MARKET UPDATE

1950-1965 356

We value Porsche's first production sports cars.
PHOTOS COURTESY OF PORSCHE

Market Trends
The 1950-1965 356 was the first pro
duction Porsche, and it turned out to be
a hit with customers. Interest in these clas
sic models increased in the more recent
past, and prices of even basic 356 Coupes
in excellent condition have exceeded six
figures. Since our last Market Update,
however, 356 prices have stayed virtually
the same. The simple explanation for this
is that the market is cooling after a period
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of aggressive appreciation. We also think
that the Covid pandemic may have led to
a short-term damper on the market that
should be over in the next year.
The newest 356s are now over 50 years
old, and any of these cars that haven't
been restored may well be candidates for
redoing. But restoration costs are rela
tively difficult to predict, and parts can be
both expensive and difficult to find, so it's
easy to strain even a generous budget. For

these reasons, we recommend buying a
car in the best condition you can afford.
Repair costs can devour your savings on
a good purchase price many times over.
Condition is key. Cars that need work are
certainly of value. But to bring top dollar,
these machines need to be in top condition.
An extremely low-mileage, all-original time
capsule can sell for far more than our top
price. Likewise, a car in poor condition can
sell for well below our bottom price.

With Ferdinand Porsche's close con
nection to Volkswagen, and the difficulty
of obtaining new automotive components
in post-war Germany, it's little surprise
Ferry looked to the Beetle when designing
the 356. On paper, the list of similarities
between the two models is striking: uni
body construction, rear-engine/rear-drive
layout (and a VW-derived engine), tor
sion-bar suspension, and so on. The real
ity was a bit different, however.
Where the Beetle had been developed
as basic, reliable transportation, the 356
was designed as a sports car, so even com
ponents sourced directly from VW gen
erally wouldn't be used without modifi
cation. This meant that while the 356's
air-cooled four-cylinder engine was based
on VW's engine case, for example, its
heads featured larger valves and more
aggressive cams to produce more power.
And while the Beetle and 356 shared a dis
tinctly rounded design, and looked like
very close relatives, Porche designed its
chassis and body from scratch.
As with its later models, Porsche
steadily developed the 356 during its pro
duction run. The 1950 and 1951 models
had a split windshield with a seam in the
center. This was changed in 1952 to the
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"bent" windshield, which is curved in the
center and at each edge. The pre-As wer,
rather primitive, but changes were imple
mented at a rapid pace and they had
evolved considerably by the time the 356A
was introduced as a 1956 model.
The Speedster was introduced in
1954 as a basic, low-cost roadster model.
It had a rakish windshield and side cur
tains that plugged into the top of the
doors. Speedsters were built from 1954
to 1959, although only a few were pro
duced in that final year. There were
10,466 pre-A models built between 1950
and late 1955 when production was
changed to the "X' model. Pre-A produc
tion breaks down as 7,157 Coupes, 1,409
Cabriolets, and 1,900 Speedsters.

1956-1959 356A
Many significant improvements were
incorporated in the 356A in late 1955
and continued in subsequent models.
The chassis was changed, which made
the cars easier to work on, the dash was
modified to the three-instrument cluster
that continued throughout 356 produc
tion, and the windshield was changed
from the "bent" windshield to a curved
one.

The suspension was improved a great
deal, making the 356A and later models
handle and ride much better than the pre
As. The 356A had softer torsion bars that
increased the suspension's wheel travel,
improving both handling and ride.
During 1955, the engine had already been
changed to the three-piece case design
that was a true Porsche engine and not a
modified VW unit. Improvements were
made to this powerplant during each year
of production.
In 1957, there were a few cosmetic
changes. That was the first year of bumper
overrider bars on cars exported to the
United States. This bow-like piece was
added to the front and rear bumpers for
additional protection. The first 1957
models had single overrider bars front
and rear with beehive taillights. Midyear,
the taillights were changed to a teardrop
design. Near the end of the year, the
license plate light was moved from above
the license plate to below it, and the rear
bumper overriders were changed to two
piece units that accommodated the license
plate between them.
The 1958 356A featured a number of
subtle changes. The door-latch mecha
nism was changed and the striker plate
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was moved down to the center of the
doorjamb, where it stayed throughout 356
production. The inside door handle
moved from the center of the door to the
top front edge, where it was out of the
way, yet easier to reach. The heater control
traded places with the shifter, making the
latter more accessible. External door han
dles, which had been squared off, were
changed to a rounder design. The seats
were also changed, from the "overstuffed
chairs" of earlier years to the slimmer,
more attractive seats which continued for
the rest of the 356 run.
The 1958 engines had Zenith twin
throat carburetors instead of the Solex
single-barrels, which required substantial
changes to the throttle linkage. The
engines incorporated a number of
changes and were the only ones with a
thermostat for the oil cooler mounted in
the third-piece casting of the engine
crankcase. The thermostat didn't work
properly and was replaced in most of the
cars. The exhaust pipes now exited
through the rear vertical bumper guards.
Steering feel was improved by a new
worm-and-sector steering box made by
ZF, which replaced the modified VW box
that had been used.

The 1959 356A looked very much like
the 1958 model. The most signi(icant
change was to the 716 transmission,
which had Porsche-designed servo syn
chronizers. The front overrider bar was
about an, inch higher than on the 1957
and 1958 models. This was also the year
that the Speedster was replaced with a
new model called the Convertible D. (The
"D" stood for Drauz, the company that
made the bodies.) It had a taller wind
shield, a better top, and wind-up windows
that made it a true convertible, as opposed
to the Spartan roadster it succeeded.
From late 1955 through the end of the
1959 model year, 13,007 Coupes, 3,367
Cabriolets, 2,954 Speedsters, and 1,330
Convertible D's were built, for a total of
20,658 sports cars.

Carrera
The Carrera model was introduced in
1955, just as the 356A was being launched,
and was built as a Coupe, Cabriolet, and
Speedster in 1500cc and 1600cc configu
rations until 1959. The Carrera was built
as a GS model for street use and, from
1957, as a GS GT model for racing. The
most significant aspect of this series was
its unique four-cam engine, which pro-

duced exceptional output for its size but
required lots of maintenance and tuning.
There were some racing Carreras built
in 1960 and 1961, then the Carrera 2
debuted in 1962; it was offered for the
remaining years of 356 production. At
first, the Carrera 2 utilized drum brakes
but soon became the first road-going
Porsche to feature disc brakes when it was
fitted with the Porsche-Dunlop ring disc
brakes, or "annular disc brakes." The
Carrera 2 was the only road car to use
these annular discs, and when the 356C
was introduced in 1964 with more con
ventional disc brakes, they were also
installed on the Carrera 2.
About 700 Carreras were built in total
from 1955 through 1965. Of these, 436
were the B/C model Carrera 2. Since so
few of these cars change hands with any
regularity, it's difficult to estimate their
market value-but don't expect to find
one for less than $500,000.
1960-1963 356B
Introduced in the 1960 model year, the
356B featured a number of appearance
changes. The bumpers were raised about
four inches front and rear, with a different
shape and large vertical bumper guards.
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