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Ruby STEPPING BACK TO MOVE FORWARD
IN A 1960 356B T5 CABRIOLET.
STORY BY DAVID MATHEWS    PHOTOS BY NICK BERARD
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THAT LOVELY GT4, the passion of my automotive life, 
became a huge pain in my marriage. My wife wouldn’t 
drive it. She wouldn’t ride in it. Heck, she wouldn’t even 
look at it. Quite a quandary. So, after two and a half 
years, I decided to sell my 3,900-mile GT4 and look for a 
model more maritally compatible. After engaging a few 
tire-kicking wannabes, I sold the GT4 for nearly what 
I had paid for it. Flush with cash, I earnestly searched 
for a replacement. Fortunately, I had what Tom Cruise 
euphemistically called a “target-rich environment.” Lots 
of cars. Lots of choices. What was it going be?

My first thought was to grab a 996 coupe. Maligned 
and marginalized by the IMS debacle, many decent ex-
amples were available at bargain prices. I could get a 
good car at a great price and still keep money in the 
bank. I looked at base models, special-edition models, 
and Turbos, but nothing pushed the “buy now” button. 

I moved to the 997-series, in particular the 997.2. No 
IMS concern. PDK (a nod to my wife) was an improve-
ment over Tiptronic. Sultry shape. Still, no soap.  

Doing an about-face, I looked back in time. I grew 
infatuated with the slab-sided, inflate-a-bumper look of 
the 964. The RS America really put me in a pant, but 
at the time I was seriously looking, no one was seri-
ously selling. A friend suggested I consider the late-’80s 
G50 models, so I took another step back. They had the 
old-school look, hand-built quality, and one of the best 
manual transmissions Porsche designed. Yet nothing 
grabbed me, at least nothing interesting enough for me 
to write a check. Darn it.

After months of whipsawing between models, I de-
cided to approach the dilemma scientifically. Blending 
mental gymnastics with statistical analysis, I considered 
what was more important, owning a car that would go 
150 mph, or a car that at 70 mph felt like it was traveling 
at warp speed? Were wings, dams, and 20-inch alloys 
necessary, or would a softly sculpted silhouette suffice? 
What statement did I want to make? Colors of Benetton 
or Brooks Brothers? A shout or a whisper? 

Was GPS critical, or could a Rand-McNally map 
tucked in a side pocket serve the purpose? Were Blue-
tooth and a hands-free phone more important than the 
boisterous din of an air-cooled four or six at full song? 
And what about the practicality of an impractical pur-
chase—value versus dollars spent? Was it smart to buy 
the newest and the fastest, only to suffer 20 percent an-
nual depreciation, and knowing that next year’s model 
would have bigger wings, more scoops, and go faster 
than the one sitting under cover in my garage? What 
would it be? 

I wanted my Porsche to be spirited but not neces-
sarily hyperfast, tasteful rather than flamboyant, fun to 
drive without whiz-bang gizmos, and one that would 
not hemorrhage value with each mile driven. I took a 
giant step back to move forward. I decided to look at the 
model that started us all down this path: the 356. That 
decision was fraught with challenge. Where did I look? 
How did I look? For that matter, exactly what the heck 
was I looking for? 

Finding a 356 was not as simple as I thought it would 

It was early fall of 2016  
when I received the phone call. The time had finally 

come. Months of waiting were over. My new Guards Red Cayman GT4 

had just arrived at the dealership. It was a car automotive journalists had 

been gushing over, effusively describing its awesome performance, its 

sensuous silhouette, its slick-as-ice gearbox. To say I was excited would 

be an understatement. Every word written, every online comment, every 

bit and byte of hype and hoopla did not adequately describe that car. It 

was fast. It was sexy. It made angry noises. It was something. I loved that 

car. My wife, however, hated that car. She said it made me look like an 

old guy trying to be a young hotshot. And that’s how this story began…
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pops up,” they said. “Be patient and persevere” was their 
counsel. “Good things come to those who wait.” Yeah, 
right. From my side of things, patience was no virtue. 
Visiting PCA’s online classified ads and the Porsche 356 
Registry was a daily obsession, as were visits to clas-
sics.autotrader.com and bringatrailer.com (BAT).

I needed to separate the chaff from the wheat. Many 
sellers had distorted ideas of what “rust free” meant, or 
what their tubs were actually worth. Some wanted big 
money for their rats. And the pristine 356s, those that 
commuted between climate-controlled cocoons and 
concours fields in enclosed trailers, were astronomi-
cally priced. BAT proved to be a reliable resource to 

determine real-time value. That site provided statistical 
data showing what models actually sold for (or the top 
bid), unlike classifieds that simply listed an asking price. 

After weeks of searching, I found a Porsche that 
looked like a good fit. The car was located 70 miles from 
my house. “Numbers matching 1963 356B 1600S Reut-
ter Cabriolet. Perfect original condition. 65,000 original 
miles.” The price was doable; in fact it was a bargain 
based on the seller’s description. I convinced my skep-
tical wife that this was the pot of gold I’d been searching 
for, and off we went.

All that glittered wasn’t gold. The first thing I noticed 
was the paint. It had more orange peel than a Florida 

be. Although Porsche built more than 75,000 356s, more 
than half of them for the U.S. market, to the untrained 
eye they looked mostly the same—egg-shaped, unassum-
ing, and non-threatening. Everyone seems to  love them.

BASICALLY, 356s CAME in four iterations—Pre-A, A, B, 
and C—with or without tops. Purists will likely write 
scorching letters to the editor about this simplistic 
breakdown, but despite generational nuances (and 
low-production and high-performance models) that’s 
the way it was. With each year came changes and im-
provements. Each model had endearing qualities. For 
example, many folks consider the earlier A “prettier” 

but primitive. The B, an uptick from the A with higher 
bumpers and headlights, a stouter transmission, and 
larger rear window (in the T6 version), has its fans. The 
C, with its more powerful engine and disc brakes is con-
sidered by many to be the most drivable.

Choosing my next car required considerable thought. 
I decided early on that I wanted a roadster or cabriolet, 
but doubted that I could swing the deal financially. Any 
open 356 commanded a premium. Speedsters and Con-
vertible Ds were unobtainium, at least to me.

Growing maniacal in my search, I reached out to 
friends in the 356 community. “Don’t know of anything 
right now,” they told me. “Will let you know if something 

“Be patient and persevere”  
            was their counsel.  
“Good things come to those who wait.” 
                             Yeah, right. 

   From my side of things, 
            patience was no virtue.
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the car while stationed in Germany. Yes, Gary loved the 
car, but he could no longer drive. I could come up (170 
miles north) to see the car when weather permitted. 

That winter seemed to last an interminably long time. 
Waist-deep snow surrounded the storage barn when I 
first met Gary and checked out his car in late March. 
He’d shoveled a narrow path from his driveway to the 
barn. Inside was an insulated, toasty-warm man cave—
home to race posters, slice-of-life photos, road signs, 
and a shrouded shape that looked vaguely familiar. 
Gary pulled off the cover carefully, not letting it brush 
the concrete floor. Beneath it sat a 1960 T5 cabriolet. 
So small. So red. So sassy with its chromed headlight 

grilles and those nerf bars. So utterly cool!
Knowing that I couldn’t drive it—heck, snow was 

packed tightly against the overhead garage door—I 
asked Gary if he would start it. “Of course,” he said, 
reaching through the side window and pulling the 
hood release. After disconnecting the trickle charger, 
he slid behind that skinny steering wheel, pumped the 
gas pedal once or twice, and turned the key. The en-
gine coughed and sputtered a bit as if it had a frog in its 
throat, came to life with only mild hesitation, and then 
smoothed into an idle. Exhaust fumes burned my eyes. 

Excusing myself for a few minutes, I called my friend 
and chief counsel, Pat Yanahan, to relay my findings and 

Sunkist. “Well,” said the owner, “it is the original color.” 
Then small things became larger. “If this is a 1600S, why 
is the fan shroud black? Shouldn’t it be gray?” “Uh…I 
like black.” “And you claim it has 90 horsepower, but on 
its best day, the 1600S produced 75 horsepower.” “Huh?” 
“And if it is a Reutter-bodied car, why does it have Kar-
mann badges on the front fenders?” Silence replaced the 
seller’s BS. Time for me to move on.

Over the next six weeks, I became mildly excited 
over four C coupes—different colors, different states, 
all roughly priced the same. Unfortunately, each of them 
had issues. Bad gaps. Lumpy bodywork. Rust. Ques-
tionable lineage. Suspect mechanical work. Stuttering, 

shuddering sellers. I began to think my idea of a good 
356 at a reasonable price was unrealistic.

Then, on an early March Sunday afternoon, I received 
a call from one of my 356 buddies. “Hey, still looking for 
a tub? I know a guy who has a B cab he’s thinking about 
selling. It’s a little quirky—nerf bars, Fuchs five-spoke 
wheels, and Bursch exhaust, but when I saw it last the 
car was solid and in good shape…heated storage, rarely 
driven the last few years. Interested?” 

Why, yes, I was. After speaking with the car’s owner, 
I was even more interested. Gary had owned it for 40 
years. Bought it from the second owner in 1978. Knew 
nothing about the first owner, other than the guy bought 

Headlight grilles, 

nerf bars, and 

chrome wheels 

without hubcaps 

may be an abom-

ination to purists, 

but it all works  

on this T5. 
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Mark spent a great deal of the summer racing season in 
Wisconsin, only a few miles from my home. 

The original engine—where was it? Stored in the 
barn alongside the T5, making it a numbers matching 
find. Gary not only wanted his 356 to go faster, he also 
wanted it to stop shorter. He replaced the drums with 
discs, but the old parts were in boxes and included in 
the deal. So were the original bumpers.  

My analysis? It was the driver I’d been searching for. 
Solid but not perfect. Used but not abused. Improved 
but still numbers matching. It had character, and was the 
open car I wanted. After some negotiating, we came to an 
agreement. A few days later, title in hand, Ruby was mine.

SIX WEEKS PASSED before the weather was good enough 
and the roads were clear enough to pick up the car. On 
May 4, my son-in-law and I trailered it back to Milwau-
kee. My wife and I tooled around the neighborhood the 
next day. We stopped at Starbucks for afternoon coffee. 
“Hey, cool car. What year is it? Mind if I take a photo?” We 
stopped at our local market for a few things. “Hey, great 
car. My uncle had one. A Beetle, right?” 

We also stopped by to see Mark to get his opinion. 
After a short but spirited drive, he gave it a reasonably 
clean bill of health. The brakes were sticky and the cal-
ipers needed to be rebuilt. The clutch could use a little 
adjustment. But all in all…

impressions. Pat, a Chicago Region member, longtime PCA 
concours judge, and 356 restoration expert, knew exactly 
what to look at and what to look for. He told me to check 
the common rust-prone areas—beneath the battery, the 
wheel wells, the door jambs, and the floorboards. All solid. 
How did the roof look? Faded. How did it operate? Fine. 
What about the plastic window? A little cloudy, the stitch-
ing intact. The rubber door and window seals? Cracked 
and dry rotted, but easily replaceable. What about the in-
terior? Front seats recently reupholstered. Carpet, worn. 
Back seats, worn. Dash? The chrome trim was tarnished 
but not terrible. What about the exterior paint? Decent. 
Gary had it repainted in 1978. “It looked pretty tired when 

I bought it. But I kept it the same color—Ruby Red.” 
What about the engine? That was another story, 

one with a happy ending. Gary had replaced the orig-
inal 1600S a few years before with one a little spicier. 
“Nothing crazy—1720cc ‘big bore’ pistons and cylinders, 
Weber carburetors, and a C cam. Mark Eskuche built 
that motor. Nothing was wrong with the original; I just 
wanted more pep,” Gary told me. 

A legend in the 356 brotherhood and the owner of 
Ecurie Engineering, Mark had been building, maintain-
ing, and racing air-cooled Porsches since the late ’60s. 
Better yet, Mark built an engine and transmission for 
my 914 2.0 in 1978, so we had history. And best of all, 

The original 

owner’s license 

plate remains 

proudly in place. 

The Bursch-tuned 

exhaust provides 

head-turning  

snort above  

4000 rpm. Skinny 

Michelin XAS tires 

look right.



 Was going backward really worth it? 
                                       For me, absolutely.       
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Mark graciously fitted the needed work into his busy 
shop schedule so that I could join the Midwest 356 Club 
for their Spring Tour in mid-May. Rain? Yeah. Sun? Yeah. 
400 miles of driving my T5 cabriolet? Oh, yeah.

The ensuing weeks brought interesting revelations 
about my 356’s history. The Kardex confirmed the first 
owner was William Fromm from West Bend, Wiscon-
sin, a farming community 40 miles north of Milwaukee. 
William bought the car in October 1959 while serving 
in the military in Germany. Although William had died 
several years previously, I spoke with his son who re-
membered the stories—how neighbors stopped by the 
farm wanting to see his Dad’s odd-looking, little red car. 
How William gave a Washington County sheriff friend a 

100-mph thrill ride on rural back roads. And how, only 
a year after bringing it back to the States, in a moment 
of impetuous practicality, William traded his Porsche to 
a Chilton, Wisconsin implement dealer for a new Allis 
Chalmers Gleaner combine, and $2,000 to boot.

The second owner, Walter Burow, was the district 
manager for Allis Chalmers. Right place at the right time 
sort of thing. Walter acquired the car in 1961 and en-
joyed it until he sold it to Gary for $2,100 in August 1975. 
Gary, an avid sports car racer, found the T5 through his 
connections in the Great Lakes Sports Car Club. 

SO AFTER ALL the vacillating over what model to buy, 
the time chasing bad leads, the angst wondering if I had 
made the right deal, the interminable wait, the detective 
work to uncover the car’s dusty past, was going back-
ward really worth it? For me, absolutely. 

This 356 checked all the boxes. It is simple. Traction 
control? Well, of a sort—brakes, the steering wheel, and 
a bit of common sense. Skinny tires and tiny wing win-
dows that actually open are throwbacks to a time when 
color TV was a really big deal and Encyclopedia Britan-
nica was the family Google. Ruby demands attention. 
Shouts from passersby make me smile. Bright sunshine 
and the rush of wind past the windshield feel great. The 
noise that Bursch muffler makes at 4000 rpm is glorious, 
like a Wycliffe Gordon trombone solo. It is satisfying to 
know that next year’s model will not send the value of 
my car into a tailspin. That adage, “It’s more fun to drive 
a slow car fast than a fast car slow,” applies in spades. 
And best of all, my wife loves it.  

Utilitarian rather 

than elegant 

describes the 

interior. Of course 

the Blaupunkt 

radio works. 


