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PIERUGO GOBBATO

It isn’t easy to talk about facts that happened thirty years ago. Today I am eighty-two and maybe my memories are not so complete and precise.

In 1969, Fiat purchased Lancia and I started my work in the newly acquired company. The situation was dramatic. Low sales, sound but old fashioned cars, no plans for the future, both in car and in truck departments. I realized at once that the best thing to do was to use what was really working: the racing department. At the time they were contesting in the rallies with good results, using specially prepared Fulvia. Other car manufacturers however were working on new models and the hopes for the future were low.

At the Turin Show, late 1970, Nuccio Bertone introduced a new car that was called Stratos. At first sight, I realized that we had found exactly what we needed. In the first version Bertone had fitted a Fulvia engine and the car was clearly underpowered. Bertone himself had driven the car to the Lancia main factory and it was not easy for us to remove him from the cockpit. It was equally difficult for me to reach the driver's seat.

While the final version was presented in various car shows in other countries, we were working on the car in order to make it more suited for practical use. The car was difficult mainly for the driving position and the small ground clearance. 

Bertone had already worked on the Lamborghini Miura, which had a mid-engine layout, and could use a Ferrari Dino engine, as fitted in his Fiat Dino coupé cars. I thought that we had found the engine we needed. So Bertone manufactured the final prototype. I met Ferrari in order to obtain the engines. He agreed and the whole Lancia team started working on the project. 

Here are some of the names of people involved (I apologize if I forget somebody). Cesare Fiorio was head of the racing team and gave us instructions about everything he needed to beat the competitors. Mr. Di Virgilio, a fantastic person, who had previously worked in the Lancia D 50 Formula 1 design team; the D 50 cars had been given to Ferrari when Lancia withdrew from racing. Mr. Camuffo was technical director and Gianni Tonti was technical coordinator of the team. The first tester was Claudio Maglioli. Sandro Munari was the driver who raced and won with the Stratos all-around the world. I must also remember Giampaolo Dallara, who worked with us during the development stage, and the late Mike Parkes, who lost his life in a road accident coming from Maranello to Turin.

Work on the new car started in November 1970. Near the end of the following year, Bertone introduced the Stratos with a Ferrari Dino 2400 cc. engine. On 26 February, 1972, the car made his first road test, driven by Claudio Maglioli, on Lancia test track in Chivasso. 

During 1972 we worked on the settings and the final tuning of the car. The car handled and ran well but the rear suspension was not completely developed. The problems we had to cope with weren’t easy to solve: the car was largely unpredictable in his behaviour on the road. This problem was also detected by Munari, who had to retire in the first race, the Tour de Corse, run in November 1972.

The same handling problems, caused by the rear suspension (that, as requested by Fiorio, allowed to adjust the rear ground clearance according to road conditions) were evident in the second race, the Costa del Sol rally.

Finally we solved the problem with the help of Mr. Camuffo and his team. In order to reduce manufacturing costs, the hub carriers were made in pressed steel sheet; in operation they warped and the same happened to the lower arms brackets of the rear suspension. The rubber bushings were too flexible and caused modifications of the wheel camber. Soon these defects were eliminated, but it hadn’t been easy to understand the points at fault.

The early design of the chassis was carried on with the help of Mr. Di Virgilio, who later went back to road cars design; his role was taken by Francesco Faleo, a specialist in the field. At first, we thought to use double wishbone suspension on all four wheels. The adoption of the Dino engine, transversally mounted, made this impossible, and we then used transverse lower wishbones and telescopic struts.

After the teething troubles were sorted out, the car was ready and fully competitive. Munari and Mannucci won the first race, the Firestone Rally, in 1973. In Targa Florio the car had to race against Ferraris 312 P, Alfa Romeos 33 TT 12, Porsches Carrera RS and other very powerful and fast racers. 

The Stratos was second overall, while the race was won by Müller and Kinnunen on a Porsche Carrera. Ferraris and Alfa Romeos had to withdraw. Our drivers were Munari and Andruet. When the driver seat brackets broke, the seat was blocked in the full rear position. Munari was tall (while Andruet was tiny), so Munari had to drive for nine out of eleven laps.

In 1974, ‘75 and ‘76 Stratos completely dominated the Rally World Championship. In January 1976, I left the company, so my memories end there.

The Stratos story is not as straightforward as one might think; we had a lot of troubles. The car was born to be a prototype, to race and win. When the International Automobile Federation rules were changed and required a minimum of 500 cars to be manufactured in order to race in rallies, our problems started. 

We had thought to build maybe nine or ten cars. Now the situation had become very difficult. And not everybody in Fiat was enthusiast about the program. At the time Lancias arrived first and Fiats second, but they spent the money ... Pressure was made in order to cancel the whole program.  Ferrari himself told me that he had great difficulties in giving the 500 engines we needed.  

I understood that pressures had been applied on him. Nuccio Bertone was of great support and assured me that his plant was ready to build the 500 cars. Then, again, I asked Enzo Ferrari for the engines, but he told me that he wasn’t able to produce the number required. Then I asked for speaking with Avvocato Gianni Agnelli. 

I was sure that he liked the idea of racing with those cars; I met him on November 7, 1972. I told him of the difficulties we had met and that I did not understand why it was now impossible to get the engines. I asked him if I could solve the problem in another way. Agnelli was surprised and asked: "What do you mean?". 

At the time Fiat had an agreement with Citroën and Lancia was studying a two litre car in cooperation with the French company. Working together was very difficult, however, and I felt that the cooperation was nearing the end. Citroen had purchased Maserati some time before; they had a 3000 cc. engine, which they used in the Merak, that could be put in the Stratos. I was afraid that “l’Avvocato" was thinking to fire me, convinced that I was mad, but instead he told me to try this way.

So I went to Modena and met Mr. Malleret, Managing Director of Citroën-Maserati, in order to tell him about our idea of using their engine. He was interested, but told me that had to talk with the head office in France. 

At the end of November the cooperation between Fiat and Citroën came to an end. I was worried, but some days later Mr. Malleret called me, saying that Citroën-Maserati was ready to supply the engines but a request made by Avvocato Agnelli was needed. 

I spoke again to Mr. Agnelli, and some days later Maserati informed me that they were ready to supply not only the 3000 cc. engine, but even the 4200, if we liked. In January 1973, I met Mr. Malleret again and we were ready to start the operation. Quickly Ferrari was informed (he always knew what was going on inside Maserati) and was upset. He called me and said that his factory was ready to supply the engines. I replied that I was going in a different direction, but he told me: "Oh, no, we were only joking!".

From that moment on, Fiat had a different attitude towards our program. Actually, had things not changed in this way, we would have used Maserati engines. We started building the cars, which were homologated (as Grand Touring, Group 4) in October 1974. The inspectors of the Automobile Federation counted the 500 cars that were parked in our Chivasso factory.

SANDRO MUNARI

The Stratos brought a real revolution. Up to the early Seventies rally cars usually were standard models somehow strengthened and modified. A clear example was the Fulvia, a fantastic car, even if it was not born to race. Only minor modifications were allowed.

The Stratos has been studied from the start as a racing car; the suspensions and the streamlined bodywork were designed with that specific objective. Of course it needed various settings and good servicing, but it was perfectly OK on any kind of road surface. Versatile and fast, this car raced and won everywhere. The only exception was the Safari Rally.

The Stratos was born as a car intended for road racing. His short travel suspensions and his basic design were more suited to tarmac than to gravel or bare earth. However, the car was very good also in off-road and very tough conditions. We ran the first Safari with the Stratos in 1975, with the two valve engine.

As Mr. Gobbato said, at the beginning of its development the behaviour of the car on the road was largely unpredictable; sometimes it oversteered while in other occasions it understeered. And it was very difficult to follow even a straight line. Sometimes I felt like the car was in two parts connected with a hinge: the front did one thing, while the rear end did just another! I was unhappy also because I was not able to exactly explain to the technicians what was happening. In off-road conditions everything was OK. Finally we realized that the problem appeared when we fitted the wide tires and there was a lot of grip, on tarmac. The hub carrier and the bushings were not stiff enough and warped, causing an erratic roadholding.

After we solved this problem the Stratos started to win everywhere. So we thought to race it in the Safari Rally, in Kenia. We had three cars: one was used for testing and was then given to a local driver, the son of Vic Preston, while the other two were driven by me and by Waldegaard. At that time the race had a length of about 6000 km, and we also had to drive at night. Close to eighty cars started the race, but only eleven finished it. I was second and Waldegaard third. When I was nearing the chequered flag three tires ran flat in sequence! 

I had only two spare wheels so I was in very big trouble with only 50 km. to go. I had a 56 min advantage on the second. We tried to contact the support team by radio but got no answer! So I slowly went on with only three wheels, while my young teammate Lofty Drews was seating on the rear mudguard, in order to maintain the hub carrier and the brake of the missing wheel clear of the ground. When the wheel with the new tire was fitted it was too late. At the end we had lost the race by 22 minutes!

The Stratos was always up to the task and could win also races like the Safari. Gianni Tonti tuned the engines according to our requests, which varied according to the race conditions. Usually I asked for engines with a lot of torque at low revs.  I wasn’t always satisfied, however. The Safari of 1972 with the Fulvia was lost for this reason.

GIANNI TONTI

OK, but I had just arrived in Lancia!

SANDRO MUNARI

We won a lot of races with the Fulvia. Production of that car should have been discontinued in 1972, but that year we won the Montecarlo rally, and production went on!

PIERUGO GOBBATO

As a matter of fact, it went on for four more years!

SANDRO MUNARI

Of course we were looking for power, so Tonti and Parkes started working on turbocharging.  The KKK we used at the beginning was too big and gave problems of reliability and driveability. The turbo lag was too great. We then decided to use two smaller turbos and the problem was solved.

BEPPE PANICCO
Towards the end of the Sixties Nuccio Bertone decided to make a new car, the Stratos. At that time he showed a lot of enthusiasm for the mid-engine layout. He had worked on the Lamborghini Miura and on the X 1/9 Fiat. After Lancia had been sold to Fiat, he decided to make something to support the Lancia name, to which he was closely tied. He acted independently, and started working on a new rally car with a Fulvia engine. 

The first Stratos prototype was introduced in October 1970 at the Turin car show. The styling was audacious and the car was considered mainly an extravagant design exercise. Then the car was developed and could be used on the road. We made some short tests with a few important car journalists of that time. Then the car was exhibited at the Brussels car show in January 1971; in February Bertone was called on the phone by Mr. Gobbato, who wanted to see the car. We reached Lancia racing department driving the car on normal roads.

GIANNI TONTI

Money was the main problem in the development of the Stratos. In the 1973 Targa Florio we obtained a great racing result, as the rear supension problem didn’t appear, because we used specially made hub carriers.

The hub carrier was machined from a billet in only four pieces, while in rally events we had to use normal production parts. The hub carrier was made in pressed and welded sheet steel, in order to keep the final price of the car below 13 million lire, the upper limit we were allowed to reach.

The same money problems appeared also at the Safari, that we lost because we had no more brake calipers to change!  Today a race like that needs a fantastic organization.  Usually tests start one year before. We tested only two weeks before the event.  After a completely dry year, rain began pouring soon after the start of the race. Mud collected inside the wheel arch and in a few kilometers (300 or 400) reached such a thickness that it acted as an abrasive wheel and grinded the caliper, removing metal until oil started leaking.  So we had to change the caliper.  Our race ended when we ran out of calipers.  We had not enough spare parts for the Safari!

In rallies you are not allowed to change the engine or the frame of the car; that caused us another problem. In the Stratos the gearbox and the differential were positioned inside the engine bloc, with which they formed a complete unit. If we had a gear failure, we could not change the whole gearbox. Every time we had a transmission problem we had to retire; that was a big handicap to us. 

As Munari said, we developed the first turbo racing engine in Italy, with two valve cylinder heads, and later with four valve. With the first engines we had problems as waste-gates were not yet available; we had simple pop-off valves in the inlet ducts, that opened when the inlet pressure reached a certain value. 

We couldn’t build a waste-gate that withstood the high temperatures of the exhaust gases, near 1000 °C.  The engine was fed by carburettors, which were pressurized; air was supplied at approx 1,5 bar boost pressure, that is near 21 PSI.  So we had to solve leakage problems, both of air and fuel, because the carbs were not made to work under pressure.

The turbo engine was used on the Stratos Silhouette, that took part to four World Endurance Championship races.  This experience was very useful and allowed us to develop and tune the Lancia Montecarlo Turbo, some years later. Afterwards I was asked by Enzo Ferrari to work with him, because with the Montecarlo Turbo we had won the Championship for two years in a row, with a car equipped with a 1400 cc engine, against 3000 cc. Porsches.

Stratos allowed everybody to learn and to develop an important know-how.  Lancia Montecarlo Turbo had the same power output of the Renault Formula One 1500 cc. of the same period.  Furthermore, a Formula 1 engine had to race for a couple of hours, while we had to race for six or even 24 hours.

Question from the audience

How was it to drive the Stratos?

SANDRO MUNARI

When everything was set up perfectly, the car handled very well and was fantastic to drive. It had just a little oversteering, because it had a rear engine, very powerful and very heavy.  The short wheelbase increased this tendency to oversteer. The car had been designed in this way to obtain agility and quick steering. 

For circuit racing you had to adjust the steering geometry and/or to increase the aerodynamic load.  You could not drive it in the same way you drove the Fiat 131 or the Fulvia.  The position of the engine was of great importance in the bends and in braking.  But you had to be very careful in order to avoid over steering, mainly in off-road and on the snow.  

In any case, the Stratos was clearly the best car in those years. When we raced with the Fulvia we had to worry about Porsches and Alpines, but with the Stratos when we did not win it was our fault!

PIERUGO GOBBATO

Some said that in the 1972 Montecarlo rally people threw snow on the road because the Fulvia was unbeatable when mud or snow were on the tarmac.

SANDRO MUNARI

They didn’t throw snow to help us. It happened mainly on the Col du Turini, where people waited the whole night, drinking a lot of wine. Frenchmen threw snow on the road (which was usually dry) in order to create problems. We knew there was no snow and so had tires for dry surfaces. Then in some bends we found snow. People were looking for spectacular maneouvres or even accidents ...

LORENZO BOSCARELLI

The hub carriers warped elastically, right? Otherwise you would have immediately found the cause of your problems.

SANDRO MUNARI

Sure, no plastic warping occurred, and when we removed the hub carriers their geometry was perfectly correct.  Warping only occurred in operation.

LORENZO BOSCARELLI

How did the car perform on the racetrack? I was at Monza in September 1975 for the European GT Championship event and saw that the Stratos was not as fast as the Porsches (that won the race). Which were its technical limits?

SANDRO MUNARI

The car had no defects, but it was born for rally events, not for track racing. Lancia had a great tradition in rallies and wanted to win rallies, not track races. The car was too heavy for that type of events and power was not very high. For this reason we developed the turbo engine and the four valve cylinder heads.  

From that moment on the car became very fast and competitive on any kind of circuit. But Lancia wasn’t very interested in track racing. In 1975 we had the two valve engine and the aerodynamics hadn’t been developed, yet.

Question from the audience

How was the car, concerning safety?

SANDRO MUNARI

As you see, I’m still here! Inside the Stratos there was no room to spare. To fit a roll-bar we had to build it in the main central bulkhead; you couldn’t see it, as it was an integral part of the car body. That solution was perfectly adequate.

MIKE ROBINSON
My experience with the Stratos has been completely different. I was a student in a Seattle high school, in Washington State, and was thinking to become a car designer. In Seattle they manufacture only aircrafts; Boeing has a huge factory there. A schoolmate gave me a poster with the first Stratos prototype (that Mr. Gobbato called “Zero prototype”). He thought it was an Australian design, but soon we realized it was an Italian car. Then the names of Bertone, Giugiaro and Farina became familiar to me. Their cars were fantastic and Turin was the place where car design was most advanced in the world. I had to go there. And now, as you see, I am head of Lancia styling department ... the Stratos really changed my life.

ADOLFO ORSI

The Stratos was the best racing car of its era but some say it was very difficult to sell.

PIERUGO GOBBATO

The car wasn’t comfortable and was not born really to be sold. But we had to build 500 Stratos in order to race it and afterwards we had to sell them. The price was high. We did nothing in order to push the sales. But we sold all the cars without problems, to real enthusiasts.

Question from the audience

Who designed the Stratos?

BEPPE PANICCO

Marcello Gandini.
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