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			Chapter 1 – Porsche, the Great Innovator

			While the friendly looking Volkswagen Beetle is, in modern times, associated with feelings of fun, frivolity and freedom its origins hark from far different times and one of the darkest of chapters in 20th century world history.
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			*The beetle production line.

			In the wake of the First World War, Germany had found itself in a state of near permanent bankruptcy – saddled, as it was, with the unwelcome prospect of having to repay some 226 billion Reichsmark (RM), (£11.3 billion), of war reparation to its enemies of old. Cars were seen as an absolute luxury and far beyond the means of all but the most well-healed and wealthy of the Fatherland’s aristocrats and industrialists. This was in stark contrast to the goings on 4,000 miles to the west in the United States of America.

			Motoring pioneer Henry Ford famously declared that “nothing is hard if you divide it into small jobs” – a philosophy he admirably demonstrated when, in 1913, he introduced the world’s first conveyor belt assembly line to his Highland Park factory and in doing so reduced the time taken to produce a single Model T from well over 12 hours to a mere 93 minutes. A manufacturing revelation, this innovation at last freed the automobile from its elitist stranglehold and brought it within the financial grasp of the working man. In 1909, a standard Model T cost $850 but, with the advent of automated production, this soon fell to below $500 and, within 10 years, the Tin Lizzy was priced at just $290.

			International acknowledgement of Ford’s remarkable achievement seemed to know no bounds. His greatest fan was, however, also his most unlikely – a former army corporal, polemicist and would-be politician called Adolf Hitler. Such was his level of admiration, Hitler even went to the extent of hanging a portrait of the American industrialist upon his office wall. For the dictator in waiting, a nation mobilised by the automobile was a dream he was determined to see brought to fruition. 
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			*Henry Ford’s Model T - motoring for the masses.

			Adolf Hitler’s opportunity to realise Motorisierung, the motorisation of Germany, finally came in 1933 after his appointment as Chancellor when, in his first formal appearance, he addressed an audience consisting of the nation’s chief automobile executives assembled for the Berlin Motor Show. “We must have a real car for the German people,” he demanded; “simple, reliable, economic.” It was to be capable of carrying a family of four and cost less than 1,000 Marks bringing it within the financial grasp of anybody who could afford a motorcycle.

			Although not present at the 1933 meeting, another person, one with somewhat less politically radical views, shared Adolf Hitler’s vision for a car of the people – a volks wagen.

			The son of a tinsmith and born in the North Bohemian village of Maffersdorf (now part of the city of Liberec in the Czech Republic), Ferdinand Porsche had carved quite a reputation for himself as an innovative engineer. 

			Having displayed a prodigious aptitude for electrical and mechanical engineering at a very young age, he studied part time at the Imperial Technical School in Reichenberg before taking a job as a student employee with Viennese based Béla Egger Electrical shortly after his 18th birthday. It was during his time here that the youthful Porsche developed an electric wheel hub motor – a design so far ahead of its time that it is only now, over a century later, that its true potential in automotive design is finally being realised. 

			After moving to a new post at luxury coachbuilders Jacob Lohner Werke und Sohn in 1898, his new employers were quick to capitalise on this new technology and the System Lohner-Porsche – a car powered by electric motors fitted within the front wheel hubs – was born. With no cumbersome drivetrain to cause power sapping friction, the Porsche hub-drive system operated with an extraordinary level of efficiency (a staggering 85%). It was, however, sadly held back by the arcane battery technology of the day requiring 1,800 kg of lead acid batteries to provide sufficient power.
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			*Ferdinand Porsche.

			Undeterred, Porsche took his design idea a step further with the even more innovative Mixte system which abandoned the vehicles weighty battery system in favour of a more efficient (and lightweight) diesel power plant to provide power for the electrical hub system and to charge a much smaller on-board battery pack. Sound familiar? Yes, Ferdinand Porsche had developed the world’s first hybrid car.

			Porsche’s engineering genius soon attracted interest from bigger players in the burgeoning automotive industry. In 1906, at 31 years old, he was recruited by Austro-Daimler as their head of design and within 10 years held the post of managing director. It was here that he first touted the idea of following in Ford’s footsteps in producing a small, lightweight and less expensive car for the masses but it was to no avail. Despite his heady position within the company he failed to garner the support he needed to push the concept forward. Porsche finally left Austro-Daimler in 1923 after a series of tempestuous arguments regarding the future direction of the company’s car development.

			Within a couple of months he had a new position – this time with the Stuttgart based Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft (DMG) – and a new role as technical director. After the company’s merger with Benz & Cie to form Daimler-Benz, Porsche put his technical know-how towards producing some of the greatest racing cars of the era culminating in the legendary and dominating Mercedes-Benz SSK. Once more he petitioned his employers to investigate the possibilities of producing a small car but, again, their interests lay elsewhere and his ideas were dismissed.

			Finally, in 1930, frustrated by their lack of vision and the restrictions imposed when working for the larger automotive companies, Ferdinand Porsche decided that it was time to create his own wholly independent design and engineering consultancy. Having recruited a small but highly skilled team of engineers, aerodynamicists and manufacturing specialists, Porsche soon learned that the Nürnberg-based motorcycle manufacturer Zündapp were keen to introduce a small, practical car to its popular range. Porsche’s initial design for the company, the Type 12, incorporated his new torsion car rear suspension (a simple and inexpensive system which replaced traditional coil springs with a tube filled with metal rods) and a four-cylinder air-cooled engine.

			Zündapp were keen to utilise this new suspension system but not the engine – preferring instead to use a heavy, water-cooled five-cylinder radial motor instead. The Zündapp manufactured Volksauto prototype, was, however, somewhat of a disaster – its engine overheated, its gearbox disintegrated and the torsion bar suspension system, manufactured from low-grade steel, shattered. Admitting defeat, Zündapp reverted to two-wheeled manufacture instead of four.
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			*The Type 32, built for NSU - already the Beetle’s famous profile is starting to take shape. 

			In 1932, Porsche took his ideas to NSU – a company which had started out life as a knitting machine manufacturer but had been a producer of motorcycles and cars since the turn of the century. Company owner Fritz von Falkenhayn had also expressed a desire to add a small, affordable car to his range and agreed to Porsche’s suggested use of a rear-mounted, air-cooled engine, torsion bar rear suspension system and to a new rounded Porsche designed body which, with the gift of hindsight, was clearly a premonition of the most famous car in motoring history. But, for a second time in succession, the design was never to be realised further than the prototype stage after a deal to sell the company’s car business to Italian manufacturer Fiat made any further progression impossible.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2 - The Birth of the Beetle

			When Adolf Hitler outlined his dream for a people’s car he knew exactly what he was looking for: First and foremost, the vehicle was to be capable of carrying a family of five in comfort at a speed of around 80 km/h. Furthermore, it was to be powered by an air-cooled engine to enable it to be started with ease during the harsh German winters and to combat overheating on long, hot winding Alpine climbs in the summer months. It was also to cost no more than 1,000 RM (about 35 weeks wages for the average working man).

			Jakob Werlin held an enviable position within Hitler’s administration – the Mercedes-Benz representative having established himself a role as the Führer’s key advisor on all matters automotive. Werlin, with his finger pressed firmly on the pulse of the German car industry, was certainly the man for the task and, more than aware of his work for Zündapp and NSU and his ongoing interest in the development of a small car for the masses, decided to pay an unannounced visit to the Stuttgart offices of Porsche’s consultancy. With the seeds of hope planted, Porsche began to formulate his ideas.
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