TRACK DRIVE
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TWO FOR THE MONEY

Though it hasn’t been around as long as Caterham and isn’t as well-known, Westfield has firmly established
its place in the Lotus-inspired kit-car world. We drive a couple of its latest offerings.

by HAROLD PACE photography by THE AUTHOR
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estfield Sportscars Ltd. is tiny by
mainstream automobile manufac-
turing standards, but huge com-
pared to most specialty-car firms. Formed
in 1982 by classic-car dealer and racer Chris
Smith, Westfield’s first model was a re-cre-
ation of the Lotus Eleven sports-racing car.
It was based on MG Midget/Austin-Healey
Sprite running gear and was warmly wel-
comed in England, Japan and America.
The Westfield Sports 11 was followed by
the Westfield Seven, a Lotus Super Seven-
inspired roadster. Its replacement, the SE
series, has been in production ever since.
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The Sports 11 was dropped in 1989, but due
to popular demand new molds and jigs were
recently constructed and the anachronistic
little racer, renamed the Westfield XI, is
back in the lineup. Meanwhile, the SE has
been through a succession of upgrades in
mechanical specification and styling, the lat-
ter due to legal pressure from arch-rival
Caterham in the 1990s.

The Westfield factory is a clean, well-
organized manufacturing facility in
Kingswinford, just west of Birmingham in
the industrial heartland of England, with
roughly 50 employees. While many kit

manufacturers farm out production to sub-
contractors, Westfield insists on MIG-
welding its own steel frames and laying up
its fiberglass parts so that quality and
delivery dates can be assured. The busi-
ness is family owned and run, with Smith
and wife Eileen at the helm:; daughter
Holly Bond and son Richard handle every-
day operations.

When Tom McClintock, Westfield's new
American agent, offered me an exclusive
opportunity to drive the new Sport 20008
and the XI in the UK, I immediately signed
on for the adventure.
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Vintage Whine

What better place to experience the vin-
tage spirit of the new Westfield XI than at
the historic Shelsley Walsh hillclimb? First
run in 1903, the 1,000-yard course claws its
way up the side of a steep hill, then cuts
through to an upper field with a very tricky
S-bend. Some of the greatest drivers of all
time, from Rudolph Caracciola to Stirling
Moss, have been challenged by this
demanding course.

Driving to Shelsley is an adventure in
itself. Just when you become convinced
you’re completely lost, suddenly it appears.
About 40 miles east of the Welsh border,
Shelsley lies in hilly countryside with nary
a skyscraper to sully the pastoral skyline.
The pit area is covered by wooden sheds
constructed in 1937 and lovingly maintained
ever since. The few modern buildings on site
are slated for destruction as soon as the his-
toric structures, some of which date from
the 12th century, are renovated. Strapped
into the XI with not a modern bolide in
sight, it’s easy to imagine myself back in the

"50s, waiting in queue for my chance to
attack the hill in a classic Lotus Eleven.
[ntroduced in 1956, the Lotus Eleven
dominated sports-car racing in the 1,100-cc
class and had many impressive finishes at
LLe Mans. It was offered in three stages of
tune. The Sports model, intended for the
street and amateur racing events, had a 36-
horsepower side-valve Ford engine, 3-speed
gearbox, live axle and drum brakes. The
Club model sported an 1,100-cc Coventry
Climax FWA SOHC engine pumping out 72
to 83 hp allied to the same suspension and
brakes as the Club. The top model was the
Le Mans, which featured DeDion rear sus-
pension and four-wheel disc brakes. All had
swing axle front suspension and were sold
in kit form. In 1957, an improved Series 2
Le Mans model was fitted with double wish-
bone front suspension and hotter engines.

Below: Cars reach completion at Westfield's factory
in Kingswinford, on the outskirts of Birmingham.
Bottom: Instead of farming out the construction of
its frames, Westfield does all its welding in house.

The XI ($17,995 in kit form) is a cross
between the Club and Series Two Le Mans
models. The Midget live rear axle is well
located and in practice gives away little to a
DeDion setup. The 1,275-cc A-Series BMC
engine revs willingly and sounds great, even
if 1t has less muscle than a healthy Climax—
just 65 horsepower. Of course, there are tun-
ing parts available for the A-Series that
would provide more ponies.

The Westtield steel space frame accepts
Sprite/Midget brakes, hubs, uprights and
steering rack, but converts the front end
from coil springs and lever shocks to coil-
over-shock springing. U.S.-spec kits will use
the MG pedal assembly with a single mas-
ter cylinder, while Euro-spec models have a
fabricated pedal box with a mandated dual
master cylinder setup. Either 13-inch wire
wheels or bolt-on mags can be fitted. Like
the original Lotus, the Westfield XI offers
an optional headrest fairing. Unlike the
Lotus, the Westfield can be ordered with
left-hand-drive.

The driving position for my 6-foot-2
frame is excellent, with period-style low-
backed bucket seats and a thin, leather-
wrapped steering wheel. Smiths gauges
(tach, speedo, gas and oil pressure/water
temp combo) complete the vintage look.

Time to Climb

I was able to take two passes up the nar-
row, twisting course that rises 328 feet in
1,000 yards. The run starts at a small
wooden shed where the timing apparatus 1s
situated. There is a burnout area to warm up
the tires, but I don’t see the use in the XI.

The engine doesn’t miss a beat as I throt-
tle into Kennel Bend, a gentle left-hander,
then speed uphill through a right-hand
sweeper and a tight left, as I pass the spec-
tator area. There’s a short stretch to catch
your breath, then you're into the kink, a very
quick jog with a bump at the apex.

The most intimidating part of the climb
1s the tricky S-bend that combines a steep
rise with two turns of varying radii. I drop
down a gear and roll into Bottom S, then 1t’s
on the gas and uphill into Top S. The over-
hanging trees plunge the car into darkness,
then it’s a steep climb into daylight at the
top, followed by a quick, straight sprint to
the finish line. Suddenly, the fun is over.

Do it right and a vintage car 1s finished
in about 35 seconds. Do it wrong and you
have a lot of body work ahead of you! A
modern 650-hp carbon-fiber purpose-built
hillclimb car can bound up the hill in just
over 23 seconds. I'm no danger to any
record holder, but I definitely had fun.

With a dry weight of only around 1,100
pounds, the XI has a power-to-weight ratio
roughly equal to a new Mini Cooper S’s,



which means it’s pretty quick. With skinny
Avon 165/80R 13 rubber, the Westfield begs
to be drifted like a proper "50s racer.

The BMC 4-speed gearbox, with its short
throws, is a delight to use. It only reveals its
age through the lack of a fifth gear and slow
syncros that reward double clutching for
smoother downshifts. The brakes—sohd
discs in front and drums in back—are more
than adequate given the weight and power.

Back to the Future
Retro-tech throwbacks to the fabulous

Top: Though the fairing is optional, the Xl wouldn't
look right without it. Above left: The interior looks
the vintage part, right down to its Smiths gauges.
Above right: 1,275-cc 65-hp A-Series BMC motor.

'50s like the XI aren’t everyone’s cup of
Earl Grey, so the main thrust of Westfield's
business is its more modern SE family of
sports cars. Although the bodywork resem-
bles the classic Lotus Seven of yore, the
underpinnings are closer to current racing
cars than the vintage variety. The Westfield
1600 series is powered by the Ford Zetec

twin-cam four, while the 2000 series uses
the newer Mazda-derived Ford Duratec four.
The chassis of these two models are 1denti-
cal, with a clever system of bolt-in engine
mounts to allow variations in motive power.

The Megabusa, a superbike-powered
derivative of the SE series, is high-strung,
shrill and better suited to track events than
grocery getting. The SEiGHT outwardly
resembles the SE series, but has been beefed
up to accept an alloy Rover V8 engine and
gearbox. It’s quick, but not as well-balanced
as the 4-cylinder cars—more tourer than

Novermnber 2006 SPORTS CAR INTERNATIONAL 73







	sci_page1.jpg
	sci_page2.jpg
	sci_page3.jpg
	sci_page4.jpg

