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LANCIA’S FIRST 100 YEARS

PETER COLLINS CATALOGUES THE
MARQUE’S ACHIEVEMENTS SINCE 1906

ccountants and bean counters will never be responsible for

innovation or aesthetics and this is one reason why the story

of Lancia is so volatile:

There appeared to be little rein on the original and free thinking
that was so encouraged by Vincenzo, the boss of the eponymous
company. Two eatly brochures for the business proclaim that Lancia cars
were ‘built by the man who knows' and that they were ‘built in Turin,
Italy under the personal supervision of Vincenzo Lancia'. These slogans
tell us a lot about the company and the fact that they were actually true,
gives us a clear insight into the way things were done at Lancia both
then and for much of its independent life too.

Vincenzo's parents were affluent and owned a country villa in Fobello
about 150km north-east of Turin, but they also spent most of the winter at
another house actually in the Piemontese capital. Parts of these premises
were let out to Ceiranc who, at that time in the late 19th century were in
the bicycle business. Vincenzo was attending Turin Technical School to
Jearn book-keeping and he persuaded his father to allow him to join Ceirano
in their accountancy office. This turned out te be no moere than a means to
kick-start a career for himself in the formative Turin motor industry.
Learning quickly now that he had found his real vocation — Biscaretti was
astonished at the rate he picked up information — he acquired a reputation
for being able to identify problems on motor-cars and rectify them.

In 1899 the nascent FI1.A.T. took over Ceirano and Vincenzo stayed on
as Chief Inspector. He soon became part of the factory racing team and
his first race was at Padua in 1900, which he won and he continued to
compete with them for a further 10 years even being asked back to drive
one of their Grand Prix cars in France in 1907 because he had already
left to set up Lancia in 1906. He had rented ex-Itala premises in Turin
and set to work partnered by Claudio Fogolin, who dealt with marketing
the cars they were going to produce. &>
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Subseguently he turned his back on the
sport and no official competition Lancias were
built during his lifetime. Motorsport may
improve the breed but Vincenzo had visions of
innovation that could do without the expense
of racing or rallying. Possibly, as things turned
out, he was right.

The first Lancia car was a while in gestation
and a fire at the factory did not help, so that it
was September of 1907 before the first
prototype took to the roads. After a second car
was built to speed up development, the first
vehicle that was built for sale was a double-
phaeton in 1908. At first called the Type 51,
it was later renamed the 18-24 HP and finally,
after the suggestion of a teacher friend, the
Alpha, starting a long line of names based on
the Greek alphabet that is still used today.

One hundred and eight examples of this first
model were built and innovation had started
straight away. The engine was light, relatively

_ small for the period and high revving developing

‘28bhp at 1,800rpm. Its immediate success

required the company to expand to larger

premises and after a six-cylinder car was not
well received it was back to four for the Beta.

A step forward for not only Lancia but also
the motor industry in general came in 1913
with the introduction of the Theta. For the first
time a car was offered that featured electrics
as part of the homogeneous whole of the
chassis. Until then they had effectively only
been added as an afterthought. The Theta
was a great success and with foot operation

1910 Lancia Corsa at speed of the starter when a handle had to be used
on most other cars, the model went on to sell
nearly 1700 examples as well as being
produced in commercial and military forms.

After the First World War, during which
many motor companies picked up lucrative
contracts and Lancia was no exception, all
were searching for a way of keeping the
impetus going and Lancia reckoned that a
modern car, capable of being built in large
numbers was what was needed for an
increasingly mobile society.

It was the cue for the Lambda. So much has
been written about this car that it seems
superfluous to go into it all again, but, like the
marketing slogans earlier in this feature, the
facts were that it was all true. The car was
innovative in virtually every part of its design
and construction. It was a delight to drive &>
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A VERY SPECIAL LANCIA

1908 LANCIA ALPHA, CHASSIS NUMBER 102. COACHWORK BY MILLER BROTHERS OF AMESBURY, MA (USA)
1 =

o

During the celebrations for the centenary of Lancia last
September in Turin, a concours was organised featuring a wide
selection of both pre- and post-war models of the marque.
Best in Show was awarded to a 1908 Lancia Alpha owned by
Corrado Lopresto, already the winner at Villa d'Este with his
Isotta Fraschini 8ASS. A Milan-based architect, Lopresto has
assembled a superb collection of historically important rarities,
and the Alpha is the oldest car in his stable. It is also the oldest
Lancia in existence still with its original chassis, engine and
coachwork. There are only two other Alphas known to survive,
and both are in the company’s private museum. One is a
racing model, and the other an earlier car but with limousine
bodywork retrofitted from a Diatto.

Originally labelled the 12 HP, the Alpha was renamed after
World War | when Vincenzo Lancia started using letters of the
Greek alphabet to name his cars. Lopresto’s example bears
chassis number 102, and left the Lancia works presumably in
late 1908, just a year after the actual start of the company’s
production activities. That Lancia would have already built
100 cars within this timeframe might appear doubtful at first
glance, although his experience gained through working with
Ceirano and FIAT, and his fame as a racing driver make this
commercial success definitely plausible.

In fact, the Alpha was well engineered from the outset and
very well built to boot. It was comparatively small for the day
and featured a number of design ideas that already
showcased Vincenzo Lancia’s creativity. The car was powered
Dy a dual-block four-cylinder engine displacing 2543cc and
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coupled to a four-speed transmission bolted directly to the
engine. The carburettor featuring two-stage jets was Lancia’s
own design. The lively mator revved quite high for the day,
with peak power coming in at 1500rpm. Chassis construction
was fairly lightweight and the standard wheelbase was
2820mm. The model's reputation grew rapidly, especially in
Great Britain, and enough for this very car to be exported to
the United States as a bare chassis. Perhaps another factor
was Lancia’s first racing victory in a car of his own
construction occurring in Savannah (USA), still in 1908.
Nothing is known of this car's early history, but for certain
the body it wears to this day was the first and only coachwork
it ever received. Crafted by the Miller Brothers’ works near
Boston, it is a classical double phaeton with folding roof in a
style that was popular on both sides of the Atlantic, but with
an extensive use of brass more typical of American fashion.
After spending all its life in America, the Lancia was
finally shipped back to taly nearly a century after its birth.
Owned for decades by a chief justice who cherished it,
it was in a very clean condition, having been carefully
maintained ever since an overhaul in the 1970s. Rather than
commission a complete restoration, Lopresto chose a
conservative rebuild so that the fabulous originality of this
old lady could be best preserved. The engine received most
attention, whereas the body only needed cosmetic attention.
As we can tesfify from taking it for a spin in the suburban
Milanese hinterland, the car drives superbly. At speeds
approaching 40mph on narrow lanes, one begins to wonder

whether the brakes will be up to the job of stopping such a
mass if faced with a car coming in the opposite direction.
Yet when the inevitable happens, it is quite sufficient for the
chauffeur to apply the pedal brake on the propeller shaft and
to cog down a gear or two to effectively kill the speed.
Vincenzo Lancia had made it a design requirement that all
maving parts be sturdily built. This was a good thing because
while testing the first prototype, he had a collision with a
tram car by engaging reverse gear by mistake.
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