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  To Bill Nicholson

  Fellow traveler on the roads
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  Prologue

  IN THE TWO THOUSAND YEARS since the death of Jesus Christ, there have been only two main forms of personal transport: the horse and the automobile. The automobile has existed for only the last one hundred years, and in that short time, unlike the horse, it has transformed the lives of peoples, countries, and continents.

  This is the story of individuals and nations in the second half of this century through the rise of the worldwide automobile manufacturers. It is the story of a struggle that began with the end of one war and developed into the economic and political equivalent of another — for just as there has never been an invention as revolutionary as the automobile, there has never been an industry like the automobile industry.

  The automakers are the largest manufacturing industry in the world, employing 4 million people and investing hundreds of billions of dollars in America, Europe, and Japan. One hundred years ago, there were six experimental cars in France and Germany Today, jammed bumper to bumper on a six-lane highway, the earth’s 350 million cars would stretch for 200,000 miles, eight times around the world and two thirds of the way to the moon.

  Against this potentially cataclysmic environmental scenario, with its contribution to the greenhouse effect, must be set the indispensability of the automobile and the internal combustion engine. In 1928, Bruce Barton — author, salesman, and early industrial guru — spelled out to the oilmen of America the significance of the automobile:

  
    Stand for an hour beside one of your filling stations. Talk to the people who come in to buy gas. Discover for yourself what magic a dollar’s worth of gasoline a week has worked in their lives.

    My friends, it is the juice of the fountain of eternal youth that you are selling. It is health. It is comfort. It is success. And you have sold merely a bad smelling liquid at so many cents per gallon … You must put yourself in the place of the men and women in whose lives your gasoline has worked miracles.

  

  The miracle was that of freedom and mobility. For the first time in their lives, people could go where they wanted. The automobile transformed the daily life of America, and the demand it created for freedom and mobility transformed the American car manufacturers. General Motors and Ford became synonymous with the American dream; with the rise of the multinational corporation; with the power of the individual executive and the family dynasty; and with American supremacy in the postwar world.

  But it only began in America. After the end of the Second World War, that freedom was brought to millions in Europe and the rest of the world. Today, parked down any street in any developed or developing country on the planet, is a map of the world in the form of automobiles. The miracle Barton was preaching has transcended national and international barriers to become the barometer of individual prosperity and of the wealth of nations.

  In the 1960s, the automobile manufacturers fueled and drove the economic miracles of postwar Europe. In the 1970s, the flaws in those industries and the first of the great oil shocks took America and Europe by surprise and enabled the beginning of the rise to power of Japan. In the 1980s, America and Europe were joined by Japan as world powers and the battle was on for world domination.

  in the 1990s, the car companies have grown to such supranational status that the traditional stuff of history — migration of labor, of national and international frontiers — no longer applies to them. The automakers have created the first truly global marketplace in the history of the world.

  In the last years of this century, the remaining space in this marketplace is being filled by the Far East and China. The struggle that began with the end of one war has developed into another. A new kind of war, with its own origins and momentum and combatants and alliances, has begun.

  The automobile is as integral to war as to peace, and to poverty as to prosperity. It is the vehicle of progress and its nemesis. It is a proposition of this book that whenever that balance between necessity and excess begins to teeter toward the latter, it begins to right itself, and the automobile reverts toward its utilitarian origins as “the people’s car.”

  This book is a political biography of the automobile, and an automotive history of the world in the second half of the twentieth century. It establishes the automobile as the vehicle of modem history. To do so, it travels from Berlin in 1945 to Shanghai and Los Angeles in the 1990s and traces the people and the political and technological developments behind this story. It charts the victories and defeats in what has become a global contest for a prize of unprecedented proportions.

  It reveals the role of industrial espionage in the competition between rival manufacturers on both a national and an international scale. It explores the political and economic forces at work in the world’s first global marketplace, and the quest of the individual for that miracle of freedom and mobility, for which as yet no better answer is to be found.
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  The Struggle Begins with Peace


  1

  Hitler

  The Dictator in the Driver’s Seat

  MUSSOLINI, STALIN, PéTAIN, and Mao Tse-tung have not gone down in motoring history. Alone among twentieth-century tyrants, totalitarians, anti-democrats, and dictators, this distinction rests with Adolf Hitler. Although he never learned to drive, his legacy to a shattered world was a car. They called the company that would make it Volkswagenwerk: “The People’s Car Company”

  The New York Times reported in 1936 that Hitler was believed “to reel off a higher annual motor mileage than any other ruler or head of State,” In 1983 he opened the annual Berlin Motor Show, and did so every year thereafter until 1939. Each year he made a new grandiose statement about the car industry.

  At the opening of the 1935 show, he declared that Messrs. Daimler and Benz were “among the great pioneers of humanity in the sphere of transport. “ His remark stemmed not least from the fact that the company gave the dictator a substantial discount on its most powerful model.

  But the next year he admired the powerful new BMW 326. He announced that Germany had “effectively solved the problem of producing synthetic gasoline/’

  Hitler was overambitious in this, as in so many other respects, but he had launched a campaign to build a network of autobahns and limited-access highways across the country. These, as he declared, would mark “a turning point in the history of German automobile traffic.”

  Hitler’s most ambitious project was already under way. By 1934, more than one in five Americans owned their own cars. But in Germany the figure was barely one in fifty, and half of all road transport was still horse-driven. In the same year, Hitler had commissioned Dr. Ferdinand Porsche and others to design a people’s car. It was to cost under one thousand reichsmarks (the equivalent of $140 at the time), and have an air-cooled engine and a top speed of sixty miles per hour. The low-revving, high-geared engine was specifically designed for the great autobahns that Hitler and his chief architect, Albeit Speer, envisaged would stretch from Berlin to Moscow with gas stations every thirty miles.

  Hitler himself admitted, ‘All strategic roads were built by tyrants — for the Romans, the Prussians, or the French. They go straight across country. All the other roads wind like processions and waste everybody’s time.”

  According to Porsche, Hitler said the car should “look like a beetle.”

  A Town Called Strength Through Joy: Germany, 1938

  By 1935, testing of a prototype car was taking place. The original suggestion was that Volkswagenwerk should be built near Nuremberg, so that customers could collect their cars after attending Nazi Party rallies. This suggestion had proved impractical. It was decided instead to build a gigantic factory and town on Luneberg Heath.

  The plant was modeled on the great Ford factory at Rouge River, Detroit, in the United States. Henry Ford had revolutionized automobile production in the early years of the twentieth century, putting America on wheels and changing the social and economic structure of America and the world. Hitler much admired Der Fordismus and pronounced this to be the German way. As we shall see, the mutual admiration between Hitler and Ford took on terrifying forms about which the American company remains silent alongside its paeans to its ail-American heritage.

  The German plant was financed with funds confiscated from trade unions, and built by Italian construction workers on loan from Mussolini. In 1938, at a huge rally hung with Nazi banners, Hitler laid the cornerstone: “It is for the broad masses that this car has been built,” he declared. ‘Its purpose is to answer their transportation needs, and it is intended to give them joy,’ Hitler added that the car was to be known as “ der KdF (Krafl-durch-Freude)-Wagen” — short for “the Strength-Through-Joy Car.” The name dismayed Hitler’s marketing men.

  The KdF-Wagen was displayed for the first time at the Berlin Motor Show in 1939. Work on KdF-Stadt, or Strength-Through-Joy Town, went slowly, and marketing became increasingly important in order to maintain public interest. A novel savings scheme was developed that typified the threatening atmosphere of the times. Prospective KdF drivers could reserve a Strength-Through-Joy Car by paying five reichsmarks a week to the German Labor Front. Once they had paid 990 marks, they could take delivery of their car.

  The fact that it was as yet unbuilt, in a factory that was as yet unfinished, was no concern of the ordinary citizens of the Third Reich. This was to be the new Europe’s Model T. In another nod to Henry Ford, they could have any color they liked, as long as it was gray-blue.

  Full payment would take four years, although extra payments could be made to procure earlier delivery. A single missed payment, however, would result in the cancellation of the entire agreement. Children could save five reichsmarks a month. The company was still compensating some of them thirty years later.

  By 1939, 336,668 subscribers had paid 110 million reichsmarks into a Berlin bank account.

  At the Berlin Motor Show in the same year, Hitler was approached by a Dutchman named Ben Pon. Pon secured the official distributorship for the Strength-Through-Joy Car in the Netherlands. The Dutchman returned home pleased with the deal, and awaited the next move.

  It did not come quite as he expected. On August 28, 1939, the Netherlands were forced to mobilize their armed forces. On September 1, Germany invaded Poland, and by May 10, 1940, German troops were on Dutch soil.

  The Dutch royal family fled to London, Less than two weeks later, Rotterdam was captured and the Netherlands surrendered to the victorious forces of the man Ben Pon had met at the Berlin Motor Show

  By the outbreak of the Second World War, KdF-Stadt had produced very few of the KdF-Wagen. The management, Dr. Porsche and his son Ferry, preserved their positions by putting the plant into wartime production,

  KdF-Stadt produced the Kübelwagen, or “bucket car,” a German version of the cross-country Jeep. It went into mass production after the invasion of the Soviet Union and found particular favor with Rommel’s forces in Africa. The Kübelwagen could not, however, cross water; this obstacle was surmounted by the Schwimmwagen, which was built of welded steel with rubber seals in crucial places. The wheels remained turning in the water, but propulsion was provided by a rear-mounted propeller.

  The few KdF-Wagen produced were not delivered to subscribers, but supplied as staff cars to Nazi Party officials. As fuel became scarce, many were converted to run on coal, coke, bottled gas, anthracite, and even peat.

  As the war dragged on, KdF-Stadt depended increasingly on slave labor from concentration camps and Russian prisoners of war. The plant became one of the dark engine rooms of the Reich. To the west, it dispatched the fuselage and wings of the V-l flying bomb. To the east, it dispatched sheet-metal army stoves to the Russian front.

  The VW had mutated, like Doctor Frankenstein’s creation, into the V-l. One of them, fittingly, played its part in the last days of the dictator who, less than seven years earlier, had launched the little car that had turned into a flying bomb.

  Hitler’s Last Ride

  The heroic quest had turned into a nightmare. This was the final, inevitable travesty of the Hitlerian ideal that had begun only six years earlier. Warsaw had fallen to the Red Army; Roosevelt, Stalin, and Churchill had met at Yalta to divide the world without Hitler. Dresden had been destroyed in an Allied firestorm, and Cologne had fallen to the Allies.

  When, in the spring of 1945, Hitler made a last, desperate visit to rally his troops on the Eastern Front, the war was already lost. His chauffeur, Erich Kempka, drove him east from Berlin in a modified version of the KdF-wagen. The Type 87 Kommandeurwagen was a four-wheel-drive vehicle fitted with a roller at the front to clear large obstacles out of the way There was no questioning the engineering principles behind the vehicle, but the logistical obstacles loomed larger in its path.

  This was the end of the strategic road built by the tyrant, the great autobahn that Hitler had envisaged would one day run all the way from Berlin to Moscow.

  Six weeks after his return from the Eastern Front, Hitler and Eva Braun committed suicide in their bunker in Berlin. In a fitting end, their bodies were doused with gasoline, also provided by the chauffeur, and ignited.

  Although his last journey was in a KdF-Wagen Hitler had preferred to tour his territories in his 7.7-liter supercharged Mercedes-Benz. His favorite architect, Albert Speer, preferred the faster, lighter BMW. The difference between Mercedes-Benz and BMW was as great as that between Hitler and Speer; and this difference would outlive the Führer, Speer, and the Thousand Year Reich.

  BMW — Bayerische Motoren Werke, Bavarian Motor Works — had been founded shortly before the First World War by Franz-Josef Popp. The company sported a circular blue and white badge symbolizing an aircraft propeller against the blue and white of the Bavarian flag, also the colors of the cloud and sky.

  BMW built airplane engines. One of these quickly established its reputation in high-altitude combat: “Its only flaw,” said Lieutenant Ernst Udet of the Richthofen Fighter Squadron, who scored thirty victories, ‘was that it arrived too late.”

  After the First World War, BMW was prohibited from manufacturing airplane engines, and turned to motorcycles. A British-made Douglas was acquired and stripped down in order to see how it worked. The company later returned to airplane engines as well. In the late 1920s it made its first venture into car manufacture. Unlike the Japanese, who would obtain a British Austin Seven, strip it down, and use it as a model for their own car, BMW had built the Austin Seven under license as the “Dixi”

  Germany’s resurgence in the 1930s put BMW back on the map. The BMWs were the fastest production cars in the world. BMW motorcycles triumphed on the racetrack at home and abroad.

  The Second World War saw BMW concentrating again on airplane engines. The other area of expertise was V-2 rocket development — another innovation that came too late.

  But the founders and principal patrons of BMW were no Nazis. “At times, you’ve got to make a pact with the devil, for aviation’s sake, provided he doesn’t have you for dinner,” wrote Lieutenant Udet of the pressure placed on him by Goering, after the Luftwaffe failed to dominate the skies. In December 1941, Udet shot himself.

  BMW management was engulfed in the evil momentum of the Reich. The plant at Allach in Bavaria used slave labor from Dachau and other concentration camps. Inmates suffered unspeakable barbarities and found the plant no refuge from the Nazi extermination policy of Nacht und Nebel… night and fog.

  By 1945, BMW was high on the invading Allies’ war crimes list. The plants in the west, like Allach, were stripped of their machinery and put to work making pots and pans and bicycles.

  The BMW plant at Eisenach, which had spent the war producing cars and motorcycles, was also in the path of the liberating forces. But instead of being destroyed, it was to be preserved for a different fate: night and fog were to be replaced by the red star.

  Eisenach, Germany, April 1945

  Albert Siedler saw the first tank and breathed a sigh of relief that the tank was American. He was chief engineer for BMW at Eisenach, and the German military had ordered him to blow up anything that was still standing before surrendering the plant to the enemy The fact that the Americans were here meant he could ignore his orders without fear of being put up against the nearest wall.

  Eisenach, the old town under Wartburg Castle, was already largely destroyed by bombs. The plant too was a place of smashed windows, ruined boiler houses, derelict repair shops, and broken-down walls.

  Siedler and the small group of colleagues put down their white flag. The Sherman rolled to halt at the factory gate. An officer clambered out of the tank, which was from the Sixth American Armored Division. A GI in a Jeep took Siedler back to what remained of his home. Siedler told his wife the joyful news.

  By the same afternoon he was back at the plant, under instructions to start work. The printing shop could produce leaflets to broadcast the town commandant’s appeals for help from the local population. Enough men were alive to form a skeleton workforce. Enough vehicles existed to form a small vehicle pool

  Siedler did not mind what form this work took. This was the first time in six years that he could work without fear.

  By June 1945, the interest of the Americans in Eisenach was waning. Siedler took this as a sign that things were getting back to normal. In fact, this was because they had gathered sufficient information about BMW’s role in the German rocket program at its other plants, information that would play a crucial role in the American space program.

  The Americans left Thuringia and Saxony at the end of June.

  Siedler was asked if he would prefer to go back to BMW headquarters in Munich. He thought about this, and decided he would. He filed a van with the family possessions and prepared to take to the road.

  But early on the morning of July 1, an American GI roared up to his office on a BMW motorcycle. The GI wanted to know if he could still have the cylinder heads he needed. Siedler wondered what he meant by “still” — but did not give it a second thought. He nodded to the GI. “Come on,’ he said.

  “Nix come on.” The GI shook his head. He pointed to the warehouse. The Russians were there, he said.

  The Russians? Siedler rushed to the shed where he had parked the van, ready for his departure.

  The door to the shed was open. Siedler looked in. The van was gone.

  “Poshol!” a voice behind him called. “Come on! You boss here?” the voice demanded.

  Siedler closed and bolted the door, although there was nothing left to guard inside.

  He turned around. “Yes,” he said slowly, “me boss here.” The GI on the motorcycle had disappeared. In his place stood a Russian soldier with a Kalashnikov.

  The chief engineer’s chances of working in an environment free of fear had disappeared. The Russian major who approached him and politely asked him to repair his captured BMW 321 did not have to resort to social niceties. The Russians were there to stay.

  Siedler protested only once, and realized that the alternative to cooperation was the Russian equivalent of night and fog. It was a short, but fatal, step from being a hostage valued for his expertise to being a “capitalist lackey” and a “saboteur.”

  Over the next few days, he saw the expressions of terror on the faces of those who were summoned to the Russian Commandant’s building at Eisenach, Most of them never returned. One day, he, too, was summoned. He said good-bye to his wife.

  The Russians locked him in a cellar without heat or light or food. They kept him there for some time. Then they unlocked the door and dragged him out.

  “Can you make motorcycles?” they asked.

  “With pleasure,” Siedler replied weakly.

  “We need two hundred a month.”

  “How? With what?”

  “You don’t want to do it?”

  Siedler knew the penalty for the wrong answer. “Of course I do,” he said.

  Siedler told the Russians what they wanted to know. BMW had hidden spare parts and tools in a potash mine near what was now the border of the Russian and Allied zones. The Russians took him there under heavy escort. He clambered down into the bowels of the earth, marked what he needed, and the Russians took it back to Eisenach. The rest of the contents of the mine were dispatched by rail to Russia. En route, the rail wagons were looted, and the contents never reached their destination.

  Siedler and his wife lived on millet gruel and cabbage. He worked day and night. He made motorcycles. He made cars. Huge wooden boxes were made from timber cut in the nearby Thuringian Forest, in which the cars were crated up and sent to Russia. A Russian state-owned company, Avtovelo, took over Eisenach. Unknown to Siedler and his employees, the Russian company marketed the cars as if they were still Bavarian-made BMWs. They sold them for hard currency, through dealers in France, Switzerland, West Germany, and other parts of free Europe.

  Siedler was often summoned to interrogations by his superiors. Sometimes the interrogations went on for days without food or sleep. Sometimes they took place in Soviet-held East Berlin, in a building guarded by machine guns. Siedler never knew where or when the next interrogation would be, or if he would emerge alive. Siedler and his wife survived in this way for four and a half years.

  The border between the Russian and Allied zones was heavily fortified and patrolled by tracker dogs and guards instructed to fire on sight. Many had died crossing or helping others to do so. The Siedlers would never reveal the place where they eventually crossed, or the names of those who risked their lives to enable them to do so. In the spring of 1950 they arrived in a free, resurrected Germany with only two small suitcases and the clothes they stood up in.

  Sometimes Albert Siedler wondered what had happened to that Gl on the motorcycle, four and a half years earlier, after he rode away

  A Town Called Strength Through Joy: Germany, 1945

  By 1945, KdF-Stadt had become a place of phantoms in the mists of Lüneburg Heath. One hundred fifty miles north of Eisenach, and only a few miles to the west of the advancing Red Army, the plant had escaped serious damage until the last months of the war, when Allied bombers had taken revenge for the destruction wrought on British cities by the V-l. Two thirds of the plant had been destroyed. The body plant was a heap of twisted metal.

  Roof girders, Kübelwagen and Schwimmwagen — and the odd KdF-Wagen — had melted in the heat. The slave laborers, concentration camp inmates, and Russian prisoners of war had gone, but the fact of their presence here would not so easily go away

  Helmut Amtenbrink was not a slave laborer, or a concentration camp inmate, or a prisoner of war. He had been a member of the Hitler Youth. Amtenbrink had been a courier for the Luftwaffe when he was ordered by a retreating Nazi Party official to stay and fight a rearguard action against the Allies. Amtenbrink declined the invitation. He threw away the hated swastika armband and surrendered to British troops near his hometown of Soltau.

  Soltau was sixty-five miles from KdF-Stadt. It was one of several dispersal sites to which Volkswagenwerk had sent parts and equipment during the bombing raids. Shortly after the town surrendered, Amtenbrink managed to get a job cleaning up the mess.

  On his first day at work, his supervisor told him to go home — what was left of it — and fetch his swimming trunks. “Swimming trunks?” said Amtenbrink,

  The supervisor said there was a pond that needed clearing. Amtenbrink did as he was told: like Siedler at Eisenach, he knew that, for the first time in five years, he would not face death if he refused.

  The pond had been used to pump water for firefighting and was flecked with oil Amtenbrink emerged, oily but triumphant, clutching bits of differential and gear assemblies.

  After a few months at Soltau, however, the novelty had begun to wear off. He went back to school. The teachers were at pains to distance themselves from the Nazi period. By then, the pond was empty.

  Amtenbrink had decided his future lay with Volkswagenwerk, seventy-five miles away. With some friends, he set out on foot. At night they slept in bams. Many of the rail bridges had been blown up, either by the retreating Wehrmacht or the advancing Allies. After two days, they arrived at KdF-Stadt.

  In the summer of 1945, Helmut Amtenbrink was sixteen years old.

  KdF-Stadt was high on the list of plants to be dismantled. Its machinery was scheduled to go as war reparations to the Allies. The Soviets too were hungry for reparations in any shape or form. The Americans saw no place for the plant under the Morgenthau Plan, which aimed to punish Germany by restricting its industry and reconstructing it as a predominantly agricultural country.

  The management and staff of the plant consisted of Nazi sympathizers, displaced persons, and demoralized engineers. Conditions were primitive, and people fended for themselves as best they could. Helmut Amtenbrink and his fellow apprentice mechanics lived in freezing wooden huts. They were always hungry. They wore U.S. Army boots and dark green British Army trousers. They stole potatoes from the surrounding fields.

  The new geography of Germany also militated against the plant’s recovery. Ten miles to the east was the end of the British zone and the beginning of the Soviet zone. Henry Ford, who had announced at the outbreak of the war that “we do not regard ourselves as a national company, but solely as a multinational organization/’ took one look at KdF-Stadt on the map and declared, “What we’re being offered here isn’t worth a damn.” To Ford, automobile production was out of the question in a place so close to the Reds.

  While the occupying forces wondered what to do, the plant and town were given a change of name. Strength-Through-Joy Town became Wolfsburg, after Count von Schulenburg of Wolfsburg, on whose estate the factory had been built.

  Wolfsburg was under the control of the military government of the Allied zone. A British detachment of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers was posted to the plant to set up a repair base for captured enemy vehicles.

  As far as the Americans were concerned, the plant was destined for the dustbin of history. But the British, though they were the weaker partner in the occupying Allied forces, disagreed with the Morgenthau Plan. They saw the idea of reconstructing Germany as an agricultural economy as precisely the kind of punishment that had created the climate of bitterness that gave rise to the Nazis. They regarded the rebuilding of German industry as essential to creating a bulwark against Soviet Communism in postwar Europe.

  They also needed cars.

  In the summer of 1945, a young British officer arrived at Wolfs-burg from Belgium, where he had been running a tank depot. He had been seconded to Wolfsburg by the military government of the Allied zone.

  He was a grammar-school boy from the north of England who believed in fair play, enjoyed driving “rather grand” automobiles, and spoke schoolboy German. Regarded by his British superiors as possessing a remarkable, if suspect, talent for persuading foreigners of different nationalities to work together, he had a mission that was almost certainly doomed to failure. His name was Major Ivan Hirst.

  One of the first things Major Ivan Hirst did when he arrived at Wolfsburg was to weed out the Nazi Party members still present in the management of Volkswagenwerk. Major Hirst knew about the Nazi concentration camps and the use of slave labor at KdF-Stadt He regarded the Wolfsburg Nazis as fortunate, insofar as their fates, whatever they might be, would never equal that of the victims of Nacht und Nebel

  Hirst’s mission was to get a vehicle —any vehicle—-into production. Communicating in his schoolboy German, he sifted through the wreckage of the shattered plant. He and his colleagues, Colonel Charles Radclyffe, Alastair McInnes, and Major Michael McEvoy, unearthed the Kübelwagen. They unearthed the Schwimmwagen.

  Some of these British officers, and their deceased friends and comrades-in-arms, had greatly admired the performance of the sturdy, air-cooled Kübelwagen in the brilliant campaign waged by Rommel and his Afrika Korps in the North African desert. The German campaign had not foundered through lack of military skill or hardware, but through lack of gasoline. The Americans had even issued a manual — The German Jeep — with instructions on how, once they had captured one, Allied troops should drive and maintain it

  Major Hirst and his colleagues found something else in the wreckage: the bomb-damaged remains of a car — although it looked more like a beetle. It so happened that some of the other officers had seen and admired this vehicle at the 1938 Berlin Motor Show.

  They repaired it, painted it dark green, and sent it for inspection to Army Headquarters of the Military Government of the Allied Zone.

  The Americans still wanted Wolfsburg dismantled as part of war reparations. So did the Russians. Henry Ford himself had dismissed the plant as too close to the new Communist peril. So had the French, who had instead imported Dr. Porsche to France. The Australians had tried and failed to buy the plant and ship it, lock, stock, and barrel, to Australia.

  Major Hirst, his colleagues, and their ragged German management and workforce were visited by Lord Rootes, the British motor magnate. ‘This vehicle,” Lord Rootes told Major Hirst, “is quite unattractive to the average buyer. It is too ugly and too noisy. If you think you’re going to build cars in this place, young man, you’re a bloody fool.”

  Shortly afterwards, a message from the military government of the Allied Zone came back to Major Hirst at Wolfsburg, They wanted twenty thousand cars as soon as possible. The clients advanced 20 million marks in working capital.

  Lord Rootes’s remarks had stung Major Hirst. The American comptrollers, the British military authorities, and the German management had reckoned without the competitiveness inherent in the English class system. Major Hirst sought out raw materials and organized components and spares. He had German prisoners of war transferred to the production line. By the end of 1945, in spite of appalling conditions and setbacks, they had managed to make fifty-eight cars. They called the car the Volkswagen Type One; it was known simply as the Volkswagen.

  The vehicle they had found in the wreckage was the vehicle through which Hirst still hoped to fulfill his mission. But the future remained uncertain.

  In 1946 the plant again came under threat. Under the reparations orders and the Morgenthau Plan, no repairs could be made to the plant. At the same time, in a sort of catch-22, it was announced that the plant would be dismantled if production was not increased to one thousand cars a month.

  Major Hirst began to despair. Perhaps Henry Ford, the Russians, the French, the Australians, and Lord Rootes were right after all. Perhaps it was impossible that the best light transport for the military government of the Allied Zone of a shattered Germany was the ugly, noisy inspiration of the deceased dictator of the Third Reich.

  But Major Hirst had two aces in the hole: Richard Berryman, the British Royal Air Force officer who had worked for General Motors, and Ben Pon, the Dutchman who had met Adolf Hitler at the Berlin Motor Show.

  Benyman had experience in mass production. He persuaded the workforce at Wolfsburg that it was in their interests to increase production. Somehow he obtained more food and blankets; when they slept more soundly in their huts, and meat was added to their lunchtime soup, the workforce responded. They managed to increase production to 1,003 cars a month, just four above the fateful minimum.

  Hirst, Benyman, and their colleagues employed every trick in the book to circumvent the obstacles that continually appeared in their path. Supplies and parts were often obtained in return for the promise of a car. When the source of carburetors dried up, they made their own housings with components made by a local camera manufacturer.

  Their spirits were raised by the return of the Dutchman, Ben Pon. Pon signed a contract enabling Volkswagenwerk to release five cars for him to ship to Holland. This small transaction, conducted between two aliens on disputed soil, marked the rebirth of Germany as an exporting nation.

  Pon imported the cars to Holland in 1947. In the same year, Hirst interviewed a German for a managerial position at Wolfsburg, His name was Heinrich Nordhoff. Later he would become known as “King” Nordhoff. Hirst would describe Nordhoff as “a cat who liked to walk alone. I don’t think he ever had a really close friend. He was a solitary soul.”

  Nordhoff had worked with the General Motors subsidiary Opel, but was barred from returning to the parent company by the American authorities because of his wartime role in producing trucks for the Wehrmacht. Nordhoff was scornful of the Volkswagen. “It has more faults than a dog has fleas,” he said, and added that the few prewar cars that had been made were “custom-built at a cost per unit similar to that of a Rolls-Royce.”

  In the bitter winter of 1947, the ice froze on the inside of the huts. But as winter gave way to spring, Morgenthau gave way to Marshall. The Marshall Plan changed the Allied scheme for postwar Germany from a punitive agricultural economy to a reinvigorated industrial bulwark against Communism in Western Europe. The occupying forces transferred control of Wolfsburg to the federal government in Bonn, who in turn passed it on to the province of Lower Saxony.

  The reform of the German currency, when the reichsmark was replaced by the deutsche mark at the astonishing rate of fifteen to one, unleashed the long-suppressed buying power of the German people. Wolfsburg was flooded with orders for cars.

  Major Hirst handed over Volkswagenwerk to Nordhoff, who became its Generaldirektor. Nordhoff reinforced the morale of the workforce with hard work, art exhibitions, and music, Herbert von Karajan came to conduct in a former works kitchen, and complimented him on the excellent acoustics. The Volkswagen was at last on the autobahn.

  Major Hirst had changed the course of history.

  He changed the course of history and went home to England, a tired, bankrupt country where the Volkswagen, unlike history, was in short supply

  A British Army officer and his colleagues had realized the vision of Hitler. They had finished what DE Porsche had begun. But had Dr. Porsche really invented the Volkswagen in the first place?

  Koprivnice, Czechoslovakia, 1946

  Dr. Porsche was not the only person to work on the Volkswagen in the years leading up to World War II. So did Franz-Josef Popp, of BMW, and Hans Ledwinka, among others.

  Popp and BMW soon pulled away from the Volkswagen project, and Dr. Porsche took the central role in its development.

  Hans Ledwinka became technical chief of a company that was, and is, one of the oldest surviving automakers in the world: Tatra of Czechoslovakia. Ledwinka, it turned out, was an innovative genius, whose designs dominated the prewar history of the company.

  Chief among his creations were the big, powerful, air-cooled, streamlined, rear-engined V-8 Tatra sedans. In 1933, Hitler himself had done all his election campaigning for the chancellorship in an elegant Tatra T11, covering thousands of miles across Germany without a hitch. As the new Reich Chancellor, he was an ardent admirer.

  At Berlin Motor Shows, Hitler always went straight from the Daimler-Benz and BMW stands, which he applauded so publicly, to the Tatra stand. There he would respectfully greet Ledwinka and grill him on every detail of his latest creations.

  Hitler declared that any new German Volkswagen should be worthy of the strong, air-cooled Tatra: ‘Das ist der Wagen für meine Straben!” (“This is the car for my roads!”) he would declare to all who cared to listen, including Dr. Porsche.

  Dr. Porsche, although perceived as an Austrian citizen and therefore acceptable, was in reality of Czech Bohemian extraction, a fact about which he preferred to keep quiet as relations deteriorated between the Czechoslovak Republic and Germany Ironically, although Ledwinka was really of Austrian birth, he was perceived as a Czech because he was based in Moravia. This led to his being seen as a political embarrassment to the new Reichsführer by the Nazi Party, who prevented Hitler from being seen in public with him at subsequent Berlin Motor Shows,
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