SMALL WONDER
There are three million VW’s in this country. The marque is sixth nationally in sales and beetle accessories are coming out our ears. Very few in the Detroit establishment understand why. They can’t figure out the kids either.
By Eric Dahlquist ■ Five guys in a VW to Erie, Pennsylvania; that’s how I learned to know and love the beetle. It was 1957. Wide lapels and padded shoulders were out and Ivy League natural shoulders were in. Dwight Eisenhower had just been re-elected for a second term, running against Adlai Stevenson instead of Jack Kennedy, who decided to wait for '60. Gunsmoke was in its third year on TV, and Emory Cook and Cliff Bedwell were about to electrify the drag racing world with a 166.97 run in the 8's! Despite Detroit cries of un-Americanism on the part of citizens who bought one, a foreign-car boomlet, epitomized by an odd-looking little German machine, was beginning to be felt. The dew was still on the melon.

It was all pretty uncomplicated. Five of us wanted to get to Erie (actually Wattsburg, a few miles south), 130 miles distant, for the drags; and being unemployed, students or a combination of both, cost-per-mile was the critical consideration on any such voyage. One ray of hope shone through our darkened economy; Joe D’Errico or, more precisely, Joe and his VW. At a time when the beetles still meant insects plural, good old forward-thinking Joe had a Volkswagen complete with 37 Teudonic dray horses. A torsion-sprung black jewel that would get us to the track at slightly less than 30-miles-per-gallon of low test, allow a surplus for pit passes and food (Erie always had the best hot dogs in the world), and get us back in one piece, relative comfort and in a humorous frame of mind. The excursion stands out in my memory like a milestone in the history of overland transportation.

In a small way, it was. Before the 1200, 1300 and 1500 engines, the chrome Porsche and mag wheels, candy-dipped exteriors, wooded-over interiors, tawny long-haired dollies blurring down the Pacific Coast Highway to Malibu with a surfboard growing through the sunroof, or the extractor exhausts moaning into Bob’s Big Boy on Van Nuys Boulevard; before all this – for all its delightfully bizarre foibles – that ride through an early fall day in a VW was a peek behind the curtain of the future to a time when the odd-looking machine would actually challenge the Big Three for outright supremacy. A decade later, the Volkswagen is what’s happening! Everywhere we look, in high school parking lots, in college parking lots or just parking lot parking lots, a swarm of beetles engulf ever-shrinking islands of “regular” vehicles. Then there’s the VW hop-up phenomenon that is blazing out of sight in mushrooming potential, as more and more 1700-pound weaklings take the pay-as-you go muscle building treatment.

If some of you perceive recognizable parallels between the Volkswagen phenomenon and the Model T Ford, we do too. (Not to mention Ford, who blanch at the prospect of having 15 million of anything to compete with.) And so, off we rode to Riverside where, at the house that Joe Vittone built, Economotors a brand-new 1500 was waiting for a road test. Econo is the largest Volkswagen dealership in the U.S., and it looks it. There’s enough shining glass, steel and landscaping here to vie with the GM Tech Center back in Warren, Michigan, and when you see the cushiony customer lounge and patio, conference rooms, combination parts counter and speed center (Joe also owns EMPI), work area with waxed rubber-tiled floor, forested with 26 single-post hydraulic hoists, you can hear the gnashing of teeth in Detroit as the inevitable draws near. Any Chevy dealer would be green with envy at this setup, but the pièce de resistance is the cars – the ever-lovin’, fantastically-detailed beetles! You can get anything from the prosaic humble bug to a pizazzy cold-air package street job that will scare the lederhosen off a GTO – but that’s another story.

After all this, plus the sight of a trade-in lot filled with Chevelle 396’s, Fairlane GTA’s, Sting Rays and other assorted super-cars, testing the beetle was almost anti-climactic. But we took heart, because, after a get-acquainted session between us and the stocker, an EMPI-ized 1500 was on the ramp for comparison. Putting the knitting needle-like stick through the gears the first time, it doesn’t take a stopwatch to tell that acceleration has been escalated sharply in the last ten years. The car just whisks along at or above freeway speed without difficulty and doesn’t bog much in high, even or rather long steep hills. Although the Wolfsburg gang has incorporated about a jillion improvements into the car, increased displacement is probably the greatest factor in the 1500’s popularity and the reason why they can’t build enough to go around. Admittedly, when you stuff in three or four well-heeled adults, the air-cooled powerplant starts to exhibit labor pains, but not like bygone days when even the merest swell in the road loomed like Everest. No, it’s an all-new game from the old world-beater engine, but without shortening its life cycle because cubic inches don’t wear out much. Especially on these little jobs.

Along with the power increase, and to reform one longstanding VW trait that bugged people (excessive oversteer), the 1500’s suspension has been recalibrated to induce a measure of understeer by de-rating the rear springs and adding a transverse torsion-cum-anti-sway-bar to help carry the load. The anti-sway bar connects to the half axles by means of a vertical link with a rubber biscuit molded at the center. This deal helps to absorb bump energy, or when the car is fully loaded, provides a transition phase from initial to final stiffness. Just what the technicalities of these changes are will probably be lost to the average beetler, except now he knows that he can drive the thing into a sharp corner without that crazy “lurch,” when the rear wheels used to get jacked up. Oh yes, understeer is still there but it’s very gradual, and the only clue that understeer has been built in, is a very slight stiffness in the steering.

It takes a couple of days to get mentally and physically programmed into a Volkswagen, but when you do, you start noticing all those things that make the car what it is. Like headroom; there is something you don’t hear much about anymore because of ever-lowering roof profiles, yet in the VW even tall drivers have six to eight inches atmosphere above.

And the seats are softer in the center than on the outsides so you have quite a bit of lateral support, along with backs that are adjustable for rake. In traffic the car is an absolute dream to maneuver. The shift is almost impossible to louse up and parking spots, that heretofore were seemingly intentional frustrations for ordinary land barges, are all fair game. No matter where you go, there’s always a slot up by the front door. 


Out of town, the VW assumes another of its many guises, the long-legged Tom Ryan-type miler. Since maximum and cruising speeds just happen to be identical (high gear is overdriven slightly), you can run flat-out all day without stabbing the engine or your pocketbook. In the ordinary foreign box, extended turnpike touring usually reduces the occupant to the level of mixed paint in one of those automatic shakers, but in the beetle this condition has been mostly bypassed by a combination of the excellent torsion-bar suspension and large tires. How street it is can be at least superficially gauged by the number of bugs you see ambling across the country.

The only problem with driving one of these darned cars is that once you get used to it, you don’t want to give it back, it’s just so neat. At least until that little temptress the GTV IV (Grand Touring Volkswagen, already) slides into view. Here mixed into one package of steel seduction is the beetle owner’s dream in the flesh – Super-Bug. Driven in the door of the EMPI telephone booth, a mild-mannered transporter becomes a glistening, pin-striped, wide-ovaled, mag-wheeled, wood-dashed, stereo-radio taped-decked, power-mad Mr. Terrific, who can foil mean old Porsches in a single bound, or something like that.

You see Joe Vittone (shrewd entrepreneur that he is), recognized that some people would just not buy the bug as is, no matter what. They wanted more poop or more handling or more floss. And so EMPI’s merry band started bringing forth such goodies as stabilizers, compensators, hot carb setups, extractor exhausts, offset wheels, and you get the idea, singly at first and then putting them into four distinct GTV packages. And zap! – now the prospective VW buyer has a choice of this jazz, right off the showroom floor. It’s just like going into a Pontiac agency; you tell the man what you want on your new GTO and you’ve got it for 36 easy payments. Aha, but with a Volks you can blow your mind, get every accessory known to man, still not hock the family jewels – and run the Detroit iron heads-up, baby.

On paper this looked good; on the road it was fantastic. Both test cars were 67’s, but that’s about where the comparison stopped. The GTV IV was equipped with a front anti-sway bar and rear compensator which, combined with the new factory suspension, competition shocks and Goodyear Grand Prix tires, makes the thing handle like it was on the Lake Placid bobsled run. Then too, with the new pieces, the front end alignment can be changed so steering becomes unbelievably better than the lightest you’ve ever tried. And how about the “Slick-Shift” conversion unit for the linkage that works as the name implies – instant gears.

The big bag, though, is that surprise for Santa under the deck lid.  Most of the time the regular Mark IV kit, besides the manifold, Zenith 32ND1X carburetor, Bosch centrifugal advance distributor and extractor exhaust (XEMT-121), ported, polished and milled heads and Sprint cam (ECSV-441), would normally sport the big-bore cylinder barrels; but we wanted these deleted for equal displacement comparison. As delivered, the reworked engine yielded 84.2 hp maximum at 4200 rpm on the dyno where the unexpurgated Deutschlander can just manage 53 at 4200 rpm.


Our “pure stocker” his the San Fernando traps with an initial run of 20.89-62.01 mph in road trim, save that the tire pressure was raised to 55 front, 45 rear. By removing the restrictive oil-bath air cleaner, adding a velocity stack made from a plastic drinking glass and experimenting with shift speeds, several passes got us to the low 20’s at 65 mph. While 20 seconds seems like an eternity in this age of ultra-sonic equipment, remember that the VW is so immediate off the mark that it often shakes an unbeatable foe into completely losing his cool. In fact, the day we were there, an extractorized 1500 beat off a whole gang of Tempest 4’s, Corvairs, Chevy 6’s and a Valiant to win.

Our post-“race” impression was that if the initial gate-job potential of the bug could be extended the full quarter-mile, wondrous things might befall us. EMPI’s artwork does this. The following Sunday we returned to “The Pond”, as Fernando is affectionately called, armed to the teeth for the new “Bug” class, a division where you would be expected to swat away your competition, which is just what happened. With a new and, consequently, tight engine, the plush 1780-pound bucket ran easy low 19’s at 70 mph – enough to stash another elusive Oscar.

Now the bit was in our teeth and nothing could stop us. As fast as you could say, “Carve up a Hawaiian Punch can for a velocity goody,” it was packed off to Irwindale where the “stinger” tailpipe was swapped for the muffler and the fan belt removed (for just the run down the course though, since the motor heats up very quickly). While the engine was still cold, valve lash was adjusted to .004-inch and a new set of Champion L-82Y spark plugs (.025-inch gap) slipped in with the handy VW wrench, that badly puts down a Yankee swivel-head ratchet for efficiency.

Ach du lieber! The 1500 was now in the 17.20’s at 76 mph or, for those who may recall, what ’55 Fords and Chevys used to run before being cloaked in the hot setup. Can’t you just see yourself choosing off the local drive-in hot dogs? Better yet, consider that the real improvement is in the mid-range, say between 30-60 mph, where you do most of your driving. This means more safety in passing situations, and at no real disaster to fuel economy, we should add. While the standard Wolfsburg item droned on to a 27-29 mpg average figure, with its secret mileage ingredient, the EMPI gulped only about 23-24 on the street, noteworthy in view of chopping 3 seconds off the e.t.


The humble, unaffected beetle is the wave of the future and a message looms in the background of its success for all who care to look. It is the message of youth and protest. Protest against senseless change, pitchmen’s double talk, ever-rising maintenance cost and ever diminishing motor pleasure. If you buy a VW for $1,800, you are already $300 ahead of the game for every domestic car except one model of the Rambler American. With that extra 300 bucks you can pay your insurance ($100) and have enough left over to drive almost 16,000 miles (figured at 27 mpg, 34¢ per gallon of gas). Besides that, every time you drain the oil, the refill takes 2½, not 5, quarts of oil; tires go 40,000, not 20,000 miles, and at the end of the year, your car has lost only about $50 in depreciation. If you want more, EMPI’s got every bourgeois accessory imaginable, including air conditioning, of all things.


When you think about it, the Volkswagen is kind of the logical evolution of the Model T Ford, were it still around in contemporary form. Henry was kind of an uncomplicated son-of-a-gun who saw a need for basic transportation – 15 million sales said he was right. VW will pass this mark in the next year or so, which says he’s still right. Maybe you guys in Detroit’s glass houses ought to swing by Economotors the next time you’re in town. You never can tell, with all that infectious glitter and go, you might catch the bug.   ■ ■
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