Quasar

The addiction resurfaced in June of 2000.  I attended the Virginia International Raceway homecoming in southern Virginia, and had a severe relapse.  I had owned and raced a DS/R off and on through the 70s and 80s, never really able to afford it but I unfortunately was totally addicted to driving it.  I got married in 1988 and decided to become responsible and adult (at 40 years old, none too soon), and sold the car.  And now, in Y2K, the compulsion was back.

I talked with local (Raleigh, NC) restorer Peter Krause, who was incredibly supportive and gave me the absolutely spot-on advice that I hold out and get a complete car, as anything less is too difficult to complete.

I searched the internet weekly for a few months and subscribed to a vintage racing magazine to search the classifieds.  I didn’t find anything I could afford.  I placed an ad in the SCCA magazine that winter, hoping to catch someone with an old sports racer wanting to move up to a new car or else change classes between seasons.  I got four responses, one of which was for a Quasar!  The most beautiful sports-racer in my opinion; only the Lola T-70 could compare!  The seller warned me that this wasn’t the body I was thinking of, as it was a sort of prototype Mark 2, but I was hooked.

I drove up to Pennsylvania to look at the car.  It was rough and dirty, but complete.  The owner had the design drawings for it, too.  He had stopped racing it several years before, because its original Suzuki engine wasn’t powerful enough to be competitive, and the Kohler he replaced it with didn’t prove reliable for him.  He had parked it in his barn, where it gathered dirt and dust.  I kind of liked the fact that it was set up with a transaxle, so I could plug in a professionally prepared motor.  Also, the subframes were steel, rather than the usual aluminum, which I thought an advantage since I can weld steel with a gas welder; and the car used Spitfire front uprights rather than the Quasar magnesium ones with 10” wheels.  I figured 13” tires would be easier to come by, so that was OK.  I did not sit in it, though.  All of these things would later come back to haunt me.

The body was a rather clever aluminum one, made of panels that were each small enough to ship via UPS, and fastened together by Dzus fasteners.  Clever, yes, but well-used.  And not the beautiful Quasar body I wanted.  But the price was right ($4500 with Suzuki motor), and I bought the car.  (At Peter Krause’s advice, I bought it with the old Suzuki motor, so I could get the car running with that.  I think Peter understands better than most that we racing junkies need the occasional hit of actually driving the car if we are to maintain the outflow of cash and effort required to keep an obsolete car running.)

I began researching the car, finding designer Fred Puhn very helpful although not overly fond of that particular car as it didn’t use the lightweight aluminum and magnesium chassis parts he had designed.  I also found Bob Price, who had originally built the car.  It turns out that he had later bought the rights to the Quasar name, and intended to sell them with the aluminum wedge body.

When I got the car home, I began disassembling it for cleaning.  It had at least a millimeter of oily dirt all over.  Spray-on solvent, soap and water, then sand off the rust before re-painting the frame.  Sounds like a plan, hey?  Not so – everything was a problem.  Everything.  One of the suspension arms had been nicked with a hacksaw.  Local race shops wanted nothing to do with a repair; the advice was to make new steel suspension arms for racing, and keep the original ones in case I later wanted to sell them with the car.  $$, weight, and time.  The brakes were corroded solid.  After some searching, I found rebuilt old Spitfire calipers.  More $$ and time.  Rebuilt the master cylinders.  (Still no good ideas for rebuilding the rear Airhearts).  The original front shocks had been replaced with larger Bilsteins, one of which had a bent rod.  Send in for a rebuild.  More $$ and time.  The bolts and rod ends appeared to be original, and therefore 30 years old.  I replaced them with new ones.  More $$ and time.  I measured the lengths of the suspension links as I took them apart.   The lengths were all different, from side to side.  OK, I can take the lengths off the drawings.  Reassembly was a challenge, as the shocks wouldn’t fit when the suspension arm links were set to the lengths in the drawings.  It took a lot of tail-chasing to get all of the parts to fit together.

The motor had been sealed with duct tape, and one exhaust port hadn’t sealed completely – one cylinder rusted; the cylinders will have to be redone.  I advertised for Suzuki engines, and bought 3 street engines from an old friend who used to race a DS/R with Suzuki engines.

The car had a roll cage that I found unattractive (and am not spry enough to crawl onto and into).  It was rusted in.  Penetrant, hammer, heat.  Again and again.  Dished, dune-buggy-type steering wheel had to go; I bought a Mountney wheel I liked better.  Finally sat in the car; the seats are too narrow for my middle-aged girth.  Actually, they’re too narrow for my younger girth, too; they’re made for people with no hips!  Still working on that problem.  Also, the steering wheel needs to be a little on the close side in order to get my knees under it.  And the car supposedly had fuel cells, but in fact the tanks were the original ones – a little one behind each seat.  I had FuelSafe make me a full-width cell, and cut out the middle seat supports to get it in, welding tabs on them so I could bold them back on.  The bolt heads further restrict hip room.  More $$ and time, and still trying to get the thing going for the next VIR Homecoming race.

The engine bay provided more frustrations.  Due to the nature of chain drives, and also two-stroke engines, the engine bay was covered with really thick greasmud.  And it covered the worst rust on the car.  And some of the members had evidently been relocated, some of them had been incompletely welded in, and one had had water get trapped inside it and rust it from the inside out.  I couldn’t figure out how the engine had been mounted; I had design drawings showing Honda mounts, but they are pretty different from the Suzuki’s requirements.  The original constructor recollected an arrangement that wouldn’t fit the frame as it now exists, and the last owner recollected a different arrangement that also wouldn’t fit.  I ended up brazing in a new cross member to strengthen the rusted member, and then brazing in some short pieces of angle iron for engine mounts.  The inner rear suspension mounts evidently hadn’t been properly tightened at some time in the past and had worn in an egg shape, so I brazed in washers.  Finished cleaning, sanded, painted.

At this point, I was really tiring.  Everything I’d looked at had been in need of rebuilding or replacement.  The inner rear wheel bearings were of a non-standard size.  Couldn’t find anything; in desperation contacted Fred Puhn, who e-mailed back, saying they were Sunbeam Imp bearings and giving the name of his supplier in England.  More $$ and time, but now I have them.  And the last owner had changed the car from left-hand drive to right-hand drive.  Not having the original front subframe parts and not being able to find any, I declined to build my own so I will leave it right-hand-drive.  That will give me some difficulty hooking up the shifter.  The car had originally used a trick clutch slave cylinder.  It was corroded so solid I was totally unable to free it; I need to figure out how to route a clutch cable.  The rear sprocket carrier barely turned, even after a thorough cleaning.  I disassembled it and tried to order new bearings.  They were not those specified in the drawings, and the local bearing house said they weren’t standard bearings.  The original constructor thought he had bought the assembly from Fred Puhn.  Fred thought he had used Imp bearings, but that turned out not to be the case.

This was about the last straw – all this effort and expense was wearing me down.  Then I got sick and stayed sick for 5 weeks, and ran out of gas for the project.  Peter was right.  I needed a car I could drive.  Had I been able to simply put the motor in and drive, I could have restored the car bit by bit.  Or if I enjoyed the car-building more, maybe that could have been its own reward.  As it is, I have only done a little work on it in many months.

Last summer, local racer/machinist Dennis Shaw machined the sprocket carrier to take standard bearings, and set up the preload; and I have done a little more work.  I also bought a new body from Fred Puhn.  I keep telling myself I’m past the difficult part; now I only have to assemble, adjust and tune.

So that’s pretty much where I am now.  I’m doing a little on the car – bit by bit – but I don’t think I will finish it any time soon unless I find a nearby friend with enthusiasm to burn.

