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From Dr. Felix Wankel and the rotary engine to the Mazda RX-7

               The Rotary Engine began with an improbable dream one summer in 1919 by a 17 year old German boy named Felix Wankel. In the dream, he went to a concert in his own hand-made car. He even remembered boasting in the dream to his friends; "My car has a new type of engine: a half-turbine half-reciprocated engine. I invented it!" When he woke up in the morning, he was convinced that the dream was a premonition of the birth of a new type of gasoline engine

He had at the time no fundamental knowledge about internal combustion engines, but he intuitively believed that the engine could achieve four cycles -intake, compression, combustion, exhaust- while rotating. This intuition actually triggered the birth of the rotary engine, which had been attempted countless times by people all over the world since the 16th century.

Felix Wankel was born August 13, 1902 in Swabia, Germany (Otto, Daimler, and Benz also came from Swabia).
Felix Wankel conceived the idea of a rotary engine in 1924.

The first truly functional Wankel rotary engine was a DKM type that ran in February 1957 . By May a prototype was able to run for two hours and produce 21 bhp. The first KKM engine ran on July 7, 1958.

Many people had proposed rotary engine designs, but none had pursued it for as long or as relentlessly as Felix Wankel. He and NSU investigated all technical aspects such as sealing, spark plug positioning, port timing, cooling, lubrication, combustion, materials, and manufacturing tolerances. There where all others had failed, Felix Wankel and NSU were able to succeed by combining imaginative invention and scientific engineering.

In November 1959, NSU officially announcge the completion of the Wankel rotary engine. Approximately 100 companies throughout the world scrambled to propose technical cooperation plans, 34 of them were Japanese companies.

Mazda's president, Mr. Tsuneji Matsuda, immediately recognized the great potential of the rotary engine, and began direct negotiations with NSU himself. those negotiations resulted in the formal signing of a contract in July, 1961. 

In April, 1963, Mazda newly organized its RE (Rotary Engine) Research Department. Its main objective was the practical use of the rotary engine; namely mass production and market sales.

On May 30th, 1967 Mazda began selling the world's first two rotor rotary engine car, the Cosmo Sport.

In 1978 Mazda came out with the first generation 12A powered RX-7, it took the world by storm, exceeding production expectations and causing traffic jams at the dealerships. The rotary engine had found its true home and Mazda had found the heart of the sports car lover. The Mazda RX-7 achieved immediate success with "Car of the Year" awards across the globe and major racing victories at events such as SPA and Daytona, proving just how formidable the rotary could be and giving cause to the many traditional racers changing their V8 cars for rotary power. In 1991 Mazda achieved arguably the ultimate accolade for the rotary engine, victory at the Le Mans 24 Hour. It was a first for a Japanese car manufacturer and a first for the rotary engine.
By 1992 Mazda introduced its final generation RX-7. Mazda’s engineers knew what they wanted; a no compromise sports car that could take on the world and win.

With 255 HP and a weight reduction to 2789 LBS the third generation RX-7 established itself as the up market leader. Mazda chose to race the Mazda RX-7 from 1992 until 1995 under production car rules winning the prestigious Bathurst 12 hour endurance race each time. Porsche (911, 944, 968), BMW (M3 series ), Honda (NSX), GM (Corvettes) were targets Mazda aimed for, and when released onto the World stage in 1992 the RX-7 easily outshined the best of them with styling years ahead of it’s time and breathtaking performance to match. The 3rd generation RX-7 won numerous awards and races throughout the world and became an instant classic.
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However the cost of building such an "over achiever" meant the 3rd generation had crept up the price scale. This kept many loyal buyers from purchasing it, sales were going down and the car was withdrawn from the world market (1995) and primarily sold in Australia (1998) for a short while and now only in Japan. The 1999 RX-7 will be the last of the "pure sports" cars from Mazda. Mazda (now controlled by Ford ) simply will not allow such extravagance.
