THE FORGOTTEN SUPERCARS

Originally shown at Canada’s Expo 67, the Alfa Montreal
is on record as one of the most maligned cars of its era. In the first
of an occasional series on the supercars that didn’t set the world
alight, David Vivian drives it. Photography: Stan Papior
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OF ALL BERTONE'S GREAT ACHIEVE-
ments, surely his masterstroke was to give the
Alfa Montreal slamed headlight covers and
bulging flanks. A car with shades and tight
trousers: now that was styhing and very, oery
Italian.

I've always loved the looks of Alfa’s
forgotten supercar, they're just so shamelessly
sassy. Here'sacarwith more visualaffectations
than Quentin Crisp thar stll contrives to look
tough and menacing. Whatever its surround-
ings, the Montreal always adopts a strest
corner pose, a sort of jacket-draped-round-
shoulders and Gitanes-lolling-on-bottom lip
arrogance that smoulders with adolescent
angst, It's got that defensive *what you looking
at burt head? vulnerability. It's saving: “Don’t
poke fun at my fancy clothes; deep down I'm
harder than you are.’

With a 200bhp 2.6-litre guad-cam VE
shoehorned beneath its long, shapely bonnet,
the claim carried some weight. But the power
wasn't put behind the pose until 1971 when
Alfa finally launched its fastest production car
to an intripued public and frankly sceptical
press.

The scepticism stemmed from the Mon-

treal’s origins as a concept show car some four
vears earlier at Expo '67 in Montreal, Canada.
Bertone’s commission brief had been to
produce a one-off stunner, a car that symbol-
ised ‘man’s highest achievements in the
automotive world’. That kind of publicity hot
air conld have consigned the concept o the
dusthin of history but perhaps becauss the
Montreal’s shape possessed a good deal more
practicality than the regular free-form show car
fantasy, the dream became a reality.

Re-detailed for manufacture — thankfully,
the headlamp shades, dummy bonnet ductand
extravagant cabin vent slots remained — the
Montreal’s hand-formed all-steel monocoque
looked close enough tw Bertone's original
styling study for the coupe (more a two-plus-
one, really) to acquire instant junior-league
supercar status. Mind you, that wouldn't have
been the case had it retained the show car’s
cooking 1.6-litre lump, Nothing so mundane
could possibly be allowed to power the symbol
of man’s highest automotive achievement. To
Alfa’s eternal credit, it resisted any number of
half-baked solutions and instead gave the
world one of its more memorable supercar
engines — a detuned version of the V8 used in
Alfa’s F1 and ‘33" racers.

This all-allov masterpiece, with its cylinder
banks angled at ?0deg, had a smaller bore and
stroke than the 3-litre grand prix racing unit,
toting a swept volume of 2593cc. The leve] of
mechanical sophistication, however, was un-
changed. Twin-cam, eight-valve heads capped
each bank with fuel administered by Spica
indirect mechanical fuel injection. Ignition
was electronic, lubrication dry sump and, on a
compression ratio of 9.0 to 1, the engine
developed 200bhp at 65300rpm and 1731b fi of
torque at 4730rpm though, more importantly,
around 90 per cent of the peak figure was
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More positive are the gearchange and clutch.
The former snicks essily through a well-
defined gate with the '11_1m 1::!' effort, the
latter is smooth, progre singly
light. As for the brakes, there’ saboulanm-.h of
dead pedal travel before the action firms up and
the car slows. Thev feel a little dead, but the
pads are still cold and it's early days vet.

Trundling through Wolverhampton's sub-
urbs, the Montreal is friendlier than I'd have
anticipated. The burbling V8 shows no
temperament and is superbly tractable, It
murmurs along in third without the slightest
protest.
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just to hear the guad-cam marvel working
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And as the pace picks up so the Montreal
beging to pull itsell wgether. The steering
remains heavy and vague about the straight-
ahead but feeds back plenty of information.
Grip from the modestly dimensioned (19
14} VR-rated Michelins seldom tc-und
wanting and even the live rear axle seems fairly
well behaved and permits an acceptably supple
ride, if rather too much body roll. A boorful of
throttle exiting a tight bend will often send the
tail skipping sideways but, more often, the
Montreal prefers topick upits insidewheeland
spin the power away. Agile it isn't but, on the
whole, the fast Alfa feels stable and forgiving.

Even so,it'seasily atits bestinastraight line.
And thar’s how many will want to remember
the Montreal: as an exceptionally stylish GT
powered by a great engine — a fine trans-
Continental express but probably not a
genuine supercar. Thdt, at any rate, is how
Roberto Pedone sees it. Having sampled the
urndeubted charms of the much maligned Alfa,
he's selling his, a little sadder but hopefully a
little richer Good Montreals are bound to
gain in value, if only for the Bertone badge and
that glorious engine. B




