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“A rich history of a company whose cars, for better and worse, have touched millions of lives, a
character study of a brilliant but deeply flawed leader, and a case study in how a corporate
culture can turn toxic.” —Bethany McLean, New York Times Book Review Faster, Higher,
Farther chronicles a corporate scandal that rivals those at Enron and Lehman Brothers—one
that will cost Volkswagen more than $22 billion in fines and settlements. Through meticulous
reporting, New York Times correspondent Jack Ewing documents why VW felt compelled to
install “defeat devices” in diesel vehicles that unlawfully lowered CO2 levels during emissions
testing, and how the fraud was committed, covered up, and finally detected. Faster, Higher,
Farther is a briskly written account of unrivaled corporate greed. Updated with the latest
information and a new afterword by the author.
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Franz Xaver Reimspiess, a motor specialist in Ferdinand Porsche’s design
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luxury brand Bugatti.2008Volkswagen becomes majority shareholder in Swedish truck maker
Scania.2011Volkswagen acquires a majority in German truck maker MAN.2012Volkswagen
acquires Porsche, the sports car maker with which it has long cooperated. The deal leaves the
Porsche and Piëch families with a majority of Volkswagen’s voting shares.2012Volkswagen
buys Italian motorcycle maker Ducati.2015For the first time, Volkswagen sells more vehicles
than Toyota and becomes the world’s largest carmaker.THE PORSCHE AND PIËCH
FAMILIES AND VOLKSWAGEN(Members with the greatest influence on Volkswagen
history)Faster,Higher,FartherCHAPTER 1Road TripTHEY WERE A CURIOUS SIGHT, the
graduate students from West Virginia University, barreling down California freeways in the
spring of 2013. The back end of their car, a Volkswagen Jetta station wagon, sprouted a tangle
of pipes and hoses held together with hardware store clamps and brackets. Flexible tubes
sucked exhaust from the tailpipes and fed the gas into a mysterious gray box sitting on a slab
of plywood in the car’s rear cargo area. The box had wires and cables coming out of it. Next to
the box, bolted to the plywood, was a Honda portable generator, which stank and made an
infernal racket. The students, Hemanth Kappanna from India and Marc Besch from
Switzerland, tolerated the noise and the fumes. They had to. The generator was needed to
power the whole mess.People stared. They were questioned by a curious cop. The improvised
equipment broke down often. The generator wasn’t made to be bumped around so much and
needed to be replaced, slowly draining the modest $70,000 grant that West Virginia University
had received to fund the research by Kappanna and Besch and another student, named Arvind
Thiruvengadam. After one breakdown, Besch and Thiruvengadam spent much of a night in the
parking lot of a big-box home improvement store, trying to get the rig to function right again.
But the work the students were doing was important—much more important than they could
possibly have imagined at the time. They were testing the Jetta’s emissions. In particular, they



were testing for nitrogen oxides, a family of gases with a wide array of fearsome effects on
human health and the environment. Nitrogen oxides cause children to get asthma and provoke
attacks in people who already have asthma. They cause chronic bronchitis, cancer, and
cardiovascular problems. Excess nitrogen oxides in urban areas have been known to produce
spikes in the number of people coming to hospital emergency rooms with heart attacks.
Members of the nitrogen oxide family contribute to acid rain and are far more potent, pound for
pound, than carbon dioxide as a cause of global warming. Nitrogen oxides also react with
sunlight to produce the smog that smothers urban areas, especially Los Angeles, where the
students spent much of their time. With its automobile culture, abundant sunlight, and bowl-
shaped topography, Los Angeles is an ideal caldron for smog. Thanks largely to nitrogen
oxides, LA has the worst air of any city in the United States.The reason the students were
testing a Volkswagen Jetta was that it was one of the few vehicles available in the United
States with a diesel motor. They also tested a diesel Volkswagen Passat and a diesel BMW
SUV under the supervision of Dan Carder, head of West Virginia University’s Center for
Alternative Fuels, Engines, and Emissions, or CAFEE, which is famous for its expertise in
measuring and analyzing what comes out of a tailpipe. Diesels make more efficient use of fuel
than gasoline-powered cars and produce less carbon dioxide. But they also produce far more
nitrogen oxides. That’s because diesel ignites at higher temperatures than gasoline. The heat
turns the inside of a diesel engine into a veritable nitrogen oxide factory, combining nitrogen
and oxygen from the atmosphere to form malignant nitrogen oxide molecules.Volkswagen
claimed that the Jetta and Passat were “clean diesels.” They were equipped with technology
that was supposed to scrub nitrogen oxides out of the exhaust. The German automaker had
spent millions of dollars trying to convince Americans that diesels were an environmentally
friendly alternative to Toyota’s hybrid technology. That’s not what the students from West
Virginia University were seeing, though, as they drove around Los Angeles and San Francisco
and even up to Seattle. One student was at the wheel while the other sat in the passenger seat
with a laptop computer, monitoring the data. Even an expert might have been puzzled by the
sight of them. Technology to measure emissions on the road had been around since the 1990s,
but it was rarely used for passenger cars. Government regulators preferred to test cars in
laboratories, where it was much easier to control all the variables, like barometric pressure or
air temperature, that can influence emissions output. The work that the students were doing
wasn’t exactly revolutionary, but it was unexpected.The Jetta and Passat emissions were fine
when the West Virginia crew tested them on rollers in a specially equipped garage borrowed
from the California Air Resources Board, the state’s clean air enforcer. But when the students
took the Jetta out on the road and hooked up their gear, the Jetta started producing nitrogen
oxides in quantities that were off the charts. In fact, the Jetta was producing way more nitrogen
oxides than a modern long-haul diesel truck. The Passat was better, but still far above the legal
limits. The BMW performed fine, except during a few demanding uphill climbs.Kappanna
couldn’t figure it out. He kept expecting the Volkswagen emissions to average out over time at a
level somewhere close to the legal limit. That wasn’t happening. “Man,” Kappanna thought, “this
is not controlling very well.” He and the others figured there was some kind of mysterious
technical problem. Pollution control systems are complex rolling chemistry labs that endeavor
to neutralize all the poisons that are a byproduct of modern mobility, not only nitrogen oxides
but also other pollutants such as formaldehyde and soot particles. The engineers who design
the systems and program the engine computers must manage dozens of variables. It’s easy for
a clogged valve or a software bug to throw the system out of whack.Kappanna and the others
never suspected anything underhanded on Volkswagen’s part. Like almost everyone involved



with the automobile industry, they had a lot of respect for German engineering. After all, it was
a German, Carl Benz, who filed a patent in 1886 for what is considered the first practical
automobile. Ever since, German inventors such as Ferdinand Porsche had been at the
forefront of automotive technology. BMW, Mercedes-Benz, and Volkswagen’s Audi unit
dominated the high end of the auto market. Consumers were willing to pay more for cars
simply because they were made in Germany. The whole German economy revolved largely
around auto manufacturing. Arguably no one was better at it. The idea that “clean diesel” might
be a big lie, and that the lie might be exposed by a handful of underfunded university
researchers—they never imagined that in a million years.CHAPTER 2The GrandsonIT BEGAN
AS A PROPAGANDA EXERCISE. At least since the 1920s, there had been talk in German
engineering and political circles about how to build a car that the masses could afford—a
people’s car, or Volkswagen. Part of the motivation was national pride. Even though Carl Benz
had invented the automobile, to the chagrin of the Germans it was an American, Henry Ford,
who made the new form of transportation affordable. In 1938, there was only one car for every
fifty people in Germany. In the United States, thanks in part to Ford, there was one car for
every five people.Hitler seized on the idea of a people’s car soon after coming to power in 1933
and turned it into a Nazi prestige project. The car, he decreed, would cost no more than 1,000
reichsmarks, a price chosen because it had a nice ring to it, not because of its achievability.
But practicality was never really the point. The Volkswagen was supposed to embody the
improvements in living standards the Nazis claimed were just around the corner. And there was
an ulterior motive. The car helped justify the autobahns that Hitler was laying down across
Germany, and camouflage their real, military purpose. The divided, limited-access highways
were designed to allow Wehrmacht convoys to race quickly to German borders.The Führer
wanted a people’s car, but the established carmakers like Daimler-Benz or Adam Opel, which
belonged to General Motors, did not. While paying lip service to Hitler’s pet project, they were
alarmed at the idea of a new competitor subsidized by the state. The automakers’ trade
association, which was supposed to oversee the project, could not openly oppose it. But it did
what it could to undermine the man chosen to design the new car: an engineer and favorite of
Hitler’s named Ferdinand Porsche. Porsche ran an independent design studio already suffering
from financial problems. The association allocated him a meager budget of 200,000 marks to
bring the project to completion. That included only 25,000 marks in advance.But the chiefs of
the German auto industry underestimated Porsche’s determination and his single-minded
passion for engineering. A native of the Sudetenland, which had been part of Austria before
World War I and became part of Czechoslovakia afterward, Porsche was already prominent in
the fledgling auto industry. He had built a battery-powered car around the turn of the century
and during World War I oversaw motorization of Austrian artillery at the Skoda automobile
works in what is now the Czech Republic. (Many years later, after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
Volkswagen would acquire Skoda.) Between the wars, working mostly as an independent
contractor, Porsche designed and built a series of innovative race cars for companies including
Daimler-Benz and Auto-Union, which would later become part of Audi. Though he had never
earned a university degree and was largely self-taught, Porsche’s reputation as an engineer
was such that Josef Stalin tried to lure him to the Soviet Union to oversee vehicle construction
there.Hitler invited Porsche to Berlin in March 1934 to discuss the project. They met at the
Kaiserhof, the luxury hotel near the Reich Chancellery, where Hitler had lived shortly before
taking power. The engineer made a good impression and was formally awarded the project
three months later. Though the task was daunting, Porsche was not starting from scratch. He
was able to draw heavily on design work his office had performed for previous clients but had



never gotten past the prototype stage. The Porsche design bureau in Stuttgart had constructed
a test vehicle known as the Porsche Type 32 for a German motorcycle manufacturer that had
contemplated getting into the automobile business but ultimately decided against it. The Type
32 had a body design very similar to the one later found on the Volkswagen and some of the
same technical features, such as an air-cooled engine mounted in the rear, which eliminated
the need for a radiator and saved weight.Porsche was aware of efforts by established
automakers to undercut him, and he made sure to cultivate his relationship with Hitler. On
December 29, 1935, for example, Porsche drove a prototype from Stuttgart to Munich in the
company of his son, Ferdinand, better known as Ferry, and Anton Piëch, his son-in-law, who
was already a member of the Nazi Party. (Piëch is pronounced “pee-echhh,” with the “ch”
taking a slightly guttural tone.) In Munich, the group met Hitler and gave him a progress report.
Hitler was pleased. By keeping open a direct line to Hitler, Porsche protected himself from the
other auto manufacturers who were still trying to make sure the Volkswagen never made it to
production. The rivals insisted, for instance, that the car not be manufactured until it had
completed 50,000 kilometers, or about 30,000 miles, of road testing. That was far more than
any other new vehicle had to endure at the time. Porsche’s defenders later insisted that he had
no love for the Nazis. But he was more than willing to exploit his connection to Hitler when it
was necessary to realize his engineering ambitions.The hostility of the established
manufacturers eventually backfired on them. Sensing their lack of enthusiasm, the Deutsche
Arbeitsfront, the German Labor Front, took control of the Volkswagen project in 1937. The front
was a Nazi-controlled organization that had forcibly absorbed the independent labor unions
after Hitler came to power. It had also confiscated the unions’ wealth, some of which it now
allocated to finance the construction of a factory to build the Volkswagen. The theft of worker
property would have important consequences later on. After the war, in return for giving up
claims for compensation, Volkswagen employees won a say in the management of the
company that was extraordinary even by German standards. Worker representatives on the
Volkswagen supervisory board could, for example, veto plans to close a factory. The Nazis had
unwittingly laid the groundwork for one of the grandest experiments ever in worker-
management cooperation.As design of the car progressed, thoughts turned to how to mass-
produce it. Porsche was by then already in his sixties. Photos from the time show a dour,
slightly heavyset man who combed his thinning hair backward and wore a thick mustache. He
was capable of monumental temper tantrums when something didn’t perform as expected.
Porsche had visited America in 1937 and toured the Ford plant, where he even recruited some
Ford executives who had German roots. He began planning a factory that would be
consciously modeled on Ford mass assembly methods. The site chosen for the new plant was
near Fallersleben, a town adjacent to the rail line connecting Hanover and Berlin. Besides
having a good railroad link, the site bordered the Mittelland Canal, a man-made waterway that
allowed coal for the factory’s power plant to be delivered by river barge. In other respects, the
factory was in an isolated location, relatively far from any of Germany’s major population
centers. The location of the city that grew up on the other side of the canal arguably
encouraged a provincial, insular view of the world that would prove damaging to Volkswagen
decades later. Unlike BMW in Munich or Daimler in Stuttgart, Volkswagen was out in the
sticks.Hitler himself spoke at the ceremony on May 26, 1938, to mark the laying of the
Volkswagenwerk foundation. The audience numbered seventy thousand. The car, Hitler
announced, would be called the KdF Wagen, short for Kraft durch Freude Wagen—the
Strength through Joy Car. Porsche’s design closely resembled the vehicle that would later win
fame as the Beetle. Given the car’s appearance, the nickname was almost inevitable. Because



the rear-mounted, air-cooled engine eliminated the need for a radiator grill, Porsche was able
to give the KdF Wagen a rounded front end, set off by a similarly shaped roof and prominent
fenders designed to minimize wind resistance. Along with the protruding round headlights, the
car created the impression of something that was half machine, half bug. The design may not
have been completely original, though. Later Porsche was accused of copying elements of a
prototype designed for the Czech automaker Tatra by its chief of construction, Hans Ledwinka.
The vehicle designed by Ledwinka did indeed have a body shape similar to Porsche’s car as
well as an air-cooled, rear-mounted motor. Ledwinka protested, but a lawsuit against Porsche
was settled by force when German troops invaded Czechoslovakia in March 1939. The price
for the KdF Wagen was set at 990 marks, or the equivalent of $396 at the time. Eventually,
insurance and a delivery charge added another 250 marks. Germans could pay 5 marks a
week on an installment plan that, in theory, entitled them to a car after four and a half years. At
the time, the cheapest automobiles on the market cost around 1,700 marks. The car would
give average Germans access to modern mobility the same way that the $14 Volksradio,
another Nazi project, had given them access to radio broadcasts.But even at the time some
outsiders saw that the KdF Wagen was more slogan than reality and rightly doubted whether
Germany could deliver the vehicle in the promised numbers at the advertised price—which in
any case was beyond the means of most Germans. Otto D. Tolischus, a New York Times
correspondent famed for his reporting on prewar Germany, noted skeptically in 1938 that the
price of the car kept rising and that the road to mass mobility in Germany was “long and steep.”
It was Tolischus who first described the car as a “beetle,” and the nickname stuck.Hitler’s
ambition for Volkswagen was grandiose, bordering on delusional. The factory would produce
1.5 million vehicles a year when it reached full capacity in 1946, the Führer promised. That
would be more than Ford. The factory would not only be the biggest auto plant in the world; it
would be the biggest factory of any kind. Volkswagen’s fixation on bigness for its own sake
would survive the war.By the time Hitler visited the plant again, on June 7, 1939, it had taken
on dimensions that fulfilled at least part of his ambition. The complex ran for more than a
kilometer along the banks of the Mittelland Canal. The brick façade that faced the waterway
was broken by high, narrow rectangular windows, and by brick enclosures that protruded
forward at even intervals and housed staircases. The effect was of figures standing at attention.
The Werkshallen, the factory buildings, had high roofs supported by steel or concrete columns.
Rows of angled skylights let in natural light.But that September, before mass production of the
Volkswagen could start, Germany invaded Poland, and the Volkswagenwerk was ordered to
concentrate on military production. Output of the KdF Wagen proved to be laughably small in
relation to the Nazis’ grandiose promises. By the end of the war, the factory had produced just
640 vehicles for civilian use, and all of these went to members of the elite. The 336,000
Germans who had obediently made payments of 5 marks a week toward a car never got their
money’s worth.Instead of making Volkswagens, the plant served as a repair facility for Junkers
Ju 88 aircraft, a twin-engine dive-bomber that wreaked havoc over Portsmouth and the Isle of
Wight during the Battle of Britain. The factory also produced an eclectic collection of military
goods, including field ovens, land mines, parts for the V-1 rocket, and Panzerfäuste, the
handheld antitank weapons best known for their role in the last-ditch attempt by the Nazis to
stop the Allied onslaught. The weapons were handed out by the thousands to civilians,
including women, children, and the elderly, in the final months of the war.The Volkswagenwerk
also made vehicles, of course, about 66,000 by the end of the war, still a mere fraction of what
had been planned. The most important was the so-called Kübelwagen, also designed by
Ferdinand Porsche and based on components developed for the KdF Wagen. It was an early



example of the adaptability and versatility of Porsche’s design for the Volkswagen. The
Kübelwagen was in effect a militarized Beetle, the Wehrmacht’s equivalent of a Jeep. (In the
1970s, Volkswagen briefly sold a vehicle in the United States called the Thing, which had
removable doors and a fold-down windshield and bore a distinct resemblance to the
Kübelwagen.) There was even an amphibious version, the Type 166
Schwimmwagen.Separately, Ferdinand and his son, Ferry, designed an early version of the
Tiger Tank that was to be produced by the Krupp armaments concern. The tank was a famous
failure. Hitler wanted the Porsches to design a behemoth that would outclass Russian armor
the way that Porsche-designed race cars had triumphed on prewar tracks. Germany would
have been better off with the panzer equivalent of a Volkswagen. The over-engineered Porsche
Tiger was too finicky for the muddy battlefields of the eastern front. Germany struggled
throughout the war to build tanks as effective, robust, and simple to maintain as the ones
fielded by the Red Army. “It was madness,” the historian William Manchester wrote of the tanks
designed by Ferdinand and Ferry Porsche. “They belonged in a toy shop, not a weapons
forge.”It’s quite possible that Ferdinand and Ferry Porsche unintentionally did more for the
Allied war effort than they did for the German cause. They squandered precious raw materials
on weapons projects that proved impractical on the battlefield. As subsequent decades would
show, the Porsche family had a weakness for elegantly engineered mechanical marvels that
were too costly or temperamental for the real world. One Porsche-designed tank did prove
useful, however. Years later, a surviving example of a Leopard tank designed by the Porsches
was used at the Porsche sports car factory in Stuttgart to flatten rejected prototypes of new
models, lest they fall into the hands of the competition.In the summer of 1942, some members
of Ferdinand Porsche’s family visited the City of the KdF Wagen. Among them was a grandson,
Ferdinand Piëch. He was the son of Louise Porsche, Ferdinand Porsche’s daughter, and Anton
Piëch, who had become a top manager at the Volkswagenwerk. It quickly became evident that
young Ferdinand, only five that summer, had inherited not only his grandfather’s first name but
also his fascination with machines. The grandson had already enjoyed loitering in the Porsche
engineering bureau, which had been relocated to Austria, where employees of Ferdinand
Porsche Sr. worked on technical projects among rows of drafting tables. Ferdinand Piëch later
recalled causing a stir among the adults when he bragged that Germany would soon have
rockets that could shoot straight up in the air. The lad had overheard top secret discussions
about the V-2, the ballistic missile the Germans later fired at Britain.At the City of the KdF
Wagen, young Ferdinand was allowed to spend the days riding the locomotive that shuttled
fuel and raw materials between factory buildings. Left in the care of the locomotive drivers, he
helped shovel coal and could see the Junkers bombers lined up for repairs. It was a strange
playground for a child not yet old enough to attend school. The Wehrmacht was gearing up for
the attack on Stalingrad, which early the next year would end disastrously for Germany and
mark a turning point in the war. Long-range British and American bombers had begun attacking
German cities. The KdF Wagen factory was not bombed until 1944, but it was a natural target.
Moreover, the factory made extensive use of slave labor, including Russian prisoners of war,
women from occupied countries such as Poland, and Jews from concentration camps,
including Auschwitz. By 1944, two-thirds of the labor at the Volkswagenwerk, some twenty
thousand people, was forced.The Porsches, who lived most of the time in the Alpine idyll of Zell
am See, were not an ordinary family. The children began learning the rudiments of how to drive
at age five, when they were allowed to operate the stick shift of the family KdF Wagen from the
front passenger seat. (The Porsches naturally had one of the few produced.) Shifting in those
days was tricky even for adults, to say nothing of a child. The KdF Wagen did not have a



synchronized transmission, which meant that shifting involved pressing down the clutch,
moving the stick to neutral, letting out the clutch, and then applying the accelerator. The idea
was to get the drive shaft and transmission gear spinning at the same rate, so that they could
mesh smoothly. Then the driver pressed in the clutch and pushed the stick back into gear. In
the Piëch household, the children were expected to time the shifting of the gearstick while the
adult operated the clutch and gas pedal. If the child chose the wrong moment to put the car
into gear, the transmission would make an agonizing grinding sound. In that case, the child
would not be allowed to do any more shifting for a while.Piëch, a handsome lad with piercing
eyes, was probably too young to perceive that many Volkswagen workers were underfed
prisoners and de facto slaves. In any event, decades later Piëch recorded only his fascination
with the factory and what went on there. During a long walk that summer with his mother, she
asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up. “I said,” Ferdinand Piëch wrote later, “I
would like to someday work in this factory, but not like my father and grandfather at a big desk
with paper, but for real, down there, where the workers repaired the airplanes and rode the
train, for real, with my hands.” A seed had already been planted, a longing that would draw
Ferdinand Piëch back decades later and have a profound effect on Volkswagen’s history.Piëch
later excused his grandfather’s role in the Nazi war machine by saying that Ferdinand Porsche
was fearfully naïve about politics, as if that somehow also included being blind to the suffering
of forced laborers or being unaware of the regime’s brutality. In any case, Porsche had shown
that he was clever enough about politics to know how to use his relationship with Hitler when it
suited him. It would have been impossible for an adult to ignore the conditions under which the
workers toiled. Even the best-treated among them, like the Polish women, were poorly fed and
clothed and were denied medicines if they became sick. The worst-treated were the
concentration camp inmates, mostly Jews, imported at the request of company managers
facing a severe labor shortage and anxious to keep the plant operating at capacity. The
inmates were beaten by SS guards, barely fed, and made to work in winter weather in flimsy
concentration camp clothing. Deaths were commonplace. True, conditions were better than at
Auschwitz, from where many of the Jewish laborers had come, but they were still
deplorable.Perhaps the cruelest aspect of the wartime Volkswagenwerk was the treatment of
newborn children. Sara Frenkel, a Jewish woman from Poland who assumed a false identity
and worked as a nurse at the Volkswagen factory, described how children born to laborers
were taken away soon after birth and kept at a “children’s home” in the village of Rühen,
northeast of the factory. “The toddlers lay in filth, and it stank of urine and feces. The food was
bad and there was not enough water,” Frenkel recalled later. “The babies were so beautiful, but
eventually they all died in Rühen.” Historians put the number of children who died in the home
from illness and neglect at 365. Hans Körbel, the SS doctor who oversaw the children’s facility,
was later convicted of war crimes by a British military tribunal and executed in 1947.Hans
Mommsen, author of an exhaustive study of Volkswagen during World War II, concluded that
Porsche had “sleepwalked” through the crimes committed at the factory. He was so focused on
technical and production goals that he willfully ignored the human cost.Volkswagen was hardly
alone among German corporations in exploiting forced laborers. Many of the companies that
are among Germany’s largest today, including Daimler, BMW, and Siemens, were guilty of
similar practices. But Volkswagen used an unusually large number of slave laborers and was a
pioneer in exploiting them. Lacking an established workforce when the war broke out,
Volkswagen sought to make up the shortfall with foreigners, most of whom were there under
duress. At the peak, 80 percent of the laborers on the factory floor during the war were
foreigners, compared with an average among German industries of 30 percent. Later the



company would pay reparations to surviving slave laborers, while insisting that the blame lay
with the Nazi regime and not the company. Porsche and Piëch family members also
complained about the portrayal of Ferdinand Porsche by Mommsen, accusing the historian of
trying to tar them with their grandfather’s deeds.The first major Allied attack on the
Volkswagenwerk came on April 8, 1944. Bombers of the U.S. Eighth Air Force dropped 146
tons of explosive and incendiary bombs, which killed thirteen people, including four forced
laborers. Areas used for offices suffered most of the damage. Two more raids followed in June,
shortly after D-day, as part of Operation Crossbow, a joint British and American attempt to
knock out sites that produced the V-1 rockets that Germany was using to terrorize Britain.
Some of the forced laborers were shot to death by German guards for “plundering”—
presumably trying to take advantage of the chaos to steal food. A fourth major raid, by eighty-
five American B-24 bombers, took place on August 5. This time most of the factory buildings
suffered damage.But though the bombs put holes in the brick walls of the factory and caused
roofs to cave in, the effect on production was only temporary. Much of the machinery and
production had already been moved to safety beginning in 1943, either to the basement of the
factory itself or to other locations. For example, an iron mine in Tiercelet, in northeastern
France, was converted into a factory to produce air-to-ground bombs that had previously been
made at the Volkswagenwerk. The Volkswagenwerk continued to turn out the Jeep-like
Kübelwagen until days before the American Army reached the outskirts of the town on April 10,
1945.On that day, Jean Baudet, a laborer from France, noted in his diary that the road passing
by the Volkswagenwerk was clogged with ragged, unarmed columns of German soldiers, many
of them wounded. He could hear artillery and bursts of machine-gun fire in the distance.
American fighter planes zoomed by at treetop level. But the fighting never reached the factory
itself. The factory’s force of armed guards melted away, and no one resisted when the first
American tanks rolled onto the grounds. On April 12, Baudet looked out the window of the
factory and saw a tank with a white star on it. “The Americans!” someone cried. Even the
German civilians seemed relieved, Baudet wrote.Ferdinand Porsche was long gone by then. In
January, resigned and demoralized, he had retired to the family estate in Zell am See. His son-
in-law, Anton Piëch, followed a few days before the Americans arrived, choosing not to fulfill his
duties as commander of the local Volkssturm, the poorly trained citizens militia, armed with
Panzerfäuste, that was supposed to mount a last-ditch defense of the fatherland.Even after the
Americans arrived, Pïech and Porsche continued to try to manage the factory from Austria.
They saw themselves as custodians of Volkswagen, if not the outright owners. Piëch took a
substantial amount of cash—about 10 million reichsmarks ($1 million)—from company coffers
when he fled to Zell am See ahead of the Allied advance. In the months after Germany’s
surrender, Piëch sent bills to the British administrators of the plant for development work that
Ferdinand and Ferry Porsche had done, and ostensibly continued to do, on the Volkswagen
sedan and other projects, including an electric vehicle. Piëch and the Porsches even
dismantled a barracks in Wolfsburg and transported the lumber to Zell am See, where the
building was reassembled. When Volkswagen’s postwar administrators tried to get Porsche to
pay for the materials, Porsche refused, saying the lumber had been moved as part of a
wartime plan to relocate Volkswagen headquarters. Porsche said it had cost the firm more
money to re-erect the building than the materials were worth. These somewhat bizarre
attempts to retain administrative control over Volkswagen came to an end when Ferdinand
Porsche, Ferry Porsche, and Anton Piëch were arrested. The British did not pay the bills they
submitted. But the behavior of the Porsche family members demonstrated their determination
to retain a claim on the company that, at least in their view, Ferdinand Porsche had built.The



factory resumed operations even before the German surrender a month later, serving as a
vehicle repair facility for the U.S. Army. Within a few weeks, it was also drawing on existing
stores of parts to manufacture Kübelwagen again, this time for Allied use. By June, when
British troops took over the factory because it lay in their zone of occupation, 133 vehicles had
been produced.The British quickly recognized that the Volkswagenwerk could help them solve
two problems: the need to provide Germans in the area with a livelihood, and the British Army’s
own need for transport. The British prevented the machinery from being shipped away to one
of the victorious countries as reparations, the fate that befell Opel, whose machinery was
trucked to the Soviet Union. The red brick factory buildings were hastily repaired. Materials
damaged by bombing were reused if they were still structurally sound. To this day, shrapnel
scars are visible on some steel beams inside the plant.The British renamed the young city
Wolfsburg after a nearby castle, to remove associations with the past. In December 1945,
production resumed, this time with the Volkswagen car as the main product. By March 1946,
one thousand had been produced and were deployed by occupation forces. As tensions with
the Soviet Union increased, the British began to see the Volkswagenwerk as a way to provide
well-paying jobs, to counteract the allure of communism, and to promote a democratic
Germany. The Soviet zone, and the future border of East Germany, was less than ten miles to
the east of the factory. British administrators, some with experience in the automobile industry,
helped ensure supplies of precious raw materials and provided credit. “The responsible officers
quickly realized that they could build not only autos at the factory but also democracy,” the
historian Markus Lupa has written. Very quickly the factory established a service and dealer
network and by August 1947 had begun exporting vehicles to other countries in Europe.
Volkswagen’s international expansion had begun.Like other German industrialists, Ferdinand
Porsche was interned after the war. In August 1945, he was held for two months at a camp in
Bad Nauheim, north of Frankfurt, known as Dustbin. Porsche’s fellow prisoners included Albert
Speer, the architect who was Hitler’s chief of wartime production, and Wernher von Braun, who
oversaw Hitler’s rocket program and later played a crucial role in the U.S. space program. After
being questioned by Allied interrogators about the Volkswagenwerk, Porsche was released on
September 13, 1945, and returned to Austria. But his freedom was short-lived. Two months
later Ferdinand Porsche, Ferry Porsche, and Anton Piëch were invited by the French
government to Baden-Baden, a spa town in southwest Germany, to discuss the possibility that
they would take over management of a French automobile factory. After being treated to a
dinner in their honor, the three were unexpectedly arrested for their role in deporting French
workers to the Volkswagenwerk during the war. Ferry was released in March 1946, but
Ferdinand and Piëch were taken to Paris, where they were housed in the servants’ quarters of
a villa belonging to Louis Renault and put to work designing a new Renault passenger car. The
French, fraught with internal divisions of their own, could not decide whether to exploit
Porsche’s knowledge or charge him with war crimes. In February 1947, as French officials
pushing for prosecution gained the upper hand, Porsche and Piëch were put in a police jail
south of Paris and later imprisoned in Dijon. However, Porsche benefited from testimony by
Peugeot managers who said he had hindered deportation of the company’s workers to
Germany and protected the French carmaker from Nazi meddling. In August 1947, after twenty
months of incarceration, Porsche and Piëch were freed. They were never tried for war
crimes.Ferdinand Porsche’s influence over Volkswagen faded after the war, but he had already
made two decisive contributions to its future development. He had designed the car that would
be the basis of its postwar success. And he had passed on some of his passion for engineering
and a sense of mission to a grandson, Ferdinand Piëch.CHAPTER 3RenaissanceIN THE



FIRST FEW YEARS after American tanks clattered onto the factory grounds, Volkswagen’s
survival as a company was by no means a given. VW faced severe shortages of nearly
everything needed to produce an automobile. Steel and other raw materials were rationed. The
wartime dependence on forced laborers, who looted and vandalized the factory after liberation,
then scattered, meant the company had an inadequate base of experienced workers. For the
German workers who were available, there were not enough places to live. Many slept in the
barracks once used by forced laborers. Food was so scarce that undernourished workers
sometimes collapsed at the assembly line. Waves of German-speaking refugees, who had fled
or been expelled from Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe, swarmed to Wolfsburg in search of
work. But often they did not stay long, preferring to move to places where conditions were
better.Despite such travails, the Volkswagenwerk had a number of competitive advantages. Its
factory had suffered less damage than those of competitors like Opel and Daimler. The factory
had its own coal-fired power plant and was spared the frequent outages that handicapped
manufacturers elsewhere in Europe. Because Volkswagen’s inventory of machinery had largely
escaped bombing and confiscation, the company could produce parts it could not buy from
suppliers. The Volkswagen Presswerk, the giant stamping machines used to form sheet metal
into body parts and other components, was one of the largest in Europe.Volkswagen was also
fortunate that its British occupiers assigned a resourceful and energetic major named Ivan
Hirst to oversee the factory. Hirst came from a family that had owned a British watchmaking
company, Hirst Bros & Co., but had been forced to sell it in 1927 after sales collapsed, in part
because of low-cost competition from Germany. Hirst had spent time as an exchange student
in Berlin before the Nazis seized power. He admired the German work ethic and spoke a little
German. For much of the war, he was attached to the Twenty-Second Advanced Base
Workshop, a unit of the British Army’s Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers Corps that
operated just behind the front lines repairing damaged tanks and other motor vehicles. There
Hirst acquired both crisis management skills and technical knowledge that would prove useful
to Volkswagen.A bookish-looking man who wore a dark, bushy mustache and round spectacles
with black frames, Hirst arrived in Wolfsburg in August 1945. He effectively became
Volkswagen’s first postwar chief executive. The energy he brought to the task derived partly
from Britain’s interest in reviving Volkswagen and other German companies in order to reduce
the cost of occupation. But Hirst, just twenty-nine at the time, also seems to have genuinely
identified with the factory and its workers. Thanks to his talent for scrounging parts and raw
materials, the company was able to produce its 10,000th postwar Volkswagen by October
1946, far more civilian vehicles than the Nazis ever managed. At Hirst’s initiative, Volkswagen
established a service and sales organization and made its first exports outside Germany—five
cars delivered to a dealer in the Netherlands in October 1947. He pushed to improve the
quality of the vehicles and to teach workers to take initiative rather than passively wait for
orders, as they had been conditioned to do under the Nazis. Hirst also created a twelve-person
workers council in line with the broader Allied goal of encouraging democratic institutions in
occupied Germany. These were crucial steps in Volkswagen’s evolution from a Nazi prestige
project to an international, customer-oriented automaker. The decision to give workers a voice
would set a precedent as well and have long-term consequences.HIRST ALSO RECRUITED
Volkswagen’s first postwar German chief executive, Heinrich Nordhoff, who had managed one
of Opel’s main factories during the war. The urbane Nordhoff, who wore double-breasted suits
with a white handkerchief poking from the breast pocket, had a deep understanding of how
factories worked and was a capable manager. He led Volkswagen for two decades and
oversaw a period of extraordinary growth. One of Wolfsburg’s main thoroughfares is named



after him. But Nordhoff later showed scant gratitude toward Hirst, without whom Volkswagen
might not have survived as a corporate entity. Nordhoff insisted later that Volkswagen was
nothing but a ruin when he arrived in November 1947 and had to be rebuilt from scratch.
Perhaps that is how it looked to him. But Nordhoff, who took office on January 1, 1948, was
lucky to arrive just as the West German economy was poised to take off. The introduction of
the deutsche mark later that year, replacing the devalued reichsmark, gave Germans a
currency they could trust, freed entrepreneurial spirits in the Western occupation zones, and
dramatically improved the economic situation. Soon after the currency reform, production of
Volkswagens more than doubled, to 2,500 a month.Hirst left Volkswagen in 1948 but remained
in Germany in other posts with the British government. In 1955, when Britain declared the
occupation of Germany over and reduced its forces, Hirst found himself without a job. He
returned to Wolfsburg, hoping there might be something for him to do. Nordhoff brushed him
off. Only decades later did historians recognize Hirst’s role in guiding Volkswagen through the
perilous period immediately after German surrender. In the years before his death in 2000,
Hirst became a frequent guest of honor at Volkswagen events in Wolfsburg.By October 1949,
when the British turned over administration of Volkswagen to the German government,
Volkswagen had ten thousand employees. The four thousand cars a month they built
represented half of the country’s total vehicle production. Volkswagen was the main German
supplier of vehicles to the British occupation forces and had a quasi-monopoly supplying the
German postal service and the Deutsche Reichsbahn, the company that operated the German
railroads. In 1949, 15 percent of the vehicles produced in Wolfsburg were sold abroad.In many
ways, Volkswagen and the German economic recovery that began after currency reform, the
Wirtschaftswunder, were synonymous. As Germany tried to reclaim its place among the
civilized nations of the world, the Volkswagen served as a mechanical ambassador of goodwill.
Rather than conquering foreign lands by force, the Volkswagen charmed its way abroad. It was
practical, reliable, and accessible to the burgeoning middle classes of Europe. Hitler’s role in
the creation of the car became a mere footnote, if it was remembered at all. Instead,
Volkswagen emerged as a symbol of the new, democratic Germany. As German companies
tried to rebuild the tarnished “made in Germany” brand, Volkswagen was in the vanguard. The
factory’s location just a short drive from the border with East Germany, and the “iron curtain”
dividing Europe, only enhanced Volkswagen’s symbolic value in the Cold War competition
between free-market capitalism and Soviet communism.In fact, the distinction between
economic systems was not quite as great as it seemed. Volkswagen remained a state-owned
company until 1960. Nor was Nordhoff a particularly committed democrat. During one meeting
of top management in 1951, Nordhoff proposed that Volkswagen back candidates for local
government to “make sure there are people in the city council who are willing to cooperate and
won’t create annoyance and difficulty.” At another meeting, he suggested that the company
insist that all newspapers and magazines that wrote about Volkswagen or its cars submit their
articles in advance for examination and approval “so that unfriendly articles will no longer be
published.”The KdF Wagen, now known as the Volkswagen, went on to be produced in
numbers that far surpassed Ford’s Model T and exceeded even the wildest expectations of its
prewar planners. Conceived by a totalitarian government bent on military conquest, the
people’s car lived up to its name only when there was peace, when Germany was a democracy
and Western ally, and the company had access to markets worldwide. Ferdinand Porsche died
in 1951, at the age of seventy-five, long enough to see the Volkswagen become commonplace
on German roads.THE CONNECTION BETWEEN the Porsche family and Volkswagen
endured after the war. Despite the accusations against him, Ferdinand Porsche and his family



managed to keep a grip on the license for the Volkswagen design. Their legal claim, based on
prewar contracts, was morally dubious. The Volkswagen had been ordered up by Hitler,
financed by money confiscated from workers, and built initially in a factory staffed by forced
laborers. The Porsche family saw it as a matter of protecting the patriarch’s lifetime
achievement from confiscation by the Allies. The Porsche engineering bureau also continued to
do development work for Volkswagen under the direction of Ferry Porsche. From a business
perspective, the Porsches emerged from the war well positioned to build a fortune that would
make them one of Europe’s wealthiest families.Nordhoff set the precedent. In 1948, the
Volkswagen chief executive negotiated a contract that gave the Porsche design bureau a 1
percent royalty on the first 500,000 deutsche marks of Volkswagen sales and 1 mark per
vehicle after that. Administrators for the British occupation forces objected, questioning whether
Ferdinand Porsche really owned the patents to the Volkswagen car. They also noted that a
Jewish prewar shareholder of Porsche had filed a claim for restitution. That was a reference to
Adolf Rosenberger, a businessman and race car driver who had provided start-up funds for
Ferdinand Porsche’s engineering office in 1931. But when the issue of patents ownership came
before a court in Stuttgart, Volkswagen management argued in favor of the family. The millions
that Anton Piëch had taken to Zell am See in the closing days of the war were credited to the
bills that the Porsche design bureau had submitted. A letter from a Volkswagen executive
named Hermann Knott to Ferry Porsche in 1949 illustrated the German management’s sense
of debt to Ferdinand Porsche: “The whole sphere in which we work, and the work we are doing,
is in the final analysis a product of his spirit.”As soon as the British ceded control over German
property in 1949, Volkswagen began paying money to the Porsche and Piëch families. The
Porsche design bureau also received a contract and monthly retainer to continue performing
development work for Volkswagen, which did not yet have a research and development
department of its own. In addition, the family had exclusive rights to sell Volkswagen cars in
Austria. The franchise may not have seemed terribly important at the time. But Louise Piëch,
the determined and resourceful daughter of Ferdinand Porsche and Ferdinand Piëch’s mother,
took over management of the auto sales business after the death of her husband, Anton. She
built it into the largest Volkswagen dealer network in Europe.While members of the Porsche
family defended their claim on Ferdinand Porsche’s inventions, they fiercely rejected an attempt
by Rosenberger, the Porsche financial supporter, to reclaim a share of the property he had
been forced to give up under Nazi duress. In 1949, Rosenberger returned to Germany seeking
compensation for his share in the design bureau as well as outstanding debts he said Porsche
had still owed him when he fled Germany in 1935. Ferry Porsche refused. Rosenberger sued,
but his chances of restitution dwindled as the Western Allies loosened their control over
Germany. Left to pursue his claim in unsympathetic German courts, and suffering from
declining health, Rosenberger, who had changed his name to Alan Arthur Robert after moving
to the United States, settled in 1950 for 50,000 deutsche marks, about $12,000 at the time,
and a free car. He died in Los Angeles in 1967.Personal ties were as important as contractual
agreements in the relationship between Porsche and Volkswagen. Ferry Porsche, who
managed the family business after Ferdinand Sr. and Anton Piëch were detained by the Allies,
took pains to stay on good terms with the postwar management of Volkswagen. In October
1953, after dinner at the Nordhoffs’ in Wolfsburg, Ferry gushed with admiration that Heinrich
Nordhoff had designed the family home himself without the help of an architect—a sign,
Porsche wrote in a thank-you note, that Nordhoff had a fine sense of aesthetics. Porsche used
the compliment to segue into a plea for Nordhoff to see a vehicle prototype that the design
bureau had constructed. Nordhoff should come to Stuttgart and not only drive the prototype but



run his hands across its perfectly formed sheet metal, Porsche wrote. In 1959, the affinity
between Volkswagen and Porsche was further strengthened when Nordhoff’s twenty-two-year-
old daughter, Elisabeth, married Ernst Piëch, grandson of Ferdinand Porsche and older brother
of Ferdinand Piëch.Workers also retained a strong say over Volkswagen management, which
was partly a legacy of the injustice the labor unions had suffered when the Nazis confiscated
their funds and used the money to build the Volkswagenwerk. When the British gave up
administrative control of Volkswagen in 1949, they passed ownership to the German federal
government, which delegated control to the state of Lower Saxony. In 1960, the free-market
oriented government decided to sell 40 percent of VW on the stock market. Workers, fearing
the influence of profit-oriented investors, tried to block the sale. As a political compromise,
Volkswagen employees won special concessions later enshrined by the German parliament.
According to what became known as the Volkswagen law, decisions to open new factories or
transfer work to different locations required a two-thirds vote of the supervisory board. Since
workers had half the seats on the board, the law gave them veto power. In addition, the law
restricted the voting rights of any one shareholder to a maximum of 20 percent, no matter how
many shares the investor might hold. The law also guaranteed that the state of Lower Saxony
and the federal government would each have two seats on the twenty-person supervisory
board, as long as they owned at least one share.The effect of all these provisions was to
restrict the power of outside shareholders while ensuring that federal and local governments
would be able to influence Volkswagen for as long as they chose. When the federal
government later gave up its influence, Lower Saxony held tightly on to its seats on the board,
which were usually occupied by the prime minister and the state economics minister. The state
political leaders were typically from the left-of-center Social Democratic Party and almost
always aligned with workers. The end effect was that Volkswagen workers from the 1950s
through the 1980s probably had more real power over company policy than their comrades a
few miles away in the so-called workers’ paradise of East Germany. Outside shareholders at
Volkswagen had essentially no say.Meanwhile, Volkswagen technology served as the basis of
the sports car company that Ferry Porsche built after the war, and which became the most
important source of family wealth. The first Porsche sports car to be widely sold, the two-seat
356, was built atop a modified Beetle chassis and powered by a version of the Beetle’s four-
cylinder, air-cooled engine that had been upgraded to produce twice the amount of
horsepower. The 356 and its best-known successor, the 911, which has gone through many
iterations and is still being produced, were popular among sports car aficionados as well as jet
setters. Porsche owed its popularity in America partly to a tragedy. In 1955 James Dean, the
actor and symbol of youthful rebellion, died at the wheel of a Porsche 550 Spyder, a racing
version of the 356, after the car collided with a Ford sedan that turned into his lane in Cholame,
California. The Ford’s driver may have overlooked the low-slung Porsche. Dean’s death proved,
morbidly enough, to be good for sales. By sports car standards, Porsches were also practical—
less finicky than a British MG or Triumph and, because of their Volkswagen mechanics,
relatively easy to maintain. Thanks largely to James Dean, Porsches were cool. Janis Joplin,
the 1960s rock singer, drove a 356 convertible painted in psychedelic colors. The United States
would remain Porsche’s most important market for the next half century.It would be almost four
decades before a Porsche descendant again reigned in Wolfsburg. But there was never a
period when the fates of the Porsches and the Wolfsburgers were not closely
intertwined.CHAPTER 4The ScionFERDINAND PIËCH, THE GRANDSON who had dreamed
of working in the factory, was still a boy when the war ended. He was fifteen in 1952 when his
father, Anton Piëch, died of a heart attack, at the age of fifty-eight. Ferdinand attributed his



father’s early death in part to the aftereffects of incarceration, in particular the abrupt transition
from prison food to the rich table at the family estate. Otherwise, Piëch had much less to say in
his autobiography about his father, who had managed the Volkswagenwerk, than about his
more famous grandfather. A rebellious teenager, Ferdinand was sent by his widowed mother to
a strict boarding school in the Alps. By his own account, Ferdinand had a reading disability that
made learning foreign languages especially difficult. But he graduated and as a reward
received a Porsche 356. Soon thereafter, he wrecked it while speeding along an Alpine pass.
Like his grandfather, Piëch loved fast cars and pushing them to the limit.In 1959, Piëch enrolled
at the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule Zürich, better known as the ETH. It was, and
still is, one of the best technical universities in the world. Besides providing Piëch with a first-
class education in engineering, the professors at the ETH also forced him to confront the
reality of Nazi crimes. Teachers in Austria had avoided the subject. Piëch said later that he first
heard the word “Auschwitz” during a required history course at the ETH.Piëch does not seem
to have been tortured by his family’s association with Hitler, and he never condemned his
father or grandfather. If he had any political convictions, he did not express them publicly. But
he was at least willing to acknowledge Nazi atrocities.During his years at the ETH, Piëch was
already busy procreating, another activity that would characterize his life. He married his
pregnant girlfriend, Corina, as he was beginning his studies. By the time he earned his degree
in engineering in December 1962, at twenty-five, Piëch had three daughters. They turned out
to be the first of many children.Piëch hoped to work with airplanes after graduating from the
ETH. But he was unable to get a job at one of the British or American companies that then
dominated the aircraft industry. Porsche blamed his Austrian citizenship, but that seems
doubtful, given the willingness of the Allies to forgive the dubious personal histories of the likes
of Wernher von Braun, provided they had needed technical know-how. Even though Piëch
never became an airplane designer, his studies of aeronautical engineering inspired a lifelong
fascination with lightweight construction that he often applied to automobiles.Piëch had already
demonstrated a precocious aptitude for automotive mechanics. For his graduation project at
the ETH, Piëch took the front and rear ends from two different prewar models made by Austro
Daimler, a defunct manufacturer his grandfather had once managed. Piëch was able to fit the
two halves together to make a single roadworthy vehicle. He was affronted when a professor
suggested that he must have had help from Porsche engineers. They had better things to do
than help the founder’s nephew earn his diploma, he said.Piëch does not seem to have had an
urgent need to work at first. Despite being responsible for a young family, he was comfortable
enough to spend the first three months after his graduation on the ski slopes. But he had an
ambitious mother and had inherited his grandfather’s drive. When the ski season ended in the
spring of 1963, Piëch joined the fast-growing sports car company his uncle Ferry Porsche had
founded in a section of Stuttgart known as Zuffenhausen. Thus began his career in the auto
industry.Piëch took charge of the Porsche racing program. At that time, Volkswagen supplied
two-thirds of the Porsche racing budget, which served to enhance the image of both brands by
financing cars to compete at tracks such as Le Mans or in the rally races that took place on
European back roads. There was just one condition: all Porsche racers must have air-cooled
engines. The requirement had little to do with technology and everything to do with marketing.
By 1965, more than one million Beetles had been sold. Though there had been continual
improvements, in essence the Volkswagen Beetle was the same KdF Wagen that Ferdinand
Porsche had presented to Hitler almost three decades earlier. The design was beginning to
seem anachronistic, in part because of the air-cooled motor. Among other problems,
Volkswagen Beetles were notoriously frosty in winter, because they lacked the circulating fluid



of a water-cooled engine that could serve as a medium to transfer heat from the motor to the
car interior. But if Porsche cars were winning on the racetrack with air-cooled motors, the
reasoning was, Volkswagen could still maintain that its technology was superior to the water-
cooled motors used by almost every other manufacturer.Win Porsche did, in part because
Piëch showed he was willing to take great risks and spend grand sums. Piëch built his strategy
around lightweight construction. The approach was particularly successful on the perilous
mountain courses that then accounted for a large part of the racing calendar. Especially when
driving uphill, the lighter the car, the faster it would go. To save a few pounds, some Porsche
racers had aluminum fuel tanks that would easily split open in a crash, engulfing the car in
flames. By Piëch’s account, four Porsche racers died during his time as head of the racing
program, but none because of his designs. Three died in cars by other manufacturers, and a
fourth because of a poorly marked mountain course, according to Piëch. In those days, he
said, the high death rate among drivers was regarded as an unavoidable trade-off. Still, Piëch
was also showing the lengths he was willing to go to in order to win.Within the Porsche-Piëch
clan, however, Ferdinand Piëch’s disregard for budget limits, at least when it came to building
state-of-the-art automobiles, was stirring resentment. Eventually the resentment reached a
crisis point, providing an early example of the family feuds that could roil the company.By 1970,
four of Ferdinand Porsche’s grandchildren, out of a total of eight, held high positions at
Porsche, the company. Porsche was by then a leader in the niche market for two-seat sports
cars. It became known for vehicles that were not only fast and agile but also reliable and
reasonably comfortable, and suitable for everyday use. The company had ended production of
the 356 in 1966 after selling almost 78,000. It was replaced by the 911, which preserved some
of the 356’s characteristics such as an air-cooled engine in the rear and a hood that sloped
between two protruding headlamps. But the 911 was more powerful and made concessions to
safety such as the roll bar on the Targa convertible version. Some versions even had automatic
transmissions, previously taboo for sports car purists. The 911 would be Porsche’s core model
for decades to come. Ferry Porsche was the chief executive. Ferdinand Piëch was the head of
development. His cousin Ferdinand Alexander Porsche was head of design, and Peter
Porsche, another cousin, was head of production. A fourth cousin, Ernst Piëch, was
comanager of Porsche Austria, the sales organization. Though its products were world
renowned, Porsche was still a relatively small company in 1964, with about 2,400 employees,
who produced a little more than 10,000 vehicles.In Ferdinand Piëch’s telling, the family dispute
began with a disagreement between him and Peter Porsche about motor technology and
quickly escalated into an existential debate about the role of the family inside the sports car
company. In the fall of 1970, in an attempt to resolve the crisis, Ferry Porsche assembled the
entire clan at the family estate in Zell am See under the guidance of a group dynamics
counselor. Instead of achieving harmony, the Porsches fought even more. The upshot was an
agreement that everyone should quit the company, which would be turned over to professional
managers. Ferry would still play an oversight role as chairman of the supervisory board.
Ferdinand Piëch left the sports car maker the next year, after nine years at the company.Back
then, all that was at stake was a relatively small maker of sports cars. In the decades that
followed, the family’s wealth and influence would expand exponentially. But its ability to get
along would not. Ferdinand Piëch was often at the center of family feuds, if not the instigator.
Certainly, he did nothing to promote familial goodwill when, in 1972, he began an affair with
Marlene Porsche, wife of his cousin Gerd Porsche. Ferdinand Piëch and Marlene lived together
for twelve years, during which time he also had two children with another woman. At family
dinners their table place names read “Frau P.” and “Herr Piëch.” These facts were not



uncovered by some investigative reporter but are conveyed, with a sense of bemused
detachment, by Piëch himself in his autobiography. He was sometimes startlingly candid about
his own behavior, for which he offered no apologies.So this was the future chief executive of
Volkswagen at thirty-five. Piëch had shown himself to be a brilliant and daring engineer,
perhaps too daring. He did not shy from a power struggle. In his personal relationships, he did
not feel bound by societal norms.Now barred from the family business, Piëch needed another
job. Before long, he found one at Audi, a division of Volkswagen, formed in 1969 from the
merger of two carmakers it had acquired, Auto Union in Ingolstadt and NSU Motorenwerke in
Neckarsulm. Audi was then struggling to establish its own identity. Piëch was offered a job at
the level of a department head, which he saw as a humiliating step down in status from his
position as chief of development at Porsche, the position he held at the time he left. Piëch
realized, he wrote later, that he had to prove to outsiders that his success at Porsche was not
due solely to family connections. Audi was based in Ingolstadt, a city on the Danube between
Nuremberg and Munich, about 325 miles south of Wolfsburg by car. It was far from the beating
heart of Volkswagen. The parent company then regarded Audi as little more than a production
facility. It is likely that no one at Audi appreciated the full significance of the new employee. A
grandson of Ferdinand Porsche, sharing many of the founder’s talents and personality traits,
and perhaps some of his flaws, was again in their midst.Years later, Ferdinand Piëch ridiculed
attempts to psychoanalyze him in the reflection of his famous grandfather, whom he described
as a distant figure who was usually absent working on his numerous projects. But the two had
much in common, including fearless determination, a fascination with technology, and a genius
for engineering. Both defined success in terms of the technical innovations they achieved. Both
enjoyed the good life, but neither showed much interest in money for its own sake. Wealth was
a pleasant byproduct, not an end in itself. Both were accused of paying insufficient heed to the
consequences of their behavior on other people. When all was said and done, the grandson
rivaled and perhaps topped the grandfather in terms of his influence on the German
automotive industry, and on the company called Volkswagen.CHAPTER 5Chief
ExecutiveWHILE FERDINAND PIËCH WAS PREOCCUPIED with the Porsche racing program
and finding a place for himself in the automotive industry, Volkswagen was becoming one of
the world’s preeminent carmakers and a symbol of Germany’s rebirth.During the 1950s,
Volkswagen began exporting its cars outside Europe to countries such as Brazil, Australia, and
South Africa. Simultaneously, the company built up the dealer and service networks needed to
sustain foreign markets. The United States received a first shipment of 330 vehicles in 1950.
Six years later, Volkswagen sold 43,000 Beetles in the United States and another 6,700
Volkswagen vans, which had been introduced in Germany in 1950. As sales in the United
States grew, Volkswagen considered producing Beetles at a former Studebaker factory in New
Jersey. But it concluded that the plant would not be profitable. In those days, wages in the
United States were too high compared with the cheap labor available in Germany.For
Volkswagen and many other German companies, exports were essential to survival. American
carmakers did not need to export, because their home market was so big. But German
companies quickly bumped up against the limited purchasing power of their domestic market.
To stay competitive with their American rivals in an industry where size brought considerable
cost advantages, German carmakers had to find markets abroad—or die. The international
reach of German manufacturers remains the basis for the country’s economy today.
Volkswagen helped show the way.Volkswagen also played a part in building the mythos of
Germany as a land of meticulous craftsmen and engineers. An early ad by the New York
agency Doyle Dane Bernbach told of Kurt Kroner, an inspector in Wolfsburg, who refused to let



a 1961 Beetle leave the factory because a chrome strip on the glove compartment was
blemished. “This preoccupation with detail means that the VW lasts longer and requires less
maintenance, by and large, than other cars,” the copy said. The underlying message was that,
whatever you might think of the Germans, you could trust them to build a car. In decades to
come, Volkswagen managers cultivated this image of obsessive attention to detail, elevating it
practically to a cult. They would discover that it could also be a liability.Improbably, considering
that the Volkswagen had originally been ordered up by the Nazis, the Beetle became a symbol
of the counterculture. This was due in no small part to the efforts of Doyle Dane Bernbach,
which Volkswagen hired in 1959. The company had done no advertising in the United States
before then. Carl Hahn, the Volkswagen executive in charge of the U.S. market, went shopping
for an agency after dealers complained that the company was not doing enough marketing.
Hahn toured Madison Avenue, where he was wooed lavishly by teams of account executives
and copywriters at the big established agencies. When he got to Doyle Dane Bernbach, the
agency partner Bill Bernbach met him alone in a windowless room. As Hahn later remembered
the meeting, Bernbach showed him a couple of the agency’s campaigns, including one for El Al
Airlines, and sketched out a vision of how to position Volkswagen as an icon of simplicity and
reliability. Hahn liked Bernbach’s lack of pretension and hired him.In the land of Buick and
Oldsmobile road yachts, the four-cylinder Volkswagen had to find another way to appeal to the
emotions of car buyers. The purchase of an automobile is never a purely rational decision. With
DDB’s “Think Small” campaign, Volkswagen made compactness a virtue, something to brag
about. The self-deprecating tone of the ads marked a complete departure from the Madison
Avenue practice of bludgeoning consumers, and helped revolutionize the advertising business.
“The rounded fenders were, in effect, the biggest tail fins of all,” Bob Garfield later wrote in
Advertising Age. “For what Volkswagen sold with its seductive, disarming candor was nothing
more lofty than conspicuously inconspicuous consumption. Beetle ownership allowed you to
show off that you didn’t need to show off.”The pitch worked. In 1964, Volkswagen exported
330,000 cars to America—sales figures it would strain to replicate decades later. The company
opened a factory in the north German port of Emden, where Beetles could be loaded onto
cargo ships bound for America as soon as they rolled off the assembly line. Volkswagen even
had its own specially built cargo ship, the Johann Schulte, which could carry 1,750 vehicles to
overseas markets. During the 1960s, Volkswagen was the best-selling foreign-made auto in the
United States. As protests against the Vietnam War gathered force, Volkswagen tapped into
the backlash against consumerism and the military industrial complex, with which the Detroit
automakers were identified. (Robert McNamara had been president of Ford before becoming
secretary of defense during the Vietnam era.) Volkswagen Beetles and vans, often painted with
peace signs and psychedelic colors, were ubiquitous among the lines of cars backed up on the
way to the Woodstock festival in 1969. Unlike any other car, the Beetle had personality. It is
hard to imagine any other vehicle capable of taking on anthropomorphic qualities and starring
in a movie, as the Beetle did in the 1969 Walt Disney caper The Love Bug. The transformation
of the Volkswagen from Nazi propaganda project to counterculture phenomenon was one of
the most spectacular examples of rebranding in the history of marketing.Germans were
probably less sentimental about the Beetle, known in German as the Käfer. In the United
States, the Beetle addressed a certain market segment. In Germany, the Beetle defined middle-
class transportation, accounting for one-third of all newly registered passenger cars in 1964.
The members of the seminal electronic music band Kraftwerk depicted a Beetle (as well as a
Mercedes-Benz sedan) on the cover of its 1974 album, Autobahn. But the droning, repetitive
lyrics—“Wir fahr’n fahr’n fahr’n auf der Autobahn . . .” (We’re driving, driving, driving on the



autobahn . . .)—sounded more like a comment on industrialized sameness and the soulless
nature of consumerism. Decades later, when Volkswagen tried to tap nostalgia for the Beetle
with the New Beetle, which evoked the contours of the original Ferdinand Porsche design but
featured modern mechanics, the car sold well in the United States but poorly in Germany.On
February 17, 1972, a few months before Ferdinand Piëch began work at Audi, Volkswagen
passed a historic milestone. Production of the Beetle reached 15,007,034 cars, overtaking
Ford’s Model T as the most-produced car ever. It was perhaps the ultimate vindication of
Ferdinand Porsche’s original vision. But the vision was running out of road. In 1972,
Volkswagen sales declined by 14 percent, to 1.5 million vehicles. Of those, 1.2 million were
Beetles, an illustration of how dependent the company was on a single model line.Volkswagen
sales in the United States peaked at 570,000 in 1970, about a third of the total production. In
1972, they fell to 486,000. The Beetle was finally displaying signs of mortality, and there was
not yet anything to replace it. By then, thirty-four years had passed since a Nazi advertising
campaign had offered Germans the opportunity to pay for a Kraft durch Freude Wagen in up-
front installments. (In 1961, the West German government offered 600 deutsche marks toward
a Beetle or 100 marks in cash to people who had made payments on a KdF Wagen and never
received a car.) Although the Beetle had been continually refined, with larger motors and
amenities such as automatic transmissions, the fundamental design was still the same. Doyle
Dane Bernbach did its best to present the Beetle’s quirks as virtues. A print ad in 1970 showed
the spacecraft that landed on the moon with the headline “It’s ugly, but it gets you there.” There
was no other copy, just a Volkswagen logo. Other ads claimed that Volkswagen left the body
design the same so that it could spend the money on mechanical improvements.In fact,
Volkswagen had grown complacent. Heinrich Nordhoff, who remained chief executive until
1967 and died in 1968, had initially not thought much of the Beetle but then was slow to push
for something to follow it. After the introduction of a van in 1950, which won its own place in the
1960s counterculture, there was no completely new model until 1961, when Volkswagen began
selling the 1500, a more conventional-looking sedan. The 411, a midsize car that came in
hatchback and station wagon versions, went on sale in 1968. Both the 1500 and the 411 had
air-cooled motors mounted over the rear wheels, an increasingly outdated technology despite
Volkswagen’s attempts to use the Porsche racing program to portray it otherwise. Neither of the
new cars was a huge success. As a result, Volkswagen was vulnerable when the Beetle’s
popularity inevitably began to sag.Much of the design work on prospective Beetle
replacements was done by Porsche. Besides producing sports cars, Porsche engineers
continued to function as Volkswagen’s de facto research and development department. Even
though members of the Porsche and Piëch families did not own substantial quantities of
Volkswagen stock or hold positions in top management, the company remained the wellspring
of their expanding wealth, as well as an important part of their identity. Likewise, generations of
Volkswagen managers recognized a de facto moral claim on the company by the descendants
of Ferdinand Porsche, despite his close association with Hitler.Legally, the sports car company
in the Zuffenhausen neighborhood of Stuttgart continued to be known as Dr. Ing. h.c. F.
Porsche AG. The name stood for Doctor of Engineering, honorary, Ferdinand Porsche Stock
Corporation. (The family was eager to preserve the patriarch’s academic distinctions, even if
they were honorary. Ferdinand’s formal education was limited to his training as a pipe fitter.)
The company occupied the same buildings and was the same corporate entity as the
engineering and design bureau that Ferdinand Porsche had operated before the war, and
where he had designed the Beetle. Its main shareholders were Louise Piëch and Ferry
Porsche. Porsche’s attempts to design a successor to the Beetle in the 1960s and 1970s never



amounted to much. (Ironically, when Volkswagen finally launched the Golf in 1974, the body
was designed not by Porsche but by an Italian, Giorgetto Giugiaro.) But there were other
successful collaborations. One was the 914, a quirky two-seater aimed at first-time sports car
buyers that went on sale in 1970. The 914 was, in fact, the first Porsche-designed Volkswagen
to come to market since the Beetle. The other prototypes for passenger cars were rejected.The
914 was sold as a VW-Porsche in Germany and simply as a Porsche in the United States. The
car’s motor was mounted just behind the passenger compartment, roughly midway between
the front and rear axles. The mid-engine configuration improved weight distribution and
handling. The 914 was fast and fun, with a removable plastic “targa” top for summer driving,
and it was affordable. A basic version could be had for 12,000 deutsche marks, or well below
$4,000 at the time. In 1975, the 914 was replaced by the 924, which had a water-cooled motor
mounted under the front hood and a hatchback in the rear that, by sports car standards,
provided at least some room for luggage. Because Porsche’s production capacity in Stuttgart
was limited, the 924 was built by Audi at its factory in Neckarsulm, less than forty miles to the
north. In fact, the car was arguably more Audi than Porsche. But if buyers were aware of the
distinction, they did not seem to care. The 924 was a success. By the time production stopped
in 1988, more than 150,000 had been produced.The cooperation between Volkswagen and
Porsche taught both companies an important lesson in marketing. Their partnership
demonstrated that it was possible for models to share many components and yet retain their
distinct brand identities. This was true even if it was an open secret that a car sold with a
Porsche badge was made at an Audi factory. What mattered to buyers was that the car looked
and drove like a Porsche. This principle would later become an important part of Volkswagen’s
growth, as well as a profitable business model for Porsche.Over at Audi, Ferdinand Piëch was
busy proving that he was not just Ferdinand Porsche’s grandson but also a formidable engineer
and manager in his own right. In the early 1970s, Audi did not yet have the upscale image it
acquired later and was struggling to establish its own identity within the Volkswagen
corporation. There was considerable tension between the parent company in Wolfsburg and
the subsidiary in Ingolstadt. Piëch’s attitude toward Wolfsburg was dismissive, and his
autobiography gives no indication that he identified with the parent company or was concerned
about how Volkswagen would resolve its dependence on the Beetle. Piëch saw the parent
company as authoritarian—an accusation later thrown at him—hierarchical, and prone to
quashing innovation.One of Piëch’s first assignments at Audi, as it happened, was to solve a
problem in the United States. The Audi 100, the company’s top-of-the-line sedan, was unable
to pass U.S. emissions tests, which meant the new model could not be sold there. Indeed,
Piëch noted in his autobiography, the car was technologically incapable of meeting U.S.
standards. It was an early example of the problems that Volkswagen had in reconciling U.S.
and European emissions rules. The U.S. Clean Air Act of 1970 required automakers to reduce
emissions of carbon monoxide and hydrocarbons, such as cancer-causing benzene, by 90
percent by the 1975 model year. Nitrogen oxides had to be reduced by 90 percent by the 1976
model year. The European Union, then known as the European Economic Community (EEC),
did not have unified air quality standards until 1980. European pollution limits were generally
not as strict as those in the United States, and the fragmented nature of the EEC meant that
enforcement was uneven.Traveling to the United States, Piëch solved the emissions problem
by negotiating a deal with government regulators. They would give the Audi 100 temporary
approval in return for a promise to equip the engines with fuel injectors within six months. The
improved efficiency of the injectors, which sprayed fuel directly into the cylinders rather than
mixing it with air inside a carburetor, would bring the necessary reduction in emissions.Piëch’s



reward for solving the American problem was to be promoted to head of testing at Audi in early
1973, a position that made him a candidate for head of development, should that position ever
open up. Unexpectedly, it did later that year when Piëch’s boss, Ludwig Kraus, quit rather than
bow to a dictum from Wolfsburg that he report to the Volkswagen head of technology, Ernst
Fiala.To his chagrin, Piëch didn’t get the job right away. He was passed over for a rival, Franz
Behles. Piëch also thought about quitting, but instead made a deal with top management at
Volkswagen. Piëch would stay, and if Behles didn’t work out after a year, Piëch would become
development chief. That is exactly what happened. Behles was blamed for his department’s
failure to develop a practical version of the Wankel rotary motor. The Wankel, with its rotating
combustion chambers, was simpler and more compact than a conventional piston-driven
engine and offered excellent acceleration. But its fuel economy was substantially worse. As
Piëch well knew, Behles faced a mission impossible. To this day, no one has been able to
develop a rotary engine economical or practical enough to win a substantial share of the mass
market. But at Volkswagen the price of failure was dismissal or demotion. Behles was sidelined.
Piëch, who proposed a much more efficient five-cylinder motor as an alternative, became
Audi’s head of development.It was an early example of Piëch’s brash approach to corporate
politics. With the freedom that comes from being independently wealthy, Piëch could afford to
take career chances that people with mortgages might not dare. He was confident of his own
engineering ability and not afraid to pit his skills against those of rivals. In his autobiography,
Piëch rarely mentions allies or mentors. He often writes about rivals or people who stood in his
way. He conveys the impression of someone who struggled to the top by using his engineering
ability and infighting skills, rather than by winning friends and building networks.As head of
development at Audi, Piëch was later remembered for his role in bringing four-wheel drive to
passenger sedans. Audi in the 1970s was groping for ways to set itself apart from the mass-
market products of its parent company and compete for the same well-heeled customers as
BMW and Mercedes-Benz. At the time, four-wheel drive was seen as the province of off-road
vehicles. The extra gears and drive shafts needed to power a second pair of wheels added
weight, which meant the motor had to be more powerful to deliver the same performance as a
two-wheel drive car. There didn’t seem to be any point in putting four-wheel drive in a car
intended solely for the road.According to Piëch, the idea that four-wheel drive might improve
handling and traction in passenger cars came from Jörg Bensinger, Audi’s head of chassis
testing. Bensinger had noticed the superior performance on icy and snowy roads of a prototype
four-wheel drive vehicle being developed for the Bundeswehr, the West German army.
Characteristically, Piëch did the design and development work for the first four-wheel drive Audi
sedans in secret, to avoid any meddling from Wolfsburg. Piëch revealed a prototype at a
meeting of top Volkswagen managers in the mountain village of Turrach, Austria. Without
announcing beforehand that the car had four-wheel drive, Piëch and team drove an Audi 80 up
a snow-covered ski trail in view of the gathered dignitaries, who were duly astonished.Piëch
named the technology “quattro” with a small q. The cars came on the market in 1980. That and
other technical innovations, such as use of aluminum body parts to reduce weight, or coating
the undercarriage in zinc to protect against rust, helped establish Audi as a technological
pioneer and allowed it over time to surpass BMW and Mercedes-Benz in European sales. The
evolution of Audi’s image from producer of staid and bourgeois middle-class cars to maker of
sporty and innovative luxury vehicles was crucial to the parent company’s future. The rarefied
premium segment yielded profit margins simply not possible in the overcrowded mass market
occupied by Volkswagen brand cars. Over time, Audi would produce far more than its share of
the parent company’s profit, helping to protect Volkswagen from the losses that plagued rivals



like Fiat, General Motors’ Opel unit, or Ford of Europe. Much of the credit belongs to Piëch.By
then Piëch was in his forties. He had gone bald, but was still fit-looking and handsome despite
protruding ears. He was rich and he was powerful. By 1984, he had nine children: five with his
first wife, Corina; two with Marlene Porsche; and two more from a woman Piëch declined in his
autobiography to identify. The relationship with Marlene ended after she hired a twenty-five-
year-old governess for the children. Piëch first tested the job candidate’s ability to handle a four-
wheel drive vehicle on the steep road to the family’s mountain chalet. She passed. The new
governess was a former kindergarten teacher named Ursula Plasser. Soon after she started to
work, she and Piëch began an affair. They married in 1984. Ursula Piëch, with whom
Ferdinand Piëch would have another three children, bringing the total to twelve, was a
vivacious foil for her dour husband, and was game for the pastimes he enjoyed, like sailing in
the Mediterranean and skiing, though she was less excited about his penchant for fast
Japanese-made motorcycles. Ursula Piëch, better known by her nickname Uschi, embraced
the automobile-centric world of her husband and would go on to play a prominent role not only
in her husband’s life but also at Volkswagen.Meanwhile, at Audi, Piëch was working on a
technological innovation that would have far-reaching consequences for Volkswagen. It was
one of the initiatives of which Piëch was later most proud: diesel engines designed for
passenger cars. Invented in the late 1800s by Rudolf Diesel, a German, diesel had long been
in widespread use in trucks and ships, where it provided superior fuel economy and longer
engine life. But it was much more difficult to deploy diesel in smaller vehicles.In all automobile
engines, much of the potential energy is wasted because the fuel does not burn completely. In
a diesel engine, the fuel—distilled from petroleum in a process different from that for gasoline—
is compressed with oxygen inside the cylinders until it becomes so hot from the pressure that it
ignites. In a gasoline engine, by contrast, spark plugs cause the fuel to ignite. Diesel engines
are less wasteful because the dense, highly compressed fuel and air mixture burns more
thoroughly than in a gasoline engine. As a result, diesel engines go farther on a gallon of fuel
than a gasoline motor. The disadvantage of diesels, at least until Volkswagen and other
automobile makers began civilizing them in the 1970s, was that they tended to be louder and
smellier than gasoline engines, and they vibrated more, making the cars less comfortable to
drive. In addition, the diesel combustion process produces more torque and places more strain
on the moving parts inside an engine. The components of a diesel engine have to be strong
enough to take the punishment, which means they are also heavier. All of these problems
needed to be solved in order to make diesel practical for passenger cars.The impetus for the
development of diesels for passenger cars came from the oil crisis that began in 1973. Arab oil
producers imposed an embargo in retaliation for U.S. support of Israel. The price of oil
quadrupled, the average price of gasoline rose 40 percent, and voluntary rationing led to long
lines at filling stations. Carmakers were forced to pay more attention to fuel economy. Diesel
potentially offered a way to improve fuel efficiency without a penalty in performance, if the
technology could be tamed enough for use in cars. In 1976, Volkswagen offered a diesel
version of the Golf, the water-cooled hatchback introduced two years earlier as the company
struggled to replace the Beetle. But though the diesel Golf won fans, it was too noisy and
shaky for most buyers, and certainly not refined enough for the affluent customers Audi was
trying to attract.Typically, Piëch began work on a diesel motor for Audi behind the backs of his
superiors at Volkswagen. If they knew about it, they would get in the way. But the project was
discovered by a Volkswagen executive during a visit to Audi headquarters in Ingolstadt and
Piëch—as he had feared—was forced to cede control to Wolfsburg. Undeterred, he continued
to pursue development of diesel for Audi separately. Of course, it made no sense from a cost



point of view for two sets of engineers inside the same company to be working separately
toward the same goal. Piëch admitted that he forbade such duplication of effort when he later
moved to Wolfsburg. When he was still in Ingolstadt, though, diesel was too important to him to
relinquish control.Even in those days, when regulations were much less strict, Piëch worried
about how to get a handle on diesel emissions. That was another of the downsides of diesel
engines. Diesel emitted several nasty pollutants, in particular nitrogen oxides that promoted the
formation of smog and could cause or exacerbate health problems. Diesel also produced fine
soot particles that could penetrate deep into human lungs and cause cancer. But it became
possible to reduce, though not eliminate, these alarming drawbacks by deploying a
combination of technical innovations. Chief among them were advanced injection systems that
could more precisely control the timing and volume of fuel being delivered to the cylinders.
Meanwhile, a turbocharger improved delivery of air to the cylinder. Combined with an electronic
motor control system, which drew on advances in computer technology, the turbocharger and
fuel injector could tailor the combustible mixture of air and fuel to whatever demands were
being placed on the engine. Whether the car was idling, climbing a hill, or speeding on a
highway, the fuel-air cocktail could be mixed and burned for the best result. The improved
motor still had a bit of a growl, but it was no longer prone to blowing clouds of black exhaust
like the diesels of old.
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Russael, “Superb Case Study of the Volkswagen Scandal as of March 2017. This book is
superb. It's astonishing how fast it came to market. Of course it was begun before the most
recent developments in the scandal, but it includes events that happened in mid-March this
year and was published two months later, in May. There is no hint of the book's being rushed. I
came across the book in the Atlantic Magazine, which had an interview with the author. Why
read the interview, when I could read the book? Of course, I'd heard about the scandal in the
press, but, you know, day to day journalism leaves you with a jumble in your head. A book
could sort it all out. And this one did. The book is based on journalism by the The New York
Times, no doubt much of it done by Ewing.The book is 274 pages long, and after enticing the
reader in chapter one, Ewing doesn't get to the scandal until just before halfway in. The first
half of the book is the story of Volkswagen, the legendary creation of the Beetle by the Nazis,
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the car's role as a counterculture icon during the sixties, the ties between Volkswagen,
Porsche, and Audi, and the various vicissitudes of the company. Then 1992, and a rebirth of
the company with goals of dominance, which eventually became focused in the 2000s on a
diesel engine, supposedly more economical and less polluting than gasoline. I'm not going to
tell the story. We have here a saga of an authoritarian, provincial company whose deceit has
half destroyed it by 2017, and the investigation is only now getting criminally serious.The
Vokswagen has played a very strong role in my own American family. My mother owned a
Beetle back in the day, later replaced by Hondas. I still remember us all being crammed into the
bug, and there were legendary family incidents that involved it. I have been in love with
Porsches, especially that beautiful 356, and I've mulled buying an Audi, a Jetta, a Passat,
though never did. Volkswagen seemed strong but perhaps a cut too austere for my taste. (What
did I drive: an MGB, a BMW 2002, a Saab 96 then a 99, an Accord, a Ford truck, and now,
living in the world's biggest megacity, Guangzhou in the Pearl River delta, I walk. Incidentally,
Volkswagens and other German cars are everywhere on the streets here.)The book tells the
story in measured prose, never purple. It is hard to say it's journalism. The prose is better than
that. I even enjoyed the book as literature. I kept thinking, this is really good prose. It reminded
me of Orwell. The book is unlikely to be a classic, because the story is yet ongoing. Later
books will tell more. The book is an education——a case study in corporate culture, a reminder
if one were needed of the need to regulate markets, a look at the impact of environmental
regulation in the EU and America, it's even a detective story, I marked the big clues——e.g.,
that the nitrogen oxide levels in the cities of Europe hadn't gone down as much as the new
diesel engines should have made it do, and of course there's the David v. Goliath story how a
small group of American researchers (I am trying to avoid the words scruffy and ragtag) from
West Virginia U. and California and German regulatory bodies working on a shoestring rigged
a Rube Goldberg machine and tested the diesel engines on the road, learning that nitrogen
oxide emissions on one Volkswagen were 15-35 times (not percent, times) higher than the
legal limit. At the time the researchers had no idea what they were initiating. They thought their
equipment might be faulty. I learned, too, about nitrogen oxide and what it does to humans and
how it helps generate smog. Nitrogen oxide is devastatingly bad. It kills people and helps warm
the planet by creating low-lying ozone. This deceit around diesel engines is a serious offense
against humanity and the earth.The end of the story, not yet written, may be the loss of
Volkswagen, or Volkswagen in another form. Germany can hardly afford to lose this great
manufacturing company, but may do. It's unlikely any company in the world can now use the
excuse, they didn't know they couldn't use defeat devices.I would buy this book and use it in
your business class. Ciao.”

RetiredGuy, “Fascinating, but..... While we're all familiar with the VW scandal from the news
media, this book gives the full behind the scenes story. It's a fascinating look at a corporate
culture created during pre-WWII Germany.But, if Volkswagen could be brought to justice in the
U.S., it begs the question of why no corporate U.S. bankers were ever similarly brought to
justice after the banking scandals.”

Dr. David Arelette, “Crooks, Polluters, Engineers.. A bit slow at first, but this is necessary to set
up the flaws in the major players as this is a multi generation failure. Like most great crimes,
the end game is not apparent to the conspirators, the reader knows what is coming but that
does not matter as the layer upon layer of cover up is shown then it is hard to put the book
down. Anyone who has ever owned a VW product should read how they have been screwed



over.”

Litz, “Compelling story for those who educate engineers. As a long time engineering educator, I
found this story compelling as a case to discuss with my students. It shows what can happen
when pressures build on engineers to cheat within an autocratic corporation that sets
unrealistic goals.I found a few technical errors in this book, but they don't detract from the
power of the overall message.”

Michael R. Smith, “The VW diesel flap clearly explained.. I am of course aware of the flap with
VW and the diesel performance /emissions issues. I very much enjoyed reading this book, it
made sense out of what i had just heard about, and it clearly explained why it happened and
how it finally got fixed.  Recommended reading for those curious.”

Gazzarian, “A great read, but..... ...misses something, somehow. Not much, doesn't miss much,
just something that I think might be cultural. Other reviewers have commented on the depth of
the backstory, and I found that not only relevant but also interesting and a pleasure to read
(fancy, a British army officer gets VW going after the war, I had no idea). But my but is that the
author seems to come at it from a US perspective. Or culture. Somehow, despite massive
research, an encompassing grasp of his subject, a wonderful talent for collating and
interpreting data, enhanced even further by an engaging writing style...there's something
missing. There's more to this story. Probably only a real insider could tell, and 4 stars might be
mean, it's a great read for interested outsiders like me.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Enjoyable read. One gets the impression that the author wanted to write
a general history of VW and was then 'gifted' the scandal. But he has done a good job on
documented both, and interwoven the two stories nicely.  Overall, a good read.”

DMOB, “Good book on the VW diesel scandal. Quite an interesting book on the VW scandal
which also went into great detail on the history of VW, the Porsche/Piech families and the
Porsche company history. Also interesting to read about how the scandal was discovered/how
long it took for the University of West Virginia study to make it into mainstream knowledge and
how close VW actually came to getting away with it. And that they didn't get away with it.”

Mike, “Big Business at its worst. A n extremely clear and concise look at the corruption that
went on at VW and previously with other manufacturersThis really spills the means with no
punches pulledI am a Porsche freak so it is sad for me to see Porsche dragged into the
morassA Highly recommended read”

Peter Brown, “In my view to understand the background to the emissions .... In my view to
understand the background to the emissions saga, you have to be aware of the history and
culture of Volkswagen going back many years. If the author had only covered recent events he
would only have covered half the story.”

The book by Jack Ewing has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 164 people have provided feedback.

Cover Title Contents Building an Empire: Volkswagen’s Path to World Domination The Porsche
and Piëch Families and Volkswagen Chapter 1: Road Trip Chapter 2: The Grandson Chapter 3:
Renaissance Chapter 4: The Scion Chapter 5: Chief Executive Chapter 6: By All Means



Necessary Chapter 7: Enforcers Chapter 8: Impossible Doesn’t Exist Chapter 9: Labor
Relations Chapter 10: The Cheat Chapter 11: The Porsches and the Piëchs Chapter 12: Clean
Diesel Chapter 13: Enforcers II Chapter 14: On the Road Chapter 15: Exposure Chapter 16:
Piëch’s Fall Chapter 17: Confession Chapter 18: Empire Chapter 19: Aftermath Chapter 20:
Justice Chapter 21: Punishment Chapter 22: Faster, Higher, Farther Epilogue Afterword
Illustrations Acknowledgments Notes Index Copyright



Language: English
File size: 16090 KB
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 344 pages
Lending: Not Enabled

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

