GETTING A SEVEN IN AMERICA

In one of many fascinating e-mail exchanges with Roger Swift, AND AFTER HE BRIBED ME WITH SEVERAL BACK ISSUES OF “LOW FLYING,” he suggested I became a member of the Lotus Seven Club of Great Britain (Some of the “Low Flying” contributors have a curiously charming sense of humor! - please excuse my digression.).  So I sent my club application in and promised to tell this story shortly after putting my 40th Anniversary Super Seven on the road.  

We placed the order for our Seven in November of ‘98 through Jon Nelson at Rocky Mountain Sports Cars located in Denver, Colorado.  No California distributors existed at the time - more on that later.  At that time, I didn’t fully understand the wonderful, but sometimes troublesome journey we were beginning.  And like most tales, I’d like to tell this one from the start.

My desire for a Seven started in the early ‘70’s.  A friend’s father owned a Series 2 car that we shared several spirited rides in.  This car spent most of its life as a race car, and had achieved some notoriety for winning a combined A/B/C/..../H production race (everything from Corvettes and Cobras to Bug-eye (excuse me, Frog-eye) Sprites at Willow Springs International Raceway.  

Then in 1975 I determined to build a car and considered a Series 4 car.  However, the sensuous lines of the 246-GT Dino captured my fancy and I sent my money in for a Kelmark GT kit car.  Beautiful as she was, the Kelmark never drove like a Seven and I knew I’d made, at least a small mistake.  But for the next twenty plus years, I kept the Kelmark while solving life’s challenges with job, family, and well, you know!

So here we were in 1998, new job with bright prospects, and thinking if we put this off much longer......So I located Jon through Yahoo on the internet, sent a lot of e-mail messages, found Alex Wong’s web page, contacted both Alex and Roger, and generally cultivated a whole new group of friends!  

Being a U.S. resident, and even more so, being a California resident presents some serious hurdles for an individual who wants to own a Seven.  Our Department of Transportation rules mandate that a Seven can only be purchased as a kit (not really an issue, I always wanted to build one anyway).  On top of that, California adds some of the toughest emission standards in the world for anyone wanting to build a kit-car with a modern emission controlled motor (however as I write this, cars built with pre ‘74 motors - crossflows, twincams, Cosworths, etc., irregardless of configuration are exempt from emission testing - go figure).  

In his messages, Jon offered a very attractive package, a Caterham Super Seven powered by an OBD-II compliant Ford Zetec motor.  He had seen the future and crossflows, twincams, Cosworths, etc. were becoming scarce, expensive, or both scarce and expensive here in the U.S.  Also, the modern Vauxhalls, Rovers and other motors available in England are not generally available here, or even legal to use in California.  So a Seven with the U.S. spec Zetec seemed a natural; good power, reliability, and emissions compliant.  I asked about using one of the excellent Honda, Toyota, Nissan and Mazda motors, and Jon felt that the association of Ford and Lotus was important to maintain.  So the Zetec it was!

Unfortunately, my wife Kathy and I didn’t realize that the monthly issues of “Low Flying” would be our only physical link to what the car is all about for over two years.  Throughout this time, Jon continued to develop and improve the design, and Jez Coates at the Caterham factory became involved.  This was wonderful news from the standpoint of robust design and factory support, but the rate of progress was maddeningly difficult to endure.  However, Roger proved himself an excellent supporter, insisting more than once that the end result would truly be worth the wait (funny, I trust this man more than some of the folks I deal with day-to-day).

Special development of the Caterham Super Seven Zetec-America included a custom bellhousing (allowing the engine to mount over 2-1/4 inches aft of the crossflow position), a modified Raceline sump, a beautiful stainless exhaust system with headers (to clear the left-hand drive steering shaft) leading into a catalyst/muffler unit including fittings for oxygen sensors, a notch in the right-side chassis for intake manifold clearance, special engine and ancillary mounts, and a custom wiring loom.

By early 1999, the design configuration was largely determined.  Interestingly, some pressure to complete the project came from an unexpected source, the Sports Car Club of America (SCCA)!  This organization agreed to include the Caterham spec Zetec Super Seven America in its E/Production class.  Frank Boulton, the U.S. distributor, and Jon made a commitment to have a car tested, and ready for the SCCA national convention in February.  Through many miracles and determination, they assembled a race car to SCCA specs, tested it with SCCA officials at Roebling Road Raceway near Atlanta, Georgia, and had it transported to San Diego in time for the convention.  

The SCCA convention was my first opportunity to meet Jon and Frank face to face, and significantly, my first “sit” in a Seven in over 25 years!  First impressions?  Boy is this thing small.  And low.  Can we take it for a drive now?  Heck, they had to drain all the fuel before rolling it into the display room.  But this race car was owned by Caterham racer and distributor George Alderman (Mid-Atlantic Caterham, New Castle, Delaware), and we could go out and see the doughnuts George had painted on the parking lot paving upon unloading the car from the transporter!

A month later we were introduced to Michael Bedard who lives in the Los Angeles area.  Michael has a crossflow car he has updated with 1,700 cc Cosworth power, dyno’d at 220 horsepower.  “Would you like a ride around the Streets of Willow track?” he said.  Talk about sensory overload.  I expected fast, but this was blindingly fast.  I expected slot-car handling and phenomenal brakes, but Michael’s car bent the rules of physics.  We only got a couple of laps in before slower traffic ended our freedom to explore g-limits some more.  But what a couple of laps!  And we didn’t realize it, but the car’s ignition was starting to falter due to a faulty alternator and dying battery voltage.

Build date for our Seven was scheduled for April 1, with delivery to Denver expected three to four weeks later.  However toward the end of March, Jon called with bad news.  A California Bureau of Automotive Repair referee station refused to certify the first prototype Zetec car. 

Both Jon and I investigated the California Air Resources Board (CARB) rules and contacted California officials.  A clear path to compliance for homebuilt cars is not currently available for owners using modern emission controlled motors unless the equipment used is exactly as it came from a California certifiable donor vehicle.  

So, decision time.  Do we cancel the order and cancel our dreams after all this time?  Do we change engine configuration (twincams and Cosworths, though desirable and legal to use add considerable expense), or stay with the Zetec plan and find an alternative route for licensing?  After weighing the options and doing some soul searching, I asked Jon to confirm a new build date with Caterham for the Zetec and proceed.

August 14, Kathy dropped me at the airport for a two week “build” in Denver at Jon’s shop.  The 40th Anniversary chassis and I met for the first time that afternoon.  Jon’s shop is located in an industrial section of Denver.  It’s appearance completely camouflages any hint of what’s inside.  What a sight, a row of Caterham Sevens of differing configuration in various stages of assembly.  The one next to mine was virtually identical in specification, and often served as an example before being shipped to its very lucky new owner.  

The two weeks in Denver flew by.  I tried to plan each step of the build by reading the assembly manual in the evenings, making notes of bolt lengths, tightening torques, assembly sequences etc., so work in the daytime was productive and would go smoothly.  And it did!  Aside from a couple of incidental pieces missing from the kit, the assembly was very straight forward.  No apologies, I’m just a careful assembler with a great respect for the impact of mistakes.  Others have alluded to it, and my own experience confirms that building a Seven is a meditative experience.  The need for nourishment, sleep, and concerns over the cares of the world are lost.  Sometimes if someone didn’t say “Hey, it’s time to knock-off,” or “Let’s go get a bite to eat,” you might forget!

During my two weeks in Denver, I was able to complete the chassis work, fit the weather equipment and boot cover, fit the rear wings and protectors, and complete the interior trim operations.  We also installed the motor/transmission (although later, Jon had to remove it to replace an improper flywheel position sensor mount).  On my last day, we fit the nose and took some pictures.  It was starting to look like a real car!

Jon completed the remaining tasks, including engine plumbing/wiring, bleeding of hydraulic fluids, fitment of the front flared wings, and installation of the headlights/indicators.  He also set the suspension tightening torques and front wheel alignment after setting the car on the ground.  

We finally arranged shipping to Reno, Nevada in October where I first saw the completed car.  The transport driver opened the door to the transport trailer and extended the ramps, then said “Well, don’t you want to drive it out?”  Man, I’ve never even driven one of these, and here he is asking me to get in and drive it out of the tight confines of the trailer and down a ramp.  Okay.

First thing is figuring out how to get in with the hood erected; never done this before.  Many months ago, Roger said getting into a Seven with the hood erected is very much like making love.  Instructions won’t help much, you just have to go through the experience.  Stated like a true Californian!  

Now we’re in and seated, where’s the key?  Oh yes, I remember it hiding up under the dash.  Engine fired on first turn of the key - major relief.  Boy the clutch is stiff!  How do you get this thing into reverse?  Good thing I used to own a Volkswagen where you had to push down on the shift lever to overcome the reverse lock-out, or I’d still be in Reno trying to figure this out.  Got reverse, why won’t the car move?  Oh, release the brake dummy!  Finally, engine running, reverse engaged, brake off, slip the clutch a little and we’re moving!  Backwards, very slowly - you’d think I was skydiving without a parachute for all the sweat dripping (well, Reno was warm that day).  I’m ready for a nap now.  We’ve driven about 20 feet backwards so far!

Jeff, who drove the transporter said why not take the car down to the end of the street, turn around and come back?  This guy comes up with great ideas.  Clutch in, first gear engaged, let the clutch out a little to the friction point, ease on some throttle.  Hey, what is this, some kind of lurching carnival ride?  Those controls are SENSITIVE.  Let’s try this again, a little more throttle this time.  Not too bad.  Time for a trip around the block!

So, with about three miles showing on the odometer and no license, it was time to drive into downtown Reno to begin the vehicle registration process.  Although I live in California most of the time, we have access to a place in Reno, so obtaining a Nevada license is a reasonable option.  Luckily, Nevada only requires some safety inspections for licensing a homebuilt car.  The Caterham easily passed these and we obtained the registration with no show-stopping hitches.

The drive from the Reno/Tahoe area down California’s Highway 395 was absolutely gorgeous;  particularly, reflections off the headlight pods and flared wings while driving through the forested and mountainous portions of the road are truly beautiful.  All together, the Seven’s third day on the road embraced a 400 plus mile jaunt through the Sierras and high desert, finally coming home to Riverside on our Southern California freeways.  Two stops for fuel and a couple for biological reasons and we were home, no problem!

Two early impressions:  1. This car is very quick.  2. Speed in the Seven comes effortlessly.  I wrote to Roger about a trip on Highway 18 to Lake Arrowhead up in our local mountains and back one Saturday.  The message described the sensations of driving the car in the mountains and the relation to the performance of other cars on the road.  He returned with some well stated advice to get some track experience in the car as we haven’t even tapped half the potential that’s available!  Unbelievable.  And yes, it was worth the wait!  Makes the daily commute worth looking forward to.
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