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Alpine and Renault: The Sports Prototypes of 1963 to 1969

The 1960s were a transformative decade for sports car racing. In the midst of a rapidly evolving motorsport

landscape, two French manufacturers—Alpine and Renault—carved out a distinctive niche with their lightweight,

front �engined prototypes. From 1963 to 1969, both brands showcased engineering ingenuity and daring on the

world’s most demanding circuits, particularly the 24 Hours of Le Mans and the 12 Hours of Sebring. This article

explores the history, design, performance, and legacy of Alpine’s A110 series and Renault’s Gordini �tuned 8,

offering a comprehensive look at how these vehicles shaped the era of sports prototypes.

Historical Context of 1960s Sports Car Racing

During the early 1960s, sports car racing was dominated by powerful, rear �engined machines such as the Ferrari

250 GTO and the Aston Martin DBR1. However, the introduction of new regulations—particularly Group 4 “Grand

Touring” and Group 5 “Special Production” classes—created opportunities for smaller, more agile cars. The

emphasis shifted toward high power �to �weight ratios, aerodynamic efficiency, and driver �centric design.

France emerged as a hotbed for innovative racing projects. The country’s automotive heritage, coupled with a

robust network of racing circuits like the Circuit de la Sarthe and the Circuit de la Légion �Étrangère, fostered an

environment where manufacturers could experiment with cutting �edge technologies. Alpine, a subsidiary of the

French automotive giant Renault, and Renault itself, were at the forefront of this movement.

Alpine’s Sports Prototypes: The A110 Era

Origins and Development

Alpine was founded in 1955 by Jean Rédélé, a former racing driver who sought to create a lightweight, competitive

sports car. By 1963, Alpine introduced the A110, a compact prototype that would become an icon of French

motorsport.

The A110 was built on a tubular steel spaceframe chassis, with a fiberglass body that weighed just over 500 kg. The

car’s 1.1 L, 4 �cylinder engine—derived from the Renault 8—produced approximately 80 hp, giving the A110 a

power �to �weight ratio of 0.16 hp/kg. Despite its modest output, the car’s lightness and nimbleness allowed it to

compete fiercely against larger, more powerful rivals.

Key Variants: A110 and A110 /2.0

Alpine released two primary variants during the 1963 �1969 period:

•  A110 (1963 �1965) – Equipped with the 1.1 /L engine, this version was the original prototype used in early racing 

seasons.

•  A110 /2.0 (1965 �1970) – Upgraded to a 2.0 /L engine producing 120 /hp, the A110 /2.0 improved top speed and 

endurance capabilities.

Both models shared the same chassis and aerodynamic philosophy, but the increased displacement provided a

significant performance boost for endurance events.



Design Philosophy and Engineering Innovations

Lightweight Construction

Alpine’s focus on minimizing weight was revolutionary. The use of a tubular frame coupled with a fiberglass body

reduced the overall mass to around 650 kg (including driver and fuel). This approach allowed the A110 to achieve

exceptional acceleration and cornering speeds, especially on technical circuits.

Front �Engined Layout

While many contemporaries were moving toward mid �engined configurations, Alpine chose a front �engined layout.

This decision simplified the design and maintenance, and it also improved traction under acceleration—a critical

advantage on the long straights of Le /Mans.

Aerodynamic Efficiency

The A110’s low, streamlined body was designed to reduce drag. The car featured a modest front splitter and a rear

spoiler that was more functional than aesthetic. This aerodynamic approach helped maintain high speeds while

keeping the car stable in high �speed corners.

Alpine’s Racing Legacy 1963 �1969

Key Race Performances

1.  1965 12 Hours of Sebring – The A110 secured a class win, showcasing its reliability and speed.

2.  1965 24 Hours of Le /Mans – Alpine’s A110 finished 6th overall and 1st in its class, proving its endurance 

capabilities.
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