so much of the car needed painting, we decided to repaint the entire car.  Mark, the shop painter does beautiful work, and his artistry on our Seven is testament to his skills.  I was concerned that the car would not have the same finish quality as Caterham supplied, but Mark surpassed this standard.  

During final assembly, Dale discovered a couple more bent suspension bits, which we ordered.  These arrived about three weeks later and finally the car was ready for wheel alignment.  After reassembly, the front end was far from recommended settings.  But in his magical way with the help of laser guidance, the alignment tech made all the needed adjustments.  Finally, six months from the accident, we have a Seven that tracks straight hands-off, and handles like a dream.  It’s good to have our Seven back home!

If there’s a silver lining in having to do this repair, it’s learning about the construction and process of Seven chassis repair.  Dale’s Restoration is now one of very few shops in the United States with hands-on Seven chassis repair experience and I would recommend their services to anyone needing them.  Again, I’d like to thank all those who stepped to help and offer support.  Even though we’re a long way from Caterham in Great Britain, we found that help is just a mouse click or a phone call away!

