
4948 F R O N T L I S TE S C A P E

219

DE TOMASO MANGUSTA
The once and future Cobra killer was  

Alejandro de Tomaso’s mid-engined answer  
for those about to rock. 

“Mangusta” is the Italian word for mongoose, an otherwise 
cuddly little creature that hunts snakes. Once, Alejandro 
de Tomaso had been in talks with Carroll Shelby to replace 
his famed Cobra with a De Tomaso, complete with big Ford 
V8 power. Instead, Shelby signed with Ford to oversee the 
GT40 racing program. The mongoose is fearless, capable 
of throwing its own fury at venomous snakes—including 
the king cobra. What’s a little friendly rivalry between 
automotive luminaries? 

The formula was familiar: Italian elegance with 
American firepower. In this case, it was a design by Ghia and 
an engine by Ford. No less a luminary  figure than Giorgetto 
Giugiaro imbued the Mangusta with its  namesake’s  menace: 
heavy-lidded headlights and  ludicrously low bodywork, 
emphasizing those asphalt-stomping wheels and tires to 
cartoonish effect. The Ford V8 was  mounted in the middle, 
underneath the Mangusta’s most dramatic feature, a pair 
of gull-winged doors that soared over the  engine bay, with 
a split- window spar holding the hinges: not necessarily 
 practical,  nonetheless a jaw- dropping effect. Alejandro 
de Tomaso was possibly the most  interesting man in the 

automotive world: descended from Argentinian royalty, he 
was forced to flee Buenos Aires at 27 after being  implicated 
in a plot to overthrow President Juan Perón. After landing in 
Italy, from where his paternal grandfather hailed, he married 
an American heiress, drove in Formula One, and founded 
his own sports car company. Abnormal political refugee 
operations, but De Tomaso was never one to shy from the 
spotlight. Ambitious, passionate, and difficult to work with, 
he was prone to firing people and then forgetting that he 
had done so in the first place—as he once did to designer 
Tom Tjaarda. De Tomaso’s first car, the Vallelunga, was one 
of the first production cars with a mid-engined placement. 
Though at just 58 cars, “production” was relative. 

De Tomaso thought bigger, though. Instead of the Ford 
Kent four-cylinder, he went full-bore V8 for his next car. 
Instead of the Vallelunga’s delicate, curved, Lotus-like 
appearance, he aimed for menace. And to celebrate his 
friends on the other side of the ocean—both Shelby and 
Bill Mitchell, who received a special Chevrolet-powered 
Mangusta—he sent the majority of Mangustas to America. 
A total of 401 Mangustas were built, with the majority 
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Maserati a6GCs/53 Pininfarina Berlinetta Maserati a6GCs/53 Pininfarina Berlinetta

The A6GCS/53 body was a lithe, delicate little piece, with 
slim fenders bookending into a dramatically wide grille 
featuring a gigantic trident encircled in chrome. 

However, the 1952 Mille Miglia began with heavy  
rain and thunder. Against coupes like the Lancia Aurelia 
B20, Ferrari 250S Berlinetta Vignale—which won overall—
and the triumphant return of Mercedes-Benz, debuting 
their 300SL, none of the four Maserati A6 Spyders that 
entered the race managed to finish. It wasn’t hard to 
imagine why, though. 

The race that year was daunting, hurtling over rain-
slicked Italian country roads at frightening speeds, on 
flimsy 1950s racing technology, all during a booming 
 thunderstorm, it was a miracle any driver and  navigator 
made it through to Rome and then back to Brescia, 
 especially with no roof over their heads. 

Guglielmo Dei thought the same thing. As a Maserati 
dealer from Rome, he turned to Pininfarina to commission 
a hard-topped Berlinetta version of the A6GCS/53. The 
legendary design firm had wrapped numerous Maseratis 
in alluring bodywork—but in 1953 they were on the cusp 
of signing a deal with Ferrari to become its primary 

 coachwork supplier. We all know how that worked out 
as some of the most beautiful fifties and sixties Ferrari 
GT cars would soon emerge. 

Dei’s solution was simple. He acquired six chassis from 
Maserati and sent them to Pininfarina himself, thereby 
bypassing the wrath of Enzo Ferrari. 

In 1954, at the Turin Motor Show, Maserati displayed 
the first of only four Berlinettas ever to be built, which 
is a shame. The Berlinetta Pininfarina enhances an 
 already knockout Italian design in every way: rakish and 
 lightweight, with its wheels inhabiting as much space as 
possible, the bodywork seems to lean forward like a cat 
with its paws outstretched, ready to pounce. 

Somehow, the design manages to be delicate and 
 aggressive all at once; when viewed from any angle, the 
car seems imbued with purpose. Even the drooping grille 
has been narrowed and set into its own complex curvature, 
as if the whole vehicle could shed its skin, disguising an 
open-wheeled Grand Prix car under pontoon fenders—
and that same year Maserati also launched the 250F, a 
screamer of a race car that made Juan Manuel Fangio a 
star, and vice versa. So maybe the idea wasn’t that far off. 

Alberto Ascari placed second at Silverstone in 1948 in his 
Maserati A6GCS, finishing behind Luigi Villoresi. 

Maserati entered eight A6GCS roadsters in the 1955 Mille Miglia, seen here 
during pre-race scrutineering at Plaza Piazza Vittoria in Brescia. 

The starting grid of the Circuito del Garda in 1948, featuring a Ferrari 125GP, 
two Ferrari 166SCs, and a Maserati A6GCS driven by Bruno Sterzi.

Driver Maria Teresa de Filippis in her Maserati A6GCS at 
the start of the 1955 Mille Miglia, where she did not finish. 

“JUST TWO YEARS AFTER THE WAR, MASERATI REVEALED THE ELEGANT LITTLE GRAND 
TOURER THAT FEATURED DELICATELY PROPORTIONED BODYWORK BY PININFARINA.”
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tHe Maserati tHat Was  
One in a MilliOn
One of Pininfarina’s most incredible designs, wrapped around one of Maserati’s most incredible 
race cars; all four examples of the Maserati A6GCS/53 were ridden hard and put away wet.

It took Maserati 30 years after its founding to build a road 
car—but when it did, the result was spectacular. The A6 
1500 debuted in 1947, named after the most influential 
of the five Maserati brothers, Alfieri, who had designed 
and built so many of the company’s successful early race 
cars. This road car was an idea that had been gestating 
in his mind since the early 1940s, but then the Second 
World War happened, and as with so many carmakers, 
Maserati was forced to switch their production focus. 
However, maybe all that time was worth it. Just two years 
after the war, Maserati revealed the elegant little grand 
tourer that featured delicately proportioned bodywork by 

Pininfarina, a diminutive 1.5-liter six-cylinder engine, and 
integrated curves that pointed the way toward the future 
of their car design. 

And of course, like any authentic Maserati, under that 
style was the underpinnings of a real race car. 

From there, Maserati further developed the A6 into the 
dedicated racing A6GCS/53, which became an immediate 
success in the hands of skillful racers. Drivers loved its 
spry handling and its aluminum engine that could generate 
a potent 170 horsepower in Mille Miglia tune. Carrozzeria 
Fantuzzi designed the bodywork, their first in what would 
become a long line of illustrious projects with Maserati. 

Just four A6GCS/53s were ever 
built by Pininfarina, which is a 
shame, as one realizes simply 
by looking at it (opposite). 

Maserati dealer Guglielmo Dei 
bought chassis straight from 
Maserati to send to 
Pininfarina, circumventing 
the design firm’s exclusive 
deal with Ferrari (above). 
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Chassis 3413GT was no ordinary 250 GTO, and the GTO 
was no ordinary Ferrari. On August 24, 2018, the 1962 
Ferrari 250 GTO by Scaglietti rolled onto the stage at an 
auction in Monterey, California—as these early Ferraris 
tend to end up, now that old race cars are prized alongside 
undiscovered Picassos and Rolex Daytonas. Strike while 
the values are hot, the adage goes. Ferrari expert Marcel 
Massini had already given the car a thorough inspection. 
The Ferrari Classiche department was involved and passed 
it along. The most expensive car ever sold at auction had 
been 250 GTO chassis 3851GT, which sold in 2014 for 
over $38 million. The most expensive car, according to 
rumors still unsubstantiated, that sold privately had been 
a 250 GTO purchased by a floor-mat mogul in 2018 for 
$70 million, a figure spoken in hushed tones. When the 
proverbial and literal hammer dropped that evening in the 
Monterey Bay, 3413GT went to its new owner—perhaps a 
Bond villain? Perhaps to his base on the dark side of the 
moon?—for the sum of 48.4 million dollars. 

It is crass, in certain circles, to discuss money; the 
 answer is always sufficient. But the 250 GTO is a car whose 
explosion in value has become part of its characteristics, 
as much as its Colombo V12 engine and its Rosso Corsa 
paint. Chassis 3413GT is one of seven with bodywork 

hand-hammered by the masters at Carrozzeria Scaglietti, 
the third GTO ever built. Yankee champion Phil Hill once 
drove it. Among its numerous victories in the hands of 
interesting men, chassis 3413GT won its class at the Targa 
Florio twice; the second victory was remarkable enough 
to propel Ferrari to a 1964 Manufacturers’ Championship. 
Massini estimated that someday, this car would sell for 
one hundred million dollars, at least. 

Sometimes, a car is more than the sum of its figures. 
And sometimes, the figures reflect its sum. 

1963 was a pretty good year for Ferrari: its first mid- 
engined race car, the 250 P, won the 24 Hours of Le Mans 
and the 12 Hours of Sebring shortly after its debut. Ferrari 
then netted its second overall victory in the International 
Championship for GT Manufacturers. But the world moves 
fast: by 1964, revised FIA regulations put Ferrari in the over 
two-liter class, which was fine, as Ferrari had always been 
there, but it now included such powerhouses as the Aston 
Martin DB4 GT, the Jaguar E-Type Lightweights—and the 
V8-powered Shelby Cobras that, in Italian parlance, were 
effectively superleggera. What more, the 250 GTOs were 
unstable at speeds over 155 miles per hour. 

Gentleman racer Edoardo Lualdi-Gabardi was friends 
with Enzo Ferrari, and was a talented driver himself: the 

FeRRaRI 250 gTO 
ScaglIeTTI 

The world’s most desirable  
racing Ferrari, as confirmed by its  

lofty auction price. 
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BEAUTIFUL MACHINES: THE ITALIANS

Italy is the homeland of “La Bella Macchina” and the 
cradle of automotive culture. This book celebrates  
the most iconic cars and visionary designers from  
the peninsula.
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This stunningly illustrated book takes read-
ers on a journey through the history of Italian 
automotive design, showcasing some of the 
most iconic and beloved models from the 
1920s to the early 2000s.

Delving deep into the craftsmanship 
and artistry of vintage automobiles, this 
book explores how Italian car design has 
been at the center of technology, culture, 
and creativity—and how Italian designers 
like Pininfarina, Zagato, Bertone, Giugiaro, 
Gandini, and Ghia have influenced interna-
tional car designs and brands. With striking 
archival and contemporary images, Beautiful 
Machines: The Italians reveals the fascinating 
stories behind some of the most famous cars 
from Italy and what makes them so desirable. 
This book uses the lens of automotive design 
to chart the evolution of culture over the 
last 100 years. Beautiful Machines: The Italians 
is an impactful celebration of Italian car 
design and its lasting influence on design 
and culture.

WHAT TO EXPECT
• An extensive overview of the most iconic 

car designs from Italy
• An exploration of how Italian car design 

has been at the center of technology, 
culture, and creativity throughout the 
ages and has influenced international  
car design

• Striking archival and contemporary 
images of iconic automotive designs

The Most Iconic Cars from 
Italy and their Era


