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Introduction
This book is a focused journey through the rise of Japanese performance cars—from
the moment the Datsun 240Z democratized speed to the era in which the Nissan GT-R
stared down European supercars on their home turf. Along the way, Japanese
engineers and enthusiasts reshaped expectations around reliability, efficiency, and
accessible performance. They proved that innovation doesn’t require excess, that
lightness and precision can rival displacement and opulence, and that a humble
commuter platform can be a world-class performer when vision and engineering align.

Rather than attempt a complete encyclopedia of every model or spec sheet, our aim is
clarity: to trace the lines of influence that connect iconic machines across decades.
You’ll see how the Skyline evolved into the GT-R, how rotary engines punched far
above their weight, how the Supra transformed from grand tourer to tuner icon, and
why the Mazda MX-5 continues to champion the purity of simple, balanced design.
Each chapter pairs historical context with technical insight so that the stories add up
to more than nostalgia—they explain why these cars mattered then and why they still
matter now.

Performance culture is built by people as much as by machines. In Japan, street
racers, grassroots tuners, magazine editors, and professional drivers co-authored a
movement that spanned mountain passes, club circuits, time attack events, and
digital worlds. Drifting moved from late-night touge runs to international stadiums.
Tuning houses became household names. Video series and racing simulators turned
local legends into global myths. We’ll explore how these communities formed, how
ideas spread, and how the feedback loop between garages, racetracks, and factories
accelerated progress.

Technology is the thread running through it all. Turbocharging, variable valve timing,
all-wheel drive, four-wheel steering, lightweight materials, and active aerodynamics
were not just bullet points on brochures; they were answers to specific performance
problems. We’ll decode the thinking behind these systems, illustrate how they evolved
through successive generations, and show how they altered the character of the cars
that carried them. The goal is to equip you to read between the lines of marketing
copy and understand what truly moves the needle on the road and track.

For enthusiasts considering a purchase, this book doubles as a practical guide. We’ll
highlight generational differences, common trouble spots, must-have options, and the
realities of ownership—from maintenance intervals and parts availability to specialist
support and modifications that add value rather than erase it. We also consider the
broader marketplace: how regulations, the so-called “25-year rule,” and global
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demand have shaped prices and availability, and how to make smart, informed
decisions amid rising collector interest.

Finally, this is a celebration of character. Japanese performance icons are more than
dyno charts and lap times; they embody philosophies about how cars should feel and
why they should exist. Whether you arrived here through a childhood poster, a late-
night video rabbit hole, or the smell of hot brake pads at your local track day, the aim
is the same: to deepen your understanding and sharpen your appreciation. From
Datsun Z to Nissan GT-R, the road ahead is rich with stories. Let’s drive.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Datsun 240Z: Affordable Speed,
Global Impact
The year was 1969. The automotive landscape, particularly in America, was a canvas
of big engines, chrome, and ever-expanding waistlines. European sports cars, with
their intricate engineering and often finicky temperaments, offered a different allure,
but one that typically came with a premium price tag and a dose of mechanical
mysticism. Then, from the Land of the Rising Sun, a new contender emerged, ready to
democratize the sports car experience. It was sleek, it was stylish, and crucially, it was
attainable: the Datsun 240Z.

Nissan, operating under the Datsun brand name in export markets at the time, wasn't
new to sports cars. They had produced the Fairlady roadsters, charming two-seaters
that had carved out a niche, particularly in North America, as reliable and affordable
alternatives to British MGs and Triumphs. However, these open-top cars, while fun,
were still somewhat agricultural in their execution and lacked the sophisticated
presence many buyers craved. Nissan's ambitions stretched further than simple
roadsters; they envisioned a grand tourer, a car that could offer genuine performance
and comfort without demanding a king's ransom.

The genesis of the 240Z is often attributed to Yutaka Katayama, often revered as the
"Father of the Z," who was the president of Nissan Motor Corporation U.S.A. at the
time. Katayama understood the American market intimately and recognized the
potential for a car that blended European flair with Japanese reliability and value. He
pushed for a design that would challenge established norms, a car that looked fast
even when standing still. The internal project name, "Project Z," hinted at the car's
revolutionary intent for Datsun.

Styling was paramount, and the task fell to a team led by Yoshihiko Matsuo at Nissan's
Sports Car Styling Studio. The influences were clear: elements of the Jaguar E-Type,
with its long hood and flowing lines, and perhaps a hint of Porsche in its overall stance,
were evident. Yet, the 240Z was no mere pastiche. It forged its own identity, a clean
and uncluttered design that exuded both elegance and aggression. The fastback
profile, the subtle power bulge on the hood, and the distinctive headlamp covers all
contributed to a cohesive and timeless aesthetic that still turns heads today.

Underneath that attractive skin lay a more pragmatic, yet no less effective, approach
to engineering. Nissan wisely borrowed from its existing parts bin to keep costs down
and reliability up. The heart of the 240Z was its 2.4-liter, SOHC, inline-six engine,
designated L24. This powerplant was a development of the robust L-series engines
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already found in Datsun sedans, but tweaked for more sporting aspirations. Fed by a
pair of Hitachi (SU-type) carburetors, it produced a respectable 151 horsepower for the
US market. While not astronomical, this was more than enough to provide spirited
performance in a car weighing just over 2,300 pounds.

The engine's long-stroke design contributed to a healthy torque curve, making the
240Z feel responsive and eager to accelerate. Power was sent to the rear wheels via a
four-speed manual transmission as standard, with a three-speed automatic available
as an option. The manual gearbox was a joy to operate, with precise shifts that
encouraged enthusiastic driving. This drivetrain combination proved to be remarkably
durable, a stark contrast to some of its European rivals that often demanded more
frequent mechanical attention.

Chassis development was equally important. The 240Z featured a unibody
construction, providing a stiff and stable platform. Suspension was independent all
around, a relatively sophisticated setup for a car in its price bracket. MacPherson
struts were employed at the front, while the rear utilized Chapman struts. This design,
combined with a well-tuned suspension geometry, gave the 240Z surprisingly capable
handling characteristics. It was predictable, forgiving, and eager to dive into corners,
inspiring confidence in the driver.

Braking was handled by discs at the front and drums at the rear. While not cutting-
edge, they were more than adequate for the car's performance capabilities and
provided decent stopping power. The steering, a recirculating ball system, offered
good feedback and a direct feel, further enhancing the car's engaging driving
experience. Everything about the 240Z's mechanicals spoke of thoughtful design
aimed at delivering performance and reliability in equal measure.

When it debuted in the North American market in October 1969 (as a 1970 model year
car), the Datsun 240Z was an immediate sensation. Its initial price point of around
$3,500 was a revelation. This placed it firmly in contention with much less capable or
less stylish cars, and significantly undercut established sports car legends like the
Porsche 911. Suddenly, owning a car with sleek lines, a powerful engine, and
genuinely sporting pretensions was within reach of a much wider audience.

The automotive press lauded the 240Z. Reviews consistently praised its styling,
performance, handling, and perhaps most importantly, its incredible value for money.
Car and Driver famously dubbed it a "poor man's Porsche" – a compliment that stuck
and helped cement its reputation as an accessible performance machine. Road &
Track highlighted its smooth engine and responsive chassis, recognizing that Datsun
had hit a sweet spot between everyday usability and weekend thrills. The public
responded in kind, with demand quickly outstripping supply.

The 240Z's impact wasn't just about sales figures; it fundamentally shifted perceptions
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of Japanese automobiles. Before the Z, Japanese cars were often seen as economical,
reliable, but ultimately unexciting appliances. The 240Z shattered that stereotype,
proving that Japanese manufacturers could produce cars with passion, style, and
genuine performance credentials. It paved the way for future generations of Japanese
sports cars and elevated the Datsun (and later Nissan) brand to a new level of
prestige.

Early production Z cars, often referred to as "Series 1" models, are particularly sought
after by collectors. These cars featured distinctive chrome bumper over-riders, twin
vents on the rear hatch, and specific interior details. As production continued, minor
changes were introduced to meet evolving safety and emissions regulations, leading
to "Series 2" cars and later the 260Z and 280Z iterations, which featured larger
engines and more substantial bumpers.

The success of the 240Z extended beyond America's shores. While primarily designed
with the US market in mind, it found eager buyers in Europe, Australia, and other
global markets. In Japan, it was sold as the Fairlady Z, continuing the lineage of
Datsun's earlier roadsters. Its global appeal was a testament to its universal design
language and its ability to deliver an engaging driving experience regardless of
location.

The 240Z also quickly established itself in various forms of motorsport. Its robust
engine, balanced chassis, and relatively light weight made it a natural competitor in
road racing, rallying, and even drag racing. Privateers and factory-backed teams alike
campaigned the Z, further burnishing its performance image. Its adaptability and
tunability made it a favorite among enthusiasts looking to extract even more
performance.

The aftermarket tuning scene embraced the 240Z with open arms. Its simple, robust
mechanicals provided an excellent platform for modifications. Engine swaps,
suspension upgrades, brake enhancements, and aerodynamic improvements became
common. The Z became a blank canvas for owners to personalize and enhance,
further fostering a passionate community around the car. This culture of modification
would become a hallmark of Japanese performance cars in the decades to come.

Despite its success, the 240Z was not without its quirks. Early cars were prone to rust,
particularly in areas with harsh winters, a common issue for many cars of that era. The
interior, while functional, was not as luxurious as some European rivals, reflecting its
more affordable price point. However, these minor shortcomings were easily
overshadowed by the car's overall appeal and its remarkable reliability.

The 240Z remained in production until 1973 when it was succeeded by the 260Z.
While the 260Z and later 280Z continued the Z car lineage, the original 240Z is often
regarded as the purest expression of the concept. It was the car that broke new
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ground, established Datsun as a serious contender in the sports car arena, and set the
stage for Japan's rise as a global powerhouse in performance automotive engineering.

Its legacy is profound. The Datsun 240Z didn't just sell well; it changed perceptions. It
proved that a Japanese manufacturer could build a sports car that was not only
reliable and affordable but also beautiful, engaging, and genuinely exciting to drive. It
ignited a passion for Japanese performance that continues to burn brightly today and
laid the crucial groundwork for every iconic model that would follow in its tire tracks.
From this stylish and accessible machine, a new chapter in automotive history began
to unfold, one where precision, innovation, and value would redefine the meaning of
performance.
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