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	 The most critical problem that Shelby faced if he was 

to achieve his dream of winning the world championship 

was clearly illustrated at Le Mans in 1963. The Cobra had 

sufficient power to win at the shorter, tight circuits while at 

Spa, Reims and Le Mans, where top speed was critical, the 

cars inherently poor aerodynamics came into play. To push 

the blunt Cobra through the air required more horsepower 

than was available. Like Ferrari, Aston Martin and Jaguar, a 

more streamlined version of the car was a necessity, turning it 

from a roadster into a closed coupe. In typical Shelby fashion 

he casually asked Peter Brock if he could create some kind 

of coupe using whatever parts he could find lying around. 

Brock had made a study of aerodynamics during his tenure 

at General Motors so this was a great opportunity to put 

some of his theories into practice. At the time, automobile 

aerodynamics was a little understood ‘black art’ since there 

were no computer programmes to extrapolate data; the 

majority of research information originated from the aircraft 

industry. However, Brock had studied the research on high-

speed trains carried out by Professor Kamm in Germany in 

the hope he could adapt this to competition car design that, at 

the time, was beginning to understand that downforce played 

a more important role than aerodynamics. 

	 The initial sketches Brock made on his office wall (as 

there was no other space large enough) divided opinion, 

especially when Shelby brought in a friend from the Hughes 

Corporation to study them. He was highly critical of Brock’s 

theory as was Phil Remington whose expertise lay in ‘pure’ 

racing machinery such as rear-engined Indy cars; he never 

did fully approve of turning sports cars into race cars. With 

countless experts casting doubt on the whole project his only 

choice was to ignore everyone and hope that Shelby would 

support him. Because there was no time to start again, Shelby 

gave his grudging approval but made it clear that failure was 

not an option.

Above: A race-prepared Cobra with the long hardtop in place. Dunlop 

alloy wheels were fitted for the 1963 Le Mans 24-Hours.

Left: Racing Cobras were very basic cars, built with just one purpose 

in mind. Only five FIA-specification cars were built for the 1964 and 

1965 seasons.

Above: The basic interior of the FIA racing Cobra was built for racing 

although the standard woodrim steering wheel was retained.



AC COBRA – THE LEGEND76 77THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP CHALLENGE

	 Within the Shelby American workforce only two people 

came forward to assist in the coupe project, Ken Miles and 

fabricator John Ohlsen. It was Ohlsen who built the wooden 

buck and much of the prototype that was based on a wrecked 

Cobra chassis, CSX 2014. Miles took responsibility for the 

interior while Brock handled virtually everything else, shaping 

the car by eye. A new chassis, sans bodywork, arrived from 

AC Cars (CSX 2287) and was modified to make it torsionally 

stronger. Every part that was added to the coupe was lightened 

wherever possible and the radiator canted forward by forty-

five degrees to dump hot air up through the bonnet into an 

area of low pressure, acting as an aerofoil in the process. The 

pitch of the roof above the windshield was the critical factor 

to allow air to pass over the car and the high, sloping rear 

window that ended just short of the truncated ‘kamm’ tail.

	 The controversial design was a leap of faith that would 

make or break the Shelby American challenge. Work continued 

as much as possible out of sight of the rest of the team who 

were unconvinced about the odd looking creation. With only 

a few short months available during the winter break, the 

small team worked flat out to have the coupe ready for the 

first race at Daytona on February 16th. Eventually the first 

Cobra coupe arrived at the Riverside track on February 1st for 

Ken Miles to put Brock’s theory to the test, a mere ninety days 

since the project got under way. To say he was not optimistic 

is probably an understatement but the imperturbable Miles 

threw the car round the circuit in his inimitable style and 

returned to report that everything worked fine. The car felt 

stable and balanced but even he was surprised to find the 

coupe had a recorded a top speed 22mph faster than the 

roadster could achieve. Brock was vindicated and Shelby 

American had created a contender.

	 The controversial design was a leap of faith that would 

make or break the Shelby American challenge. Work continued 

as much as possible out of sight of the rest of the team who 

Above: The FIA roadsters used a 12:1 compression ratio and Weber 

48IDM carburettors.

Opposite above: The result of Peter Brock’s theories regarding 

aerodynamics resulted in the creation of the Cobra coupe, commonly 

referred to as the Daytona.

Opposite left and right: The truncated ‘kamm’ tail of the Daytona and 

long sloping rear window were controversial design features until the car 

proved itself on the track and the sceptics were eventually silenced.
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Above: Pat Ryan enjoying life behind he wheel of his 289 Cobra CSX2316.

Opposite: Drew Serb at the wheel of his 7-litre Cobra, CSX 3232.



With the passage of time, cars such as the AC Cobra 

either age gracefully and acquire  ‘collector’ status or 

fade and rust into unloved obscurity, deservedly so in some 

cases. Thanks to its rarity and legendary performance, the 

Cobra placed itself at the top of many collectors wish-list, 

with the result that values rose accordingly. The good news 

was that every Cobra, even rusted and wrecked examples, 

was either restored or totally rebuilt from the chassis plate up. 

Inevitably this led to many Cobras disappearing into private 

collections or storage facilities to become valuable assets to 

be sold or traded at some future date. Thus many disappeared 

from public view and their true purpose made irrelevant. 

On the other hand, there will always be a dedicated handful 

of owners who can afford to purchase such cars with the 

intention of using them in the intended manner; on the road 

and driven in ‘spirited’ fashion. Many such owners purchased 

their Cobras back in the sixties or seventies, maintain them 

properly and are only too happy for a good excuse to get some 

serious mileage under their wheels. 

Left: The Cobra Tour threads its way through the farms of Virginia.
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	 In the USA, one such Cobra owner had the courage to 

do something positive to get as many Cobras as practical 

out of their heated garages by organising a road tour for the 

cars and their owners, to get together in order to share their 

experiences and knowledge. Tom Cotter is an automotive 

journalist and ex-PR agent for the automotive community, 

as well as a Cobra owner, so he knew exactly how to make 

such an event a success. Like any dedicated petrol-head he 

was depressed at the rise of the ‘trailer-queen’ mentality, 

especially when applied to Cobras so took it upon himself 

to do correct the situation with the result that the ‘Cobras in 

the Mountains’ tour was created. The gathering is open to 

like-minded owners who understand that a car is not a static 

piece of sculpture but something to be driven and enjoyed, 

regardless of the consequences. 

	 With the assistance of his friend and fellow car-collector, 

Jim Maxwell, who owns a 289 and a 427, the first tour was 

arranged in 2006 based around the roads of North Carolina. 

With Jim’s two cars, Tom’s 289 and maybe one or two other 

Cobras, Tom considered the inaugural event would be 

considered a success. In the end eight cars took part and the 

following year another two joined in the fun. Each year a 

suitable guest speaker is invited to join the tour and reminisce 

about the good old days when Shelby American was in its 

prime. For 2007 the guests were ex-works driver Tom Yeager 

and Lee Holman of Holman & Moody fame. For 2008 the tour 

moved to the mountain roads of Virginia where twelve Cobras 

arrived to become part of the ‘Cobra Deliverance Tour’ that 

took place under blue skies and warm weather. 

	 One of the regular participants, Jim Sfetko, suggested 

that I really should make an effort to be part of the 2009 

gathering that, as in 2008, would be based at Fort Lewis Lodge 

in the Allegheny mountains north of Roanoke. Since the 

tour catered purely for original AC and Shelby Cobras, the 

opportunity to experience this event was too good to miss, 

Top: Seven Cobras in convoy.

Above: The 427 Cobra of Drew Serb on the road.

Opposite: A 7-litre Cobra threads its way along the 

picturesque country roads of Virginia.
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especially when tempted by the photographs taken on last 

year’s event. So in early May 2009, I packed my bags and 

cameras and headed off to Virginia to meet some dedicated 

Cobra owners and their cars. The location and quiet country 

roads could hardly have been better although the same could 

not be said for the weather as the whole of the central and 

eastern side of the USA was covered in cloud and heavy rain. 

I arrived on a Saturday night and stayed in a nearby inn as the 

Lodge was full, having driven from Washington along dark, 

wet country roads, hoping that my rudimentary map would 

not let me down as a wrong-slot would take me many miles 

in the wrong direction. 

	 The following day dawned grey and wet as the rain fell 

relentlessly. The cars and their intrepid owners were due to 

arrive at Fort Lewis Lodge during Sunday afternoon, having 

gathered in Roanoke to drive in convoy to their destination. 

Clearly in such adverse conditions the cars would surely arrive 

in trailers rather than suffer a soaking during the seventy-mile 

drive, since few classic cars venture out in the wet. However, 

the distant sound of thunder was not weather-related and the 

sight of a convoy of Cobras pouring over the hill to drive the 

final few hundred yards to the car park area was something 

to behold. Even more remarkable was the fact that the drivers 

and passengers were all laughing and smiling as they met 

with some earlier arrivals. A few cars were covered to keep 

the worst of the rain out while others merely had a tonneau 

slapped in place for the night. Clearly these were not cosseted 

trailer-queens!

	 The gathering consisted of three 427 Cobras, eleven 289s 

and one AC 289 Sports owned by the SAAC Cobra Registrar, 

Ned Scudder. This dark green ‘Cobra’ was built with a 4.7-litre 

engine in a seven-litre chassis and was only sold by AC Cars 

Ltd. COX 6111 is now enjoying a new lease of life in the hands 

of the worlds leading Cobra authority. Ned also shipped his 

289 Cobra, CSX 2306, from his home in southern California. 

Above: The Cobras arrive at Fort Lewis.

Representing the world of 427 owners, Drew Serb brought 

along CSX 3232, resplendent in bright red and tour organiser 

Jim Maxwell arrived, sans roof, at the wheel of his very 

original example, CSX 3288. This 427 was originally painted 

silver in 1966 but a dealer decided to repaint it pearlescent 

white metallic, a difficult paint to apply to curved surfaces as 

it dries to a very hard finish. The task was allegedly carried 

out by legendary custom-car guru George Barris but despite 

his considerable skill the paint soon began to craze, taking 

on a marble-like effect after just a few years. Remarkably the 

bespoke paintwork survived the attentions of various owners 

over the decades and the whole car remains unrestored with 

a patina that money cannot buy and nobody can fake. 

	 It was joined by yet another much-loved and equally 

original example owned and driven by Bill and Bud Jones. 

CSX 3102/3005 has a long and unusual history that began in 

1965 with a request from race driver Bob Johnson for a special 

race-prepared Shelby American 427, built to incorporate 

many of the lessons he had learnt from campaigning his 

289 Cobra. The Cobra, CSX 3005, was constructed with rear 

brake scoops, a custom-built hood scoop, two raised air 

scoops sitting on the rear wings and a number of air vents 

cut into the rear bodywork. It was fitted with a lightweight 

7-litre engine and lightweight bucket seats. When it was 

finally delivered, the resulting invoice became a source of 

contention between Johnson and Shelby with the result that 

the car was returned to Shelby American at the end of the 

year. The engine and various parts were cannibalised for 

other 427s and the car sat in the workshop until an order 

arrived from Japan for a 427 chassis to be used as a basis for 

a one-off road car. Never one to refuse a sale, Shelby ordered 

the bodywork from 3005 to be removed and the chassis was 

shipped to Japan. The resulting oddball creation was later 

abandoned in a junkyard, circa 1980, but was discovered by 

the owner of the Ford dealership that had arranged the sale 
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back in 1966. When his car dealership failed, he asked the 

owner of the yard to store the chassis in a container. 

	 In 2003 he returned to find the chassis stored exactly 

where he had left it. He shipped it to the USA to be rebuilt as 

a 427. When the body and chassis of 3005 parted company, 

the bodywork was sold to the owner of CSX 3102 who had 

crashed it within months of purchase. As 3012 passed through 

the hands of various owners, it’s history was carefully 

documented to confirm its origins even though it had the 

unique bodywork of 3005. It was painted bright red in 1969 

and was purchased by the Jones brothers in 1971. They have 

Above: Pat Ryan’s Cobra, CSX 2316.

Above left: A fuel stop brings some small respite from the rain.

Centre left: Some welcome sunshine allows cars to be dried and 

roofs to be stowed.

Below left: Lunch halt in Lexington attracts interest from local shoppers.

Opposite: The Tour group photo was arranged in front of 

The Homestead Hotel in Warm Springs, Virginia.

carefully maintained the car in original condition, giving 

rides for charity and various worthwhile causes and are only 

too happy to share their good fortune by allowing numerous 

people to experience the unique experience of driving a 

genuine 427 Cobra.

	 Amongst the 289 Cobras, one of the earliest was CSX 

2095 belonging to Bill Bryan who brought the car from 

Florida. His black MkII had been carefully restored to original 

specifications, replacing inaccurate parts with period-correct 

items. Another notable black 289 arrived from Alabama, 

driven by Dan Case. CSX 2310 is a genuine time warp Cobra 
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that was acquired by Dan in 1983 in unrestored condition. It 

still has the original paint, worn through in places after years 

of washing and the interior carpets are worn and threadbare. 

It may not win any concours awards (even though it should), 

but it remains too original to restore since the wonderful 

patina would be lost forever. As a Cobra owner living in 

Alabama, Dan has a 600-mile drive to the nearest specialist 

repair shop so he has immersed himself in the minutiae of 

Cobra construction to become on of the foremost experts 

regarding the mechanical niceties of the marque. 

	 Every Cobra on the tour had its own story to tell and 

some had more colourful histories than others. Even so, 

every one was owned and cared for by a true enthusiast 

who appreciated the Cobra for what it is, rather than as a 

‘trophy car’ to be cleaned, waxed and shown off to others 

less fortunate. Tom Cotter’s 1964 Cobra, CSX 2490, has led 

an eventful life that covers over a page in the SAAC world 

registry. It was purchased as a used car in 1967 by college 

student and amateur rock promoter Jonathon Borah of 

Chicago. When an event was suddenly cancelled, Borah 

found himself wealthier to the tune of $5,000 so $3,100 was 

spent on the Cobra which he considered would make a cool 

car to drive to college. However, when his draft papers arrived 

to serve in Vietnam, Borah joined the exodus of objectors to 

Canada where he stayed until an amnesty was declared in 

1983. Before he left, he sold his car to a friend for a token $500 

on the promise that he could buy it back for the same price in 

the future. Sadly the Cobra suffered from the Chicago weather 

as it was stored in the open and a half-hearted attempt at an 

engine rebuild was never completed. Fortunately his friend 

kept his promise and in 1983 Borah brought it back for $500. 

The sting in the tail occurred when he tried to import the 

car into Canada as its market value was far in excess of the 

purchase price. An import duty bill of $2,751 meant the car 

stayed at the border post for some time until the tax was paid. 

Borah used the repaired Cobra as everyday transport during 

the summer months before he and the car went their separate 

ways in 1991. It passed to Tom Cotter in 2001, who collected 

it from California and drove home to North Carolina using 

only back roads. The nine-day journey was featured in Road 

& Track magazine. 

	 Every Cobra on the tour had its own story to tell and some 

had more colourful histories than others. Even so, every one 

was owned and cared for by a true enthusiast who appreciated 

the Cobra for what it is, rather than as a ‘trophy car’ to be 

cleaned, waxed and shown off to others less fortunate. 

Tom Cotter’s 1964 Cobra, CSX 2490, has led an eventful life 

that covers over a page in the SAAC world registry. It was 

purchased as a used car in 1967 by college student and 

amateur rock promoter Jonathon Borah of Chicago. When an 

event was suddenly cancelled, Borah found himself wealthier 

to the tune of $5,000 so $3,100 was spent on the Cobra which 

he considered would make a cool car to drive to college. 

However, when his draft papers arrived to serve in Vietnam, 

Borah joined the exodus of objectors to Canada where he 

stayed until an amnesty was declared in 1983. Before he left, 

he sold his car to a friend for a token $500 on the promise that 

he could buy it back for the same price in the future. Sadly 

the Cobra suffered from the Chicago weather as it was stored 

in the open and a half-hearted attempt at an engine rebuild 

was never completed. Fortunately his friend kept his promise 

and in 1983 Borah brought it back for $500. The sting in the 

tail occurred when he tried to import the car into Canada as 

its market value was far in excess of the purchase price. An 

import duty bill of $2,751 meant the car stayed at the border 

post for some time until the tax was paid. Borah used the 

repaired Cobra as everyday transport.

Opposite: A very rare sight – 15 Cobras at rest.


