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LE M A NS PORSCHE 917

It’s reckoned to be one of the most 
original Porsche 917 racers still 
in existence. It also happened to star 
with Steve McQueen in his film Le Mans

Words Delwyn Mallett // PhotograPhy Matt Howell and Mathieu Hertault 
Images from Le Mans movie ww.autosportsltd.com
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I
N 1970 STEVE McQUEEN was a major 
Hollywood star. In the motor racing firmament, 
Porsche was a star in the ascendant, and in 1970, 
after two decades of trying, it finally won the 
Oscar of sports car racing: Le Mans. That same 
year the Gulf Tower, a 44-storey Art Deco 
skyscraper completed in 1932, was still the tallest 
building in Pittsburgh as well as the headquarters 

of the Gulf Oil Corporation, whose pale blue and orange 
corporate livery was destined to become the indelible 
image of the golden age of sports car racing.

And 1970 was the year that these three constituents 
came together, to create what has become an almost 
mythological mix of elements – racing, film, that livery – 
which, for disciples of motor sport, have totemic potency. 
McQueen, who memorably summarised his identity crisis 
when he stated ‘I’m not sure whether I’m an actor who 
races, or a racer who acts’, provided the fulcrum by 
making the film Le Mans, in which the car in these pictures 
took the chequered flag.

Porsche had been competing at Le Mans every year 
since 1950, at first fighting for wins in the smaller- 
capacity classes, but each year saw Porsche, then still a 
manufacturer of modest means, inching ever closer to 
achieving its goal of an overall win.

Through the 1960s, top speeds at Le Mans and other fast 
circuits were increasing alarmingly and, in an effort to 
contain them, the Commission Sportive Internationale 
(CSI) announced that for four years, commencing in 1968, 
the Group 6 prototypes would be restricted to 3.0 litres, 

effectively outlawing the 7.0-litre Fords and 4.0-litre 
Ferraris. Conscious that this change was rather abrupt, the 
CSI added a modifying clause and in so doing created a 
loophole through which Porsche famously drove not just 
a horse and cart but a whole fleet of racing cars.

Facing greatly diminished fields, the CSI declared that 
Group 4 Sports Cars with engines up to 5.0 litres, of which 
50 examples had to have been built, would also be allowed 
to run in the World Championship of Makes. This was 
intended to attract the likes of the older Mk1 GT40s and 
Lolas but still resulted in disappointing entries and, in 
April 1968, it was announced that to qualify for the 1969 
season the minimum number would be lowered to 25.

Ferdinand Piëch, nephew of Ferry Porsche and himself 
the thrusting and highly competitive third-generation 
Porsche/Piëch within the company, was Porsche’s head of 
racing development. He saw an opportunity and went for 
it. Piëch decided to take the expensive (and unheard-of) 
gamble of building 25 new race cars in one hit. He reasoned 
that, as the competition department was now replacing its 
cars after only a few races and selling the ‘old’ ones to 
private customers, he would find enough buyers for his 
surplus 917s. Starting in July 1968 and using the then-
current 908 as a model, the 917 would be powered by a 
brand new and sensational Hans Mezger-penned 4.5-litre 
flat-12 air-cooled engine and was designed and built in 
total secrecy within ten months.

Before homologation could be issued, the CSI was 
required to inspect the cars, at which time only three had 
been fully assembled, 18 partly assembled and four were 

Right and facing page 
To satisfy the CSI inspectors, Porsche 
employees worked round the clock to 

put together 25 examples of the 917 for 
homologation; McQueen with our 

feature car, no 22 in the Le Mans movie.
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still in ‘component’ stage. The CSI refused to homologate 
the car and demanded to see all of them finished. In a move 
that has become very much a part of the 917 legend, Piëch 
mobilised his workforce and, grafting round the clock, had 
all the cars assembled and lined up in echelon outside the 
factory in time for the CSI’s next visit. Piëch, in what must 
have been a very satisfying moment of schadenfreude, 
offered the inspectors the chance to take any 917 of their 
choice for a spin – an offer that was declined.

Meanwhile, over in Hollywood… As Porsche commenced 
design work on the 917, Steve McQueen was putting the 
finishing touches to Bullitt, the ultimate car-chase movie 
and the role that more than any other cemented his 
reputation as the King of Cool. He was also planning what 
he hoped would be the most authentic motor racing movie 
ever. His project would provide an opportunity to fuse his 
alter-egos – racer and actor – together.

McQueen’s original intention to make a movie about 
Formula 1 racing had been nipped in the bud, despite 
hours of footage having been shot at the Nürburgring with 
Stirling Moss, when director John Frankenheimer got to  
the cinemas first with Grand Prix. Undaunted, McQueen 
turned his attention to Le Mans, then – and arguably still – 
the most famous race in the world. The result was a film big 
on looks (moody from McQueen, sexy from the cars) and 
low on dialogue. Despite being a box-office flop at the time, 
it has, of course, become a cult movie among sports car fans 
as well as a marvellous evocation of the period.

Gulf Oil had been involved in motor sport sponsorship 
since the 1930s. In 1967, after Ford withdrew from racing, 
Gulf vice-president and part-time racer Grady Davis put 

Above and below 
The flat-12 engine is a replacement unit 
but otherwise this 917 is in remarkably 
original condition, thanks to a painstaking 
process of conservation and restoration 
carried out in the 2000s.

‘McQUEEN’S FILM PROVIDED 
AN OPPORTUNITY TO FUSE 
HIS ALTER-EGOS – RACER 
AND ACTOR – TOGETHER’

company money into John Wyer’s JW Automotive 
Engineering Ltd team of GT40/Mirages. A new livery was 
chosen for the cars that would soon become arguably the 
most famous colour scheme ever to grace a sports car: 
Gulf Powder Blue (paint code PO30-8013), set off with a 
broad stripe in Marigold (PO30-3393) sweeping down the 
centre of the bodywork.

JW/Gulf-sponsored GT40s won Le Mans in 1968 and 
’69 and this success encouraged Porsche to engage Wyer 
to run a team of cars on their behalf for the 1970 season. 
One of the first contributions the team made was in 
helping to tame the cars’ wild handling by identifying 
excessive aerodynamic lift and chopping off the extended 
bodywork to create the kurtz (short) tail.

As one of the original batch of cars lined up for CSI 
inspection, this car – 917-024 – started life with the ‘long 
tail’ low-drag bodywork common to the first 25 cars and, 
in this guise, made an appearance at the 1969 Spa 1000kms 
driven by Gerhard Mitter and Udo Schütz. Jo Siffert  
was also entered in a 917 but considered its handling too 
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‘UNTOUCHED 
FOR 30 YEARS, 
THE 917 WAS  
IN REMARKABLY 
GOOD CONDITION 
APART FROM 
WIRING DAMAGE 
CAUSED BY 
HUNGRY 
RODENTS’

Above and left 
Chassis 917-024 as it was 
delivered for restoration 
to German specialist Uwe 
Meissener, following its 
rediscovery in 2001. Apart 
from the removal of its 
engine, it had been largely 
untouched since Jo Siffert 
bought it in 1970.

dangerous and opted for a 908, in which he won the race. 
Porsche embarked on a period of frantic activity in an 
attempt to solve the 917’s high-speed handling problems 
and it is thought that chassis 024 was used by the factory to 
test bodywork modifications before making a final on-
track appearance at the 1970 Le Mans test session, driven 
by Brian Redman and Mike Hailwood. Soon after, and with 
917K bodywork, 024 found its way to Jo Siffert’s Porsche 
dealership in his home town of Fribourg, Switzerland. 

Fresh from a close-run second place at the Sebring 12 
Hours, co-driving with Peter Revson (their Porsche 908 
finished only 23 seconds behind the Ferrari of Mario 
Andretti), McQueen intended to drive a 917 in the Le Mans 
24 Hours. Ultimately his plan was stymied by his insurance 
company but the Sebring 908 was entered as a camera car 
by his company Solar Productions to obtain authentic  
on-track footage for the movie. Run in appalling weather, 
the race had an even higher rate of attrition and accidents 
than usual and, of the 51 starters, only seven were classified 
as finishers, with a further nine making it to the line but 
unclassified, including the camera car (ninth to finish).

The race was won by the Attwood/Hermann Porsche 
Salzburg-entered car, and the 917 legend was born. It was 
also the point where fact and fiction blend together to 
create a blur in the memory banks. The Wyer/Gulf team 
fielded three 917s, wearing race numbers 20, 21 and 22 – 
and none finished. Yet with 24 hours of on-track footage in 
the can, McQueen’s recreation of Le Mans required ‘his’ 

winning team to carry the same numbers and the Gulf 
colours. In the real world Le Mans was one of the few races 
that a Gulf-sponsored 917 didn’t win. 

For the movie, Solar assembled a petrolhead’s ultimate 
toy box of racing cars and top drivers to drive them, as well 
as renting the Le Mans circuit on which to play. Enzo 
Ferrari refused to supply his cars when he realised that,  
in the movie, he wasn’t going to win, so the 512s were 
borrowed from Belgian dealer Jacques Swaters. Solar 
bought a 917, chassis 022, from the Porsche factory, while 
chassis 024 and several other cars were leased from Jo 
Siffert’s dealership. Seppi had driven Wyer’s car (no 20) in 
the ‘real’ race and also made a cameo appearance in the 
‘fake’ race, in which Porsche no 20 is driven by Michael 
Delaney, aka Steve McQueen.

After shooting had finished, the Solar-owned 917-022 
was bought by Brian Redman who, in 1975, sold it to 
Richard Attwood. Attwood painted it in the red-and-white 
livery of his Porsche Salzburg winning car but, prior to 
auctioning it in 1999, repainted it in the Gulf livery of no 20 
– the three Gulf Le Mans cars each having a different 
arrangement of the orange striping. Now no 20 resides in 
the collection of Jerry Seinfeld.

Chassis 024 returned to the Siffert dealership but Jo was 
tragically killed in a non-championship F1 race at Brands 
Hatch only a few months later and his funeral procession 
through the streets of Fribourg (all packed with mourners) 
was led by the 917, its Gulf livery draped with a black sash. 
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The 917 then went into hibernation for the next 30 years. 
It was bought from the Siffert dealership shortly after his 
death by a Monsieur Prieur, who lived close to Paris, and 
stored in a warehouse with a few other cars, where it 
remained until its rediscovery in 2001. Prieur’s intentions 
for the car remain unknown but it was without an engine 
when found and, somewhat mysteriously, carried the 
racing number 65, which doesn’t correspond to any known 
917 race entry.

Untouched for 30 years, 024 was in remarkably good 
condition apart from some wiring damage caused by 
hungry rodents – even the space-saver spare was still in 
situ, as well as the Siffert dealership decals on the tail.

Bought by an anonymous Swiss, the restoration of this 
extraordinary ‘barn find’ was entrusted, perhaps ironically, 
to a Ferrari specialist, Uwe Meissner of Modena Motorsport 
in Langenfeld, Germany. Uncrashed and in unmolested 
suspended animation for so long, it has been described as 
‘the most original 917 in existence’ and the aim has been to 
preserve as much of the original car as possible. A 5.0-litre 
engine was sourced early on before what can only be 
described as a forensic restoration was begun. The Technical 

University of Aachen was co-opted to check the metallurgy 
using electron scanning microscopes, CT scans were taken 
of the magnesium wheels to check for flaws, and an internal 
examination was carried out using an endoscope to check 
inside the spaceframe tubing for cracks and blockages – 
important, as the frame is used to carry the engine oil to 
and from the front-mounted cooler. 

For our photographs, the owner of chassis 917-024 had it 
liveried as car no 20 from the Le Mans movie, but those race 
numbers will have been removed by the time that 917-024 
crosses the block in Gooding & Company’s sale at Pebble 
Beach this August. In the film, McQueen crashes no 20 (in 
reality a Lola in Porsche clothing) and later switches to car 
21, in which he crosses the line in second place after a 
wheel-to-wheel battle with his Ferrari-shod rival. 

McQueen doesn’t drive this car, no 22, in the movie – but 
it is the winning car. And after all, in racing, the winning is 
what it’s all about.  End

1969 PORSCHE 917K
ENGINE 4907cc dry-sump flat-12, DOHC per bank, Bosch mechanical fuel injection

POWER 600bhp @ 8300rpm  TORQUE 415lb ft @ 6400rpm  TRANSMISSION Five-speed manual,  
rear-wheel drive  STEERING Rack and pinion  SUSPENSION Front and rear: wishbones, coil springs,  

telescopic dampers  BRAKES Vented discs  WEIGHT 800kg  PERFORMANCE Top speed 220mph

THANKS TO Gooding & Company, which will offer 917-024 at  
its Pebble Beach Auctions on 16-17 August, www.goodingco.com. 
You can see a short video of the car’s restoration on YouTube;  
search for ‘Porsche barn find’.


