
VESPA 50N, L AND R IN DETAIL
VESPA 50N 1963-71

50N  V5A1T   1001 – 283299 = 282299 Units

The Vespa 50N was the basic 50cc model introduced in 1963, intended primarily to be sold in large 
quantities to Italian youths who could ride such a vehicle from the age of fourteen upwards with no 
licence or vehicle registration.

Introduced alongside a slightly better equipped 90cc version, the 50N was a complete revision of the 
existing Vespa design featuring side panels that were integral with the monocoque. This involved 
fewer pressings, meaning less cost and less weight. The piston was inclined allowing for a shorter 
wheelbase, while the front suspension was a miniaturised version of the GS160 layout with com-
bined spring and damper. The bodywork – with pronounced ridges in the sides and on the mud-
guard – defined Vespa style for years to come.

The 50N was an immediate success, an entire extended family of Vespas evolving from its basic 
design. In fact the “N” moniker does not seem to have been always applied until 1965. Presumably 
its adoption was to distinguish this model from a proliferation of other 50cc Vespas. With such a 
long production run, naturally there were a few changes along the way. The wheels changed from 
body colour to silver in 1964, followed by the steering column and flywheel cover in early 1965. At 
the same time the rear light – which rather resembled a scaled-down Vespa 90 item - was replaced 
with a much simpler plastic version. In common with larger engined models, the size of the engine 
hatch was increased later in 1965 while the new Piaggio front badge dates from October 1967. The 
legshield “Vespa” script was given a black finish at the same time. From this same date a slight in-
crease in the frame length has been recorded, though it is not quite clear in which part of the frame 
this was effected. The original colour was a kind of pea green, but over the next eight years this Vespa 
was finished in a wide variety of colours.

 Other than the original 98cc model, the Vespa 50N has a fair claim to be considered the most 
important Vespa ever made. If utilitarianism is defined as function predominating over decoration – 
but without sacrificing good design or quality – then this is possibly Pontadera’s best effort. As much 
as everybody loves a GS, the fact remains that the original intention behind the Vespa was that of 
mass transportation. By the end of 1971 the 50N and its derivatives (50L, 50R, 50S and 50 Special) 
had sold more than 600,000 units. This compares to around 140,000 Lambretta 50cc models sold in 
the same time frame. In a battle for survival in which there could be only one winner this was surely 
a knockout blow. The 50N simply had to be the best. D’Ascanio, with his final design, ensured that it 
was.

VESPA 50 IN DETAIL

V5A2  V5A2T 1001 – V5A2T  96013              95013
V5B1  V5B1T 1001 – V5B1T  95671                94671
V5B3  V5B3T 1001 -  V5B3T 565056             564056

ELECTRIC START VERSIONS

V5A3  V5A3T 1001 – V5A3T 5704                     4704
V5B2  V5B2T 1001 -  V5B2T 3667                      2667
V5B4   V5B4T 1001 -  V5B4T 1533                        533

TOTAL PRODUCTION       761644 U



As the sixties progressed, and the average age of a new scooter owner went down and down, so it 
became imperative to milk the 50cc market for all it was worth. Vespa and Lambretta were still com-
petitors. Sales of larger scooters were dropping all the time. It was clear that whoever had the better 
small-frame range would be the survivor. The standard Vespa 50- complete with nine-inch wheels 
- had been a huge sales success. But there was clearly room for something slightly up market to snare 
the fashion conscious sixteen year old.

So, as 1969 dawned, enter the 50 Special. Ten-inch wheels, a flashy horn casting and headset, sep-
arate finned hubs just like the bigger models, and a wide range of colours. Did they go for it? Of 
course they did! By the time production finished in 1982 more than three quarters of a million had 
passed through Pontadera’s production lines. And this was in addition to the regular 50cc model that 
continued in production.

There were a few developments along the way. The original V5A2 of  ‘69 kept the nine-inch wheels of 
the basic model. In 1972 it was replaced with the V5B1, which had the ten-inch wheels and hubs of 
the Primavera. The badging was updated at this point. In 1975 this was in turn replaced by the V5B3 
which had a four-speed gearbox.

For much of the time there was an electric start option. The “Elestart” variant had a modified chas-
sis with an access hatch on the left that housed two 6v batteries to drive the Bosch starter motor. In 
all other respects, though, the Elestart was the same as the normal 50 Special – even down to being 
made in the same colours. Developments of the two versions were concurrent, so the V5A3 is the 
original Elestart from 1969 with nine-inch wheels; the V5B2 from ’72 has ten-inch wheels, and the 
V5B4 from 1975 has the four-speed gearbox. In fact, very few Elestarts were actually sold despite 
being available until the late seventies.

The 50 Special, though, must be considered one of Vespa’s greatest sales successes. Those tempted to 
turn their noses up at it should remember that it played a major part in keeping the Vespa Marque 
going in the seventies. When you consider that the combined sales of the Rally 180 and 200 in the 
period 1968 to 1977 were only seventy thousand or so, you can see just how important all those 50 
Special sales must have been for Piaggio.

VESPA 50L IN DETAIL 1966-70
V5A1T 500001 – V5A1T 637063

137063 UNITS

The history of transportation has largely been that of the purist utilitarian ideals of designers being 
thwarted by those most irritating of people –the customers. The latter will insist in viewing their car/
bike/scooter/ whatever as extensions of their personality, objects to decorate and show off to demon-
strate elevation beyond the masses. These days designers have largely given up the battle, each mar-
keting-driven product launch normally including a “bling” version as a matter of course. But back in 
the day the designers took more of a stand –but still eventually lost though.

It took three years for the utilitarian perfection of the Vespa 50N to be corrupted from the point of 
view of a designer), but it eventually happened, The 50L had loads of purely decorative add ons. A 
headlight rim, a mudguard crest, legshield trim, alloy channels for the floor rubbers. Admittedly 
the bag hook and uprated front shock absorber could be considered functional, but essentially this 
scooter was for people who wanted everybody to know that they were worth a bit more than a mere 
50N. The few production changes mirrored those of other models – the new Piaggio badge from 



October 1967 and the slightly mysterious increase in frame length.

The Vespa 50L is not particularly well known, and you might think unimportant. But more were 
made than (for example) all versions of the GS150 added together. And that means a lot of people 
felt a little better about themselves every time they went out for a ride.

VESPA 50R IN DETAIL

Actually, not as much detail as would have been wished for, for reasons that will become apparent. 
Introduced in 1969, the 50R eventually replaced both the 50N and 50L, though the latter machines 
appear to have been produced in parallel for a while. Trim wise the 50R was effectively a 50N with 
the addition of legshield trim and a mudguard crest, but the important change was that of separate 
finned hubs to take the nine inch wheels. This  meant that only the Vespa 90 retained the old four-
stud disc wheel, a feature that right dated back to the 1945 prototype.

It is surprisingly difficult to get accurate information about this Vespa, and this is perhaps best illus-
trated by its feature in the Technica series. There is no proper photograph (possibly because nobody 
had been bothered to restore a 50R), just a small catalogue illustration. The cursory text proclaims 
that there were no changes at all until the model ceased production in 1983, yet the specification 
sheet overleaf lists a change to a four speed gearbox along the way. The total production is given as 
an impressive 238,761, but figures quoted elsewhere go up to a simply astounding 868,780!

At least all the Vespa books are agreed that the model in question is a Vespa R. It’s just unfortunate 
that Piaggio’s marketing were not informed – they were sending out catalogues featuring a “50N” 
right until 1983. There is no mention of four speeds in the 1981 version shown here.

This slapdash approach to accuracy actually tells us plenty. Basically nobody is interested in the 50R. 
Authors tracing the history of the Vespa always give a reasonable amount of space to the original 50 
on account of its technical significance, but a kind of fatigue sets in when it comes to later variations. 
You can bet these people know how many gears a GS has. Yet even if you take the lowest quoted 
production figure, the 50R played a major role in keeping Piaggio afloat in the seventies. Thousands 
of holidaymakers in the Mediterranean hired 50Rs in the seventies and eighties even if they didn’t 
know exactly which Vespa model it was.

We don’t know the exact specification of this Vespa, and we have no idea how many were made. 
We can’t even be 100% sure of the model designation. But the 50R (if that is what it is) thoroughly 
deserves its place in Vespa history.




