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Driver’s Seat
BY CLIFF LEPPKE *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

Then and now: VW’s ID-entity problem  

R
eturn to the 1950s. GM was Goliath. It ruled the 
U.S. market and extended its reach worldwide: 

Opel in German and Vauxhall in England. VW was 
David — relatively speaking, it was small potatoes. 
Yet, Volks was on a roll. In the U.S., buyers queued 
up to get their hands on the auto The New York Times 
called “breathtakingly ugly. ” 

Like today’s Tesla, VW wormed its way into the 
American psyche 
without flashy 
Detroit-style mar-
keting. Beetlema-
nia seemed 
nearly unstop-
pable. As Sports 
Illustrated noted 
in 1963, enthusi-
asm for the Bug 
led to the founda-
tion of the Volks-
wagen Club of 
America, whose 
members deeply 
venerated the car. 
Many of the 
club’s more than 
3,000 members 
reverently took trips to Wolfsburg like pilgrims in a 
cathedral. VWoA, meanwhile, contributed cars as 
door prizes for the club’s annual conventions.  

VWoA these days has an image problem. When it 
introduced the ID.4 battery electric vehicle, corpo-
rate messengers referenced the Bug, as if nothing 
that came after it made a dent on the collective 
American mind. OK, the Bus had its moment. And 
the Golf/Rabbit did, too. Nonetheless, VW’s interna-

tional success with its unorthodox original model still 
sets the standard for the firm’s future — especially its 
foray into long-range BEVs.  

This corporate reminder of VW’s first hit is like 
Ford saying it’s going to rekindle our interest with 
the Model T-E. I’ve got a problem with this sort of 
thinking. As measured in retail sales, VW is now the 
world’s largest car company. It’s no longer a homely 
unorthodox arbiter of sense and sensibility in a land 

of oversized 
chromium chari-
ots. The idea of 
the Beetle, which 
set it apart from 
other cars, just 
isn’t true about 
today’s VWs.  

In postwar Ger-
many, the VW 
was an orthodox 
car, in the sense 
that it garnered a 
large share of the 
domestic market. 
It offered value 
nearly no other 
car could match. 
It wasn’t the 

cheapest or smallest vehicle available. By design, it 
was a step up from other foundational European 
autos such as the Austin 7. The Beetle dwarfed it in 
size — offering accommodations for four — not two. 
And that’s one reason why the Beetle earned its keep 
— an ideal machine for taking the family to the lake, 
park or an international trip. And with parts and 
service available, it was tough to beat.  

uTURN TO PAGE 28
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Interior view of the ID.4 with a ghost-like passenger. 



Small Talk
VW + Audi at a glance

 FIVE-YEAR VIEW:  Volkswagen AG is 
taking aim at Tesla by planning to 
invest around $86 billion in the 
development of electric vehicles 
and other new technologies over 
the next five years. VW officials 
announced in November that the 
company would allocate around 
half of a planned $177 billion in 
R&D and capital expenditure to 
accelerate development of tech-
nologies such as digital factories, 
automotive software and self-dri-
ving cars. 
 NAME GAME:  VW plans to have at 
least 30 electric cars on the mar-
ket by 2025 and its model names 
are getting more whacky. A 4x4 
EV called ID.Ruggdzz is targeted 

for 2023 rollout and new to the 
trademark books is Jungleez, said 
to be equal in length to the ID.4 
but boxier.  
 CHARGING SITES:  Electrify America, 
the charging network created as 
part of the VW diesel-emissions 
settlement, announced it had 
passed 500 charging sites since 
the opening of its first site in May 
2018. The network now includes 
more than 2,200 individual DC 
fast-charging stations, according 
to the company, many with multi-
ple connectors. 

 GTI AND GLI:  Car and Driver maga-
zine has named the 2021 Volks-
wagen Golf GTI and Jetta GLI to 

NEW & IMPROVED

AWARDS
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 COMING SOON?:  It appears 
that the ID.Roomzz con-
cept (pictured at right) 
has morphed into a real-
world ID.6 SUV. Accord-
ing to sources, the 
three-row midsize 
crossover could hit the 
market in 2022. ID.6 
rides on a stretched version of VW’s MEB platform. The ID.Roomzz meas-
ured 193.5 inches in length, and the ID.6 prototype looks to be about the 
same. The ID.6 misses out on the concept’s minivan-style sliding doors 
and camera-based side mirrors, though. Look for at least one powertrain 
to consist of a dual-motor system delivering about 302 hp, or enough for 
0-62 mph acceleration in 6.6 seconds and a top speed of 111 mph.

the magazine’s prestigious 
“10Best” list for 2021. The GTI 
has earned the honor for 15 con-
secutive years.  

 JETTA FIRE RISK:  Loosening engine 
bolts that could potentially lad to 
a fuel leak and fire have prompted 
VW to recall more than 
210,000 Jetta sedans from the 
2016 through 2018 model years. 
Drivers may notice a fuel odor or 
see leaking fuel coming from the 
engine compartment, according to 
a document from the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Adminis-
tration. If this happens, VW says 
that owners should contact an au-
thorized dealer immediately. 

 ICONIC BRAND SALE:  The Meyers 
Manx dune buggy company has 
been sold 
to venture 
capital firm 
Tousdale 
Ventures. 
Founder 
Bruce Meyers, now 94, started the 
company in the mid-1960s to mar-
ket his Beetle-based kit, which 
was offered through 1972. A reor-
ganization in 2000 revived the 
brand, which continues to pro-
duce body kits starting at $2,400.

EV NEWS

MILESTONES

RECALLS



Retro Autoist
From the VWCA archives 
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 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2011:  Oprah’s studio audience gave 
way to pandemonium when she announced in Novem-
ber that she would be giving away the redesigned, unre-
leased 2012 Volkswagen Beetle. Oprah, a New Beetle 
owner, teased the audience by driving on stage in a red 
New Beetle, only to disappoint the crowd by saying VW 
couldn’t make it available. But she promised something 
better and unveiled a silhouette of the new design.    

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2011:  Perhaps realizing that there 
can be only one VW Club, Volkswagen has dumped its 
owner organization and is replacing it with what it calls 
a new, improved and free owners site section called 
owners.vw.com. Postscript: It’s long gone.  

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2001:  VW showed the world its first 
fuel-cell car at the opening of the California Fuel Cell 
Partnership Headquarters in Sacramento, California. VW 
calls the car the Bora HyMotion, which is designed as a 
genuine “zero emission vehicle.” (Bora is known as the 
Jetta in the United States.) The HyMotion’s engine uses 
an advanced fuel cell that transforms hydrogen and oxy-
gen into electrical energy for the electric motor. The 
only byproduct from this process is water vapor.  

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1991:  Ford and Volkswagen may 
team up to build a multipurpose vehicle in Portugal. 
VW’s board already has approved a tentative agreement 
with Ford of Europe to produce up to 200,000 Passat-
based minivans a year. A Ford spokesman said a feasibil-
ity study is under way and that a decision could be made 
early this year. Postscript: Never happened, but VW did re-
badge a Chrysler minivan for 2011 and called it Routan.  
 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1991:  Alcoholic Jettas are hitting the 
roads in Los Angeles and White Plains, New York. The 
cars run on methanol, an alcohol-based fuel, or un-
leaded gasoline, or a combination of both.  

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1981:  Fiat’s Nardo test track was the 
place where an ARVW (for Aerodynamic Research Volks-
wagen) recently attained a one-lap top speed of 225 
mph. Powered by a VW standard production six-cylinder 
diesel with intercooling and turbocharger, the power-
plant is just slightly modified from the engines powering 
VW-LT trucks.   

 JANUARY 1971:  Club President Max Goldstein asked the 
Executive Committee what it thought of having a “Miss 
VWCA” contest, with the crowning at the 1971 conven-
tion. Great idea, members said, and Max promised to 
write an article for the next AUTOIST outlining qualifica-
tions, judging and rewards. 

 FEBRUARY 1961:  The first National Championship Econ-
omy Run, to be an annual event, will be the biggest 
event in the life of the VWCA. Almost every regional 
club, along with some of the newly forming clubs, are 
already planning their events. 

10 YEARS AGO

40 YEARS AGO

50 YEARS AGO

60 YEARS AGO

30 YEARS AGO

20 YEARS AGO
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By Robert Beaumont *VW1452582@yahoo.com

A LONG ROAD TRAVELED
Owner’s dogged persistence gets his 

1957 Beetle rolling again after 
decades of decay



D
ormant vehicle. That was the subject of 
the letter I received, spring of 1988, 
from officials in Henry, Illinois, the town 

of about 2,500 residents where I lived, 35 
miles north of Peoria.  

I lived in a house with a large yard on the 
edge of town. My neighbor to the north was a 
soybean field. My 1957 Beetle, named Hilde-
gard, had not been operable since 1977, and 
my efforts to try to restore her foundered 
thanks to a persistent lack of money. 

So, she sat. Though the soybean field didn’t 
seem to mind, another neighbor took notice 
and did. In a way I didn’t blame anyone. Who 
wants their property being devalued by some 
old car? 
I only had a one-car garage, and my wife was 
not about to give it up so I could park my old 
Beetle inside and out of sight. 

Meanwhile, the city was threatening 
legal action.  

Anyone with a sense of proportion 
might have given up and had the little 
car towed to the junk yard. But Hilde-
gard had a couple of things working 
for her. For one thing I really loved 
her, and for another, I was stubborn. 

The city’s objection was that the 
unsightly car was visible to the pub-
lic, and that made it a nuisance. I 
didn’t have the money to get the car 
running because sooo much work 
was needed. But I did have enough 
money to afford sections of stockade 
fencing. 

I rolled the Beetle to a corner of 
the back yard and made it disappear 
inside an 8-by-16-foot barrier. Whew! 
The car was no closer to running, but 
at least the city was off my back. I 
had bought Hildegard some time and 

never heard any further com-
plaints.  

But for years she sat inside the 
6-foot-tall prison, waiting for me 
to get her back up and running. I 
had left the battery in the car 
when its engine blew. This was the 
original 36-hp engine I reinstalled 
after the engine I had installed in 
1969 blew in 1975! In both cases 
without warning. 

The battery went dead. During 
the winter, the dead battery froze, 
then burst. When the tempera-
ture rose in the spring, the acid-
laden battery water thawed and 
ate a hole in the car’s floorboard. 

Because the battery in an air-
cooled Beetle is under the rear 
seat, animals had access to an es-
sentially bare interior. I had re-
moved the seats, the door panels » 
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Previous page: Robert Beaumont with his 1957 Beetle, purchased for $250 in 1965 
— the equivalent of about $2,000 today. Above, he poses with that rehabbed Bee-
tle, now painted in an eye-catching Light Aqua. Below: The 1965 bill of sale. 
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BEETLE
and the headliner as a first step to 
restoring the car but gradually dis-
covered that I was never going to 
have the money complete the job. 

Over the years, the Beetle was 
home to a feral cat that gave birth to 
numerous litters of kittens. The 
mother remained wild, but the kit-
tens grew up tame because we al-
ways handled them and socialized 
them. When they were grown 
enough to leave their mother, we 
gave them away. 

Hildegard the Birthwagen. 
In 1993, with the last kid married 

and out of the house, my wife and I 
split up. She moved to Florida, 
where her family was from. We sold 
the house and I moved to nearby 
Chillicothe, Illinois, where a friend 
agreed to let me store Hildegard in 
an old one-car garage in return for 
mowing and maintaining the lot the 
garage sat on. 

It’s 2020 and I’m still mowing because I have two 
more old Beetles there hidden from sight behind a 
stockade fence. As you can see, I’m a slow learner. 
One of the Beetles is a 1975. My daughter Alyce 
wrecked it 1990 when she was 16. She wasn’t badly 
hurt, but the car was totaled. I kept it for parts. (Its 
engine is now in my red 1964 Beetle, Esmeralda, 
purchased in 1970 for $600.) The second Beetle is a 
1967 rust basket-case from upstate New York, whose 
official state mineral must be rock salt. I bought that 
from my son-in-law, and it’s too far gone but for 
parts, such as its transmission going into the ’64. 

I drive my ’64 several thousand miles in a typical 
year after commuting in it for most of my Postal 
Service career. It’s logged more than 384,000 miles. 
I’ve only driven the ’57 a few hundred miles in the 
last couple of years because I’m still debugging the 
car. Overall, it’s traveled “only” about 182,000 miles. 
My winter car is a 2003 New Beetle.  

After I retired, I was able to build a detached 
garage in the back yard in 2010 specifically to work 
on Hildegard without having to drive from Peoria to 
Chillicothe, where she had been stored since 1993. 

The backup camera’s video monitor is situated above the mirror. The top switch on far left (and 
below) turns on the camera. The middle two switches allow separation of the twin horns, imi-
tating German police horns with alternating high and low notes. The bottom switch controls 
how long the automatic choke operates. 



Eventually, I moved my 1973 Microbus, named 
Mikey, out of the two-car attached garage and into 
the detached garage, opening a spot for Esmeralda. 
Mikey, by the way, was bought in the mid-1980s, has-
n’t run since about 2005, and I work on it as I have 
time and interest.  

Over time, I had detached Hildegard’s body from 
the chassis and removed all the window glass. Now 
that I had an easily accessible garage, I really set to 
work. I kept nibbling away, day after day, month 
after month, year after year. Many times, I was weary 
and disheartened, but I never gave up. 

By 2015 I was able to hand off the rust-repaired 
shell to a body man for detail work and a paint job, 

interior and ex-
terior. I picked a 
bright color from 
the Hot Licks 
chart called 
Light Aqua. It’s 
an authentic 
1950s-era color 
but also highly 
visible, unlike 
many colors 
from that pe-
riod, and I 
wanted the car 
to stand out as 
well as possible 
on the road, 
mainly for 
safety. You 
never want to 
hear, “Didn’t 
see you, man!” 

Cost me 
$5,000, and 
when the body 
work was 
done, I had a 
freshly 
painted empty 
body shell that 
I needed to 

mount back onto the chassis and rewire. 
That included reinstalling the instruments, rein-

stalling the front suspension, installing a new 
transaxle, reinstalling the brakes and the fuel tank 
and the engine and then, no pun intended, sorting 
out the bugs. Oh, plus the window glass and the inte-
rior. Finally, in the spring of 2018, Hildegard was 
back on the road. 

This 20th century classic even has some 21st cen-
tury technology in the form of a backup camera at-
tached to the bottom of the license plate. A suction 
cup holds the video screen to the windshield thanks 
to a blob of clear silicone – a simple installation that 
enables safer backup. The 1957 Beetle was the last to 
have the tiny oval window, which was enlarged for 
1958.  

The camera is wireless and only needs to have the 
screen and the camera hooked up to a power source 
turned on when the ignition is on. The top switch on 
the dash serves the purpose of the backup light 
switch on a modern car and allows me to turn on the 
monitor screen when backing up.  

Beetles lacked a gas gauge until 1962, and previ-
ous models had a flip lever to activate the reserve 
tank. In addition to installing an aftermarket gas 
gauge, I added oil pressure and temperature gauges, 
plus an AM/FM radio. The passenger grab handle is 
a VW part but didn’t come standard until 1961.  

I have a $10,000 agreed-value insurance policy on 
her now. Not bad for a car I bought for $250. » 
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The November 1968 issue of Foreign Car Guide 
covered the VWCA Convention and featured 
Robert Beaumont’s VW (below), freshly painted 
in Midnight Blue.

The backup camera is attached to the bottom of the plate.
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I’ll probably never 
be completely done 
with the car. There 
will always be one 
more thing. But I 
have largely accom-
plished what I set out 
to do, 40-plus years 
ago, for my beloved 
1957 Beetle. 

Still, it’s hard for 
me to enjoy my old 
cars as much as I’d 
like. I worry over parking them. I worry over tailgaters. In many 
ways the cars are like children to me. We’ve been together for so 
long – 50 years for Ezzie and 55 for Hildegard, whose name was 
suggested by my sister Suzanne because it had a Teutonic ring to 
it.  

They take care of me and I take care of them. I nurture them and 
they nurture me. And for Hildegard, against all odds, she hasn’t 
traveled her last mile after all. VWCA 

BEETLE

Robert Beaumont’s restored 1957 Beetle (upper 
left, foreground) with the 1964 in his attached 
garage. Above is Mikey, a 1973 Microbus, which is 
exiled in a detached garage. 

With the VWCA’s Friends of Our Club, members 

can save money on parts, labor 

and accessories from affili-

ated Volkswagen dealers 

and independent shops in 

the United States and 

Canada. Turn to the AUTOIST 

centerspread for more info. 

HE COULD HAVE HAD A 

DISCOUNT
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Yesteryear motorists found unique 

ways to fend off winter’s cold 

By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

L
et’s say it’s 1960 and you’re shopping at your 
town’s Ford store. Look carefully at the op-
tions sheet. The fine print might surprise you: 

fresh-air (MagicAire) or recirculating heaters (not-
so magical) weren’t standard equipment! They 
were optional. GM made heaters standard for 
1962, and as late as 1966, Ford let you delete the 
heater. 

This changed. One reason was the Federal Motor 
Vehicle Safety Standards passed in 1966. In 
lawyer-approved language, the Feds adopted SAE 
guidelines for defrosters (and thus heaters) in most 
new motor vehicles by the late 1960s. Further re-
finements set minimum defroster performance, 
standardized operation and illuminated controls. 
Under these rules, the Feds set different performance 
criteria for hot-water heating and exhaust-type heat 
exchangers. VW’s Beetle employed the latter fresh-air 
type since 1963 — roughly a year before Cadillac in-
troduced Comfort Control, the first fully automatic 
automotive HVAC system. 

While a 1964 Beetle owners manual said “you will 
greatly appreciate ... the heating of your car ... it will 
always start and heat up the interior of the car 
quickly and uniformly,” Foreign Car Guide ads indi-

cate that some wanted a hotter VW — inside. Be-
tween FCG’s covers Stewart Warner’s South Wind 
gasoline heaters vied with Judson superchargers for 
reader attention. VW gradually addressed both is-
sues: its engines grew larger and heaters more elabo-
rate. Nonetheless, the Bug’s climate control never 
held a candle to its early 1970s water-cooled compe-
tition. 

South Wind, Webasto and Eberspacher gasoline 
heaters, therefore, made sense — especially if your » 

This spot-color, foldout ad for South Wind appeared as an insert in an early 
1960s AUTOIST. 

THE HEAT IS 

ON
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HEATERS
car was parked outside where you 
could use them to preheat your 
sleigh. VW offered some air-cooled 
models with optional gasoline 
heaters. I shagged a South Wind 
from a 1965 Bug. I never installed 
one in my car as it usurped too 
much trunk room. Plus, my unit had 
several problems due to corrosion. 
SW developed this heater type in 
the 1930s. It pumped fuel into a 
chamber where a sparkplug ignited 
fumes, in effect creating a furnace. 
When installed in a VW, air blown 
over a heat exchanger, warmed by 
hot exhaust gases, entered the vehi-
cle through a hole cut into the trunk 
below the dashboard. 

I tried lots of air-cooled VW cold-
weather motoring aids, including 
electric booster fans meant to in-
crease air flow and portable plug-in defrosters. I used 
a 120-VAC electric engine-oil heater to aid starting 
and speed warming. One 12-VDC defroster, intended 
for a sedan’s rear window, made more noise than 
heat. The electric fans modestly upped air output at 
low engine speeds. On the Squareback, you installed 
one designed to handle heated air under the rear 
seat. You mounted a similar device in the Beetle’s en-
gine bay augmenting the gale from the engine-fan 
housing. Those who drove early Beetles could choose 
six-volt defrosters! You attached them to the wind-
shield with suction cups. The illustrations suggest 
these were sort of like an auger for ice fishing. In 
contrast, VW offered electric rear-window defrosters 
for 1969. 

1972 Squarebacks were my snowmobiles for more 
than a decade. These cars, compared to the Bug, had 
powerful heaters due to extra heat exchangers. Plus, 
they had thermostatically controlled heat — a mixer 
valve added forced cold air when things get too 
toasty — so you don’t have trim air flow as a means 
of cutting heat output as one does on a Bug.  

 
Barn finds: How people heated cars 

The Leppke family has a long history of braving 
nasty weather. My dad’s clan settled smack dab in 
the middle of North Dakota — got there driving a 
late 1920s Essex — a popular closed car built by 
Hudson. Its body and frame are still on the farm; its 
engine parts decorate the barn. Anyhow, we’re talk-
ing either “Nanook of the North” or Coen Brothers’ 
“Fargo” territory (the Essex remains look like burnt 
umber). If it were an animated feature — think 
“Frostbite Falls.” Arctic temps, raw winds and lots of 
snow require tough-stuff people.  

My pioneering ancestors found ways to make their 
Fords — Models T and A plus flathead V8s, Essex, 
Chevrolets and other contraptions habitable for treks 
from the farm to a nearby Carrington, North Dakota. 
My dad says he often rode in a Chevy’s rumble seat. 
The earliest heating device I found seems inspired by 
a Weber grill. Now, that’s an idea! Cook yourself with 
charcoal. My grandmother said they deployed lots of 
blankets and wore layers of clothing. 

A major drawback to South Wind’s Beetle heater was trunk-space intrusion. 
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Now feast your eyes on this formerly carpeted 
wedge of a box. You placed coals — yep you had to 
preheat your heat — in a side’s tray. I suspect this 
wasn’t as onerous as it sounds because coal heating 
was common. Similar devices were like a sauna with-
out water — you used a hot brick. Nothing says 
lovin’ like something in the oven.  

This wedge formed a footrest. It might have kept 
your toes from going popsicle. An adjustable vent lets 
you regulate convection heating. In sum, despite the 
luxurious, now largely missing mouse-attached car-
peting, I doubt I’d find this invention suitable for the 
motoring age. Yet, oldtimers tell me these portable 
heaters were better than the alternative. California 
dreaming … 

The next step toward civilized motoring looks a tad 
risky but it shares a VW concept — engine exhaust as 

toaster. I found this Star Automotive Heater, which 
looks a lot like a floor register for a gravity furnace. 
Because most cars in the day had wood floorboards, 
you cut a hole for it. One routed the car’s exhaust 
through this device, which in turn warmed its inner 
pipes. I asked oldtimers how air moved through this 
hot-spot gadget. They said convection. I’ve seen some 
examples where ducts routed the engine fan’s breeze 
in order to get continuous air circulation! Because 
cars were drafty, perhaps the thin looking exhaust 
connections didn’t pose as big a risk. Nevertheless, 
this stove-plate seems like a hot mess. 

For happy feet, try this Tropic Aire branded con-
traption. Now we’re cooking like a mini-me Modine 
hot-water heater! These were popular in 1930s-era 
cars. Another app was school buses. Send engine 
coolant through this small radiator, which you 
mounted under the dashboard. You manually closed 
its flaps. A fan behind it recirculated air inside the 
vehicle. Some were advertised as portable. What? 
Well, you could install your old heater in your next 
ride. One thing I can tell you, the Leppke barn has 
scores of these. 

Gasoline heaters arrived by the later 1930s, with 
Stewart Warner’s South Wind a well known brand. 
These were employed by VW diehards who wanted 
more BTUs in their VWs. I couldn’t find any of these 
on the farm, although I saw some Coleman-like » 

Charcoal heat ... at your feet. 

A Tropic Aire unit, which used hot water to produce heat. 

Closeup of a Star Automotive Heater grille. 
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stoves. 
There’s a problem with the recirculating heater sys-

tems — humidity. Your car fogs up. Nash, by the late 
1930s, introduced a fresh-air heater called Weather 
Eye — described as an air conditioner. The condition 
was filtered outside fresh air routed through the 
heater core. It defrosted windshields better and kept 
things comfy as Weather Eye pressurized the car’s 
cabin.  

Many experts say Nash likely innovated in cooling 
during the 1950s — putting its Kelvinator refrigera-
tor division to work by placing an air conditioner sys-
tem under the car’s hood. This wasn’t the first 
refrigerated auto, but supposedly the first factory-as-
sembled job configured as we see them today. My 
grandparents hung an air conditioner under the dash 
of their 1958 Ford. Years later, they got a Cadillac 
with Comfort Control. These days, automakers pro-
vide very effective defoggers, combining dry condi-
tioned air with heat.  

 
Beetle heaters from 1963 to 1975 

Now let’s take a look at air-cooled Beetle heaters 
for 1963. That year, VW made one of several signifi-
cant, if not wholly, successful improvements. VW 
went from stale-air heat to fresh-air heat. Before ’63, 
you got warmth from the air blown over the engine’s 
cylinders and then routed through “heater” boxes 
into the car’s interior. Oil leaks or perhaps combus-
tion products from a leaking cylinder head made 
their smelly or odorless way into the car’s interior.  

Engineers wisely fixed that by changing the en-
gine’s vertical fan housing — the signature D-shaped 
assembly atop the horizontally configured engine. 
Hoses on its sides routed engine-fan forced air 
through heat exchangers (basically exhaust mani-
folds surrounded with alloy fins) to the VW’s interior. 
This works like your home’s forced air gas/oil heater. 
At the exit side of the exchanger, a flap lets one route 
this air toward the cabin or out the exchanger’s back. 
You opened this flap by twirling a knob on the right 
side of the car’s central tunnel near the right front 
seat.  

Experts argue that fresh-air heat exchangers are 
safer — exhaust gas is less likely to be drawn into the 
cabin through defective connections. Consumer Re-
ports’ experts agreed. GM’s Corvair, in contrast, had a 
hazardous stale-air heater.  

Fresh-air was an improvement but hardly enough 
to blast the competition. So, VW made another modi-
fication for 1965. It fixed a longtime complaint: no 
air flow inside the car until the engine thermostat 
opened. Yep! By 1963, a thermostatically controlled 
ring closed off air through the fan housing, helping 
the engine reach operating temp, but in the process 
air to the car’s interior was likewise choked. So, VW 
put thermostatically controlled flaps at the bottom of 
the fan housing as a means of regulating engine 
temp. Now, fan-forced air routed independently 
through the heat exchangers. You got air (often cold) 
into the car’s insides from the moment the engine 
started.  

Another change reduced knob spinning and eased 
floor-vent operation. Levers on either side of the 
parking brake handle let the user adjust heat. The 
right lever opened or closed heat exchanger flaps. 
Down was off (closed), and up was full-tilt on 
(open). The left lever sent air to the interior’s front 
(down) or to both front and under the rear seat (up). 
Prior to this, the driver was a contortionist, as one 
had to twist a bit and then move a hand to the base 
of the rear seat. On either side’s rear foot zone, levers 
let you open or close the rear heater outlets. 

For 1966, VW added a center defrost outlet at the 
base of the windshield. In order to defrost, one per-
formed an elaborate drill. Pull the right lever up and 
push the left lever down. Then, reach to the front floor 
near the A pillar and slide a metal door over the floor 
outlet. This directed air to the windshield. If your 
front co-pilot were cooperative, she or he did the job. 
Otherwise, you got friendly with your companion.  

Let’s say this situation worked, because the VW 
was narrow, but it wasn’t ergonomic. VW fixed this 
taking several steps. By 1970, likely to comply with 
1969 regulations, VW moved the front floor outlets 
and replaced the metal doors with lever-controlled 

HEATERS
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flaps. And by 1973, VW met regs by alter-
ing how the heater levers operated and il-
luminating them with a tiny 
under-dashboard spotlight. Because rules 
required clear defrost instructions and 
minimum performance of said function, 
VW routed cables to the left lever so that 
down closed all floor vents (front and 
rear) routing all air to the windshield. Up 
opened all floor vents, which meant you 
couldn’t select all front and no rear floor 
heat. Since VW defroster air output was 
meager at idle, the feds let VW comply 
using a higher-than idle engine rpm. 
Knowledgeable drivers stepped on the 
gas pedal, when idling, in order to get 
sufficient defrosting. 

VW didn’t add an electric fan to the 
Beetle’s heating system. There was a sep-
arate front fresh-air intake system for 
1968. The 1971 Super Beetle had a simi-
lar fan-assisted setup. For 1975, VW in-
troduced a new heat exchanger said to 
improve output. For 1971, VW provided 
an air-extractor (crescent vents behind 
the side windows) which aided heater 
performance a tad, as before this (even 
after), you usually needed to open a window slightly 
in order to increase heater air flow. 

 
Heat that melts  

What goes wrong? Plenty. For those who drove on 
salted roads, VW’s air-cooled vehicle heating system 
definitely worked but didn’t work indefinitely. Add to 
the complexity and unorthodox by American stan-
dards heater outlets — at the floor rather than under 
the dashboard and you’ll find tales of disappointment 
and surprise as purses, LPs and other items placed in 
front of heater vents melted or blocked air.  

Rust ate through heat exchangers and damaged 
flap operation. And corrosion often worked through 
the rocker panels and heater channels too. Thus, no 
air made it to the front of the car. And one usually 
had to rev the engine in order to get meaningful air 
supply. If you didn’t or the engine wasn’t warm 

enough, you deployed an ice scraper on the inside of 
the windshield. Faulty engine thermostats didn’t help. 

Many expect the front-fresh air system to be inte-
grated into the engine’s heat system. So, they’re dis-
appointed when it spits out nothing but cold air.  

In my neck of the woods, the usual suspects were 
rusted heat exchangers, incorrectly attached or de-
fective air hoses, flawed heater channels and defec-
tive thermostats. And when it’s 20 below and you’re 
driving on lousy roads, you just cannot keep the en-
gine revved high enough to produce adequate air 
flow — and that long run from back to front results 
in lukewarm results. Some wrapped the heat ex-
changers and ductwork in asbestos as a means of up-
ping temps.  

Come to think of it, a box of hot coals isn’t such a 
bad idea. Like the air-cooled VW, it offers quiet 
heat. VWCA

1964 Beetle heating strategies, which in reality only produced degrees of appreciation 
for its air cooling and heating capabilities. 
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By Steve Midlock *SMidlock@stfrancis.edu

IN SEARCH OF A 

DREAM CAR
A

s I peruse internet sites devoted to the sale of 
vintage cars, and as I talk with other vintage 
car owners at local cruise nights, I am amazed 

at what it takes to make their car dreams come true. 
I understand the desire to find and restore a car 
that’s just like one’s first car, or the need to restore a 
car that has become a family’s legacy from Grandpa. 
Those certainly are noble dreams. But many of us 
don’t have a family heirloom to restore or don’t want 
to have a car like our first car.  

My first car was a 1961 Plymouth four-door sedan. 
It was very long by today’s standards 
and with no power steering, 
was difficult to park. A great 
family car back in the day, 
it was a practical 
beast of burden 
powered by the fa-
mous slant six-
cylinder 
engine. As 
much as I 
was happy to 
have any car 
when I was 
just a kid, I 
have no desire 
to find one just like it today. 

What constitutes a good vintage car 
that will bring back memories and yet be easy to af-
ford and repair as needed? How about a car with 
bucket seats, four on the floor, dual exhausts and in-
dependent rear wheel suspension? 

Or how about classic styling that stems back to the 
mid-1930s with running boards and swooping fend-

ers?  
What about a car that is guaranteed to generate 

plenty of thumbs-up signs as you drive down the 
street? Would you like a vintage car that when you 
park at the fast-food restaurant will attract complete 
strangers who ask what year it is, and then proceed 
to share stories of how they once owned one back in 
the day? 

If these sound like criteria for your dream vintage 
car, I suggest you consider a VW Beetle! 

In addition to all the aforementioned qualities, the 
Beetle is fun to drive, as it takes you on a 

journey back in time. But, unlike other 
vintage cars, it will keep up with 

today’s traffic as it can cruise at 
70 mph all day. Parts are 

readily available from a 
number of sources, and 

there is a plethora 
of support 
through VW 

clubs across 
the nation. 
Beetles are 
easy to main-

tain, and if 
you’re not mechani-

cally inclined, many 
local shops and even some 

new car dealers still work on them. They still are af-
fordable and are so endearing that many Beetle own-
ers have more than one in their collection.  

Wherever you drive, the Beetle inevitably causes 
others to wave and smile. Driving a vintage Beetle 
definitely is living the dream. VWCA
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Letters
In search of a Passat wagon   

Was wondering if there were any archives or 
maybe just plain consensus from members.  

What era from 2005 and not to exceed 2016 was 
the most comfortable and reliable Passat wagon to 
pursue?  

I understand it may be a personal answer but I’m 
sure  there are favorites with VW enthusiasts.    

Ray Staniszewski 

Lockport, Illinois 

Cliff Leppke responds: According to VW’s Mark 
Gillies, VWoA offered the B5 Passat wagon from 1998-
2005. The abbreviation “B” indicates car size (in this 
case the Passat) and the number 5 is the generation. 
VW sold the B6 Passat Wagon from 2006-2010. Thus, 
you cannot shop Passat wagons newer than 2010. If 
you want a newer than 2010 model, you must shop the 

Jetta/Golf SportWagen. This Passat’s 1.8-liter tur-
bocharged , 20-valve, four-cylinder engine proved prob-
lematical due to oil sludge, sticking valves and ignition 
coil pack issues. VW recalled or altered recommended 
oil/oil change intervals to address troubles. But be pre-
pared for above average service costs. And some suspen-
sion parts didn’t last long. Several outfits stepped in 
offering upper control arms/ball joint rebuilds. This is 
an interference engine — so timing belts must be serv-
iced before they break! You must determine which en-
gine/transmission and drive system (FWD or AWD) 
you want. Some B5 models had V-6 engines and AWD.  
Manual transmissions were available.  And perhaps a 
few diesels were part of the mix. Passat wagon sales 
were low, so you might shop the Jetta/Golf SportWa-
gen instead.    
uHOW TO REACH US:  Send email to VWAutoist@icloud.com or by 
mail to 621 E. Essex Ave., St. Louis, MO 63122.



 

CALIFORNIA 
BURLINGAME: AUDI BURLINGAME, 1010 CADILLAC WAY, 650-
348-0111 
ELK GROVE: ELK GROVE VOLKSWAGEN, 9776 W STOCKTON BLVD, 
916-405-2650, P-10 A-10 

COLORADO 
FORT COLLINS: ED CARROLL MOTOR CO., 3003 S. COLLEGE AVE., 
970-226-3000, P-10 A-10 L-10 AC 

FLORIDA 
JACKSONVILLE: VOLKSWAGEN OF ORANGE PARK, 7220 BLAND-
ING BLVD., 904-269-2603 

MICHIGAN 
KALAMAZOO: MAPLE HILL VOLKSWAGEN, 5622 W. MAIN ST., 
269-342-6600 
MUSKEGON: AUDI MUSKEGON, 1860 E STERNBERG RD, 888-
724-3942 

MISSOURI 
KANSAS CITY: MOLLE VW, 808 W. 103RD ST., 816-941-9500 

WASHINGTON 
SEATTLE: UNIVERSITY VOLKSWAGEN, 4724 ROOSEVELT WAY NE, 
206-634-3322, P-10 A-10 L-10 

ARIZONA 
KINGMAN: TNT AUTO CENTER, 535 E. ANDY DEVINE AVE., 928-
753-1477, P-10 A-10 L-10 AC 
PRESCOTT: PRESCOTT IMPORT CAR SERVICE, 710 RUTH ST., 928-
778-9305, P-10, VW SERVICE POINT 

CALIFORNIA 
SANTA BARBARA: TOP SHOP AUTOMOTIVE, 177 S. PATTERSON 
AVE., 805-964-6554, topshopautosb.com, AC, VW REPAIR SHOP 

COLORADO 
COLORADO SPRINGS: MOTORWORKS RESTORATIONS, 2633 DU-
RANGO DR, 719-648-2280, motorworksrestorations.com, AC, 
RESTORATION & REPAIR SHOP 

CONNECTICUT 
OLD SAYBROOK: CARDONE AND DAUGHTER AUTOMOTIVE, 4 CUS-
TOM DRIVE, 860-664-0727, cardoneanddaughter.com, AC, SERV-
ICE & REPAIR SHOP 

ILLINOIS 
DOWNERS GROVE: SPAROMOBILE, 503 OGDEN AVE., 630-963-
8410, IMPORT PARTS 
EFFINGHAM: MID AMERICA MOTORWORKS, 17082 N. US HIGH-
WAY 45, 866-867-0540, AC, AIR-COOLED VW PARTS & ACCES-
SORIES 
OAK LAWN: G&H IMPORT AUTO PARTS, 9734 S. CICERO AVE., 

708-422-9272, PARTS & ACCESSORIES 
INDIANA 

FORT WAYNE: WERNER'S GARAGE, 7804 FRITZ ROAD, 260-489-
9783, ALL EUROPEAN VEHICLE REPAIR 

KENTUCKY 
LOUISVILLE: IMPORTDOKTOR, 1387 LEXINGTON RD., 502-584-
3511, importdoktor.com, IMPORT REPAIR & BODY SHOP 

MICHIGAN 
WATERFORD TOWNSHIP: MUNK'S MOTORS, 3080 W. HURON ST., 
248-681-8081, munks.com, P-20 AC, INDEPENDENT REPAIR 

NEW YORK 
MASSAPEQUA: GT PRECISION IMPORTS, 190A MARGARETTA AVE., 
516-799-1100, gtprecision.com, P-10 L-10 AC, VW & AUDI INDE-
PENDENT REPAIR SHOP 
WATERLOO: SELECT EUROCARS, 0685 WATERLOO-GENEVA RD., 
315-789-2200, P-10 A-10 L-10 AC, VW & AUDI SPECIALIST 

OREGON 
BEAVERTON: HM MOTORSPORTS, 3920 SW 141ST AV, 503-619-
3361, P-15 A-15 L-15 AC, AIR-COOLED VW PARTS 

RHODE ISLAND 
SOUTH KINGSTOWN: M & T MANUFACTURING, 30 HOPKINS 
LANE, 401-789-7720, AC
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S
ure, you keep an eye on your tires, brakes and oil. 
But headlights? Aren’t they OK for the life of the 

car? Not if you want to see clearly at night. 
 
Why headlights need attention 

Even though just one-quarter of driving happens at 
night, more than half of driver fatalities and three 
quarters of pedestrian deaths occur after sunset. 

Headlight lenses are typically made of plastic with 
a protective coating to prevent scratching and dam-
age from the sun. But after three to five years of ex-
posure, the coating itself breaks down and the lens 
becomes yellow or cloudy. 

According to AAA research, deteriorated headlights 
provide as little as 22% of the light output as new, 
original headlights. It’s hard to see well at night no 
matter how good your headlights are, but having 
one-fifth of the light output of new headlights is a 
safety hazard. 

Cloudy lenses also scatter light and create a dan-
gerous glare for oncoming vehicles. 

 
What should you do? 

Routinely inspect headlights for cloudiness and dis-
coloration. If it’s hard to see the bulb inside, replace 
the headlight or have its lens restored as soon as pos-
sible. By the time the lens looks cloudy, its light out-
put it much lower than it should be. 

Avoid parking in direct sunlight on a daily 

basis.The sun’s rays speed the deterioration of the 
headlight lens coating. 

Despite what you might hear from others or read 
online, don’t use household products like toothpaste, 
dish soap, baking soda, vinegar or bug spray on 
headlights. At best, they might provide only short 
term improvement; at worst they could damage the 
lens itself and force you to replace the entire head-
light assembly. 

 
Replacement vs. restoration 

Replacement is the safest option, as an original 
manufacturer headlight returns light output to 100% 
of that of a new vehicle. Using aftermarket parts 
costs less and returns light output to 80% to 90% of 
that of a new vehicle. The parts must be installed at 
an auto shop, though, to ensure the light is aimed 
properly. Cost = $100-$450. 

Headlight lens restoration performed at an auto 
shop increases light output to about 70% of that of a 
new vehicle. Cost = $75-$100. 

Performing headlight lens restoration yourself with 
a DIY kit also increases light output to about 70% of 
that of a new vehicle. Cost = $20-$30. 

Note: Be wary of replacing halogen bulbs with LED 
bulbs. LEDs emit light differently and may not work 
properly in a housing not designed for them. See 
your owner’s manual to learn more. VWCA 

Source: AAA

Safer Driving
Compiled by the Badger Beetles AutoFun Club 

VWClub.org
Add value to your VWCA membership by registering at VWClub.org to 
take advantage of discounts on exclusive Club Store merchandise and 
to renew your membership, using either PayPal or your credit card.
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By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

F
ixing an air-cooled VW’s brakes isn’t a block-
buster event. Nonetheless, it shares some Holly-
wood characteristics found in franchises such as 

“Borne Identity”: There’s intrigue behind those 15-
inch wheels. This piece doesn’t cover a comprehen-
sive brake job. Instead, it focuses on fluid, caliper 
rebuild and new parts for vintage Bugs.  

Let’s start with the cold open. I’ll use two VW mod-
els, a 1964 Beetle and a 1974 Karmann Ghia. Either 
has hydraulic brakes. Your press a foot pedal, which 
in turn, causes fluid to expand brake shoes toward 
drums or clamp brake pads on rotors. Conventional 
brake fluid (DOT 3 or 4) is glycol-ether and hygro-
scopic. The latter means it absorbs water. This stuff 
also damages paint.  

For cautious car collectors, silicone-based DOT 5 is 
a purple-hued alternative. It’s hydrophobic and does-
n’t damage paint. DOT 5 has quirks. So, there’s DOT 

BRAKING 
NEWS
Finding the right fluid 

and parts for older VWs 

TOP: Front brake on a 1974 Karmann Ghia. ABOVE: Ghia caliper rebuild 
supplies.  
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5.1, not discussed in this arti-
cle. It offers DOT 5-like ad-
vantages. One shouldn’t 
connect these DOTs! Don’t 
mix silicone DOT 5 with gly-
col-ether DOT 4/5 or 5.1.  

A fresh start with silicone 
fluid should make your ride’s 
brakes work for years with-
out a hitch. Why? Because 
conventional brake fluid ab-
sorbs moisture over time and 
degrades brake system per-
formance. You must periodi-
cally flush out old fluid. 
While the usual story is that 
moisture lowers brake fluid’s 
boiling point causing brake fade, internal brake-part 
corrosion is another problem. Brake cylinders and 
other metal components corrode due to moisture-
laden fluid.  

The purple solution introduces at least two 
hitches. Silicone works its way into hydraulic brake 
light switches found on many older VWs. Add an 
electric arc from the brake light switch contacts and 
you’ll get silicone dioxide — an insulator. In other 
words, your brake light switches might fail. Try 
Harley-Davidson-approved low-pressure brake light 
switches. They’ll work with DOT 5. 

Another hitch: silicone isn’t suitable for antilock 
brakes. It aerates (air bubbles), which ruins its effec-

tiveness. You’ll no-
tice this if you pour 
this stuff too quickly 
into your car’s mas-
ter cylinder reser-
voir.  

If you’re not sold 
on DOT 5, try a 
long-life DOT 4. It 
shouldn’t absorb 
moisture as quickly 
as the regular fluid.  

In my experience 
— I’ve been using 

silicone since the early 1980s — the grape Kool-Aid-
like fluid works wonders. If properly introduced, it 
really cuts down on internal pitting and corrosion in 
wheel and master cylinders. Plus, most rubber brak-
ing components age well.  

I converted my 1964 Beetle to DOT 5 in the early 
’80s while performing a complete braking system re-
build — new hoses, master cylinder and wheel cylin-
ders. This car’s brakes took a beating and kept on 
working. You see, I left it and my Karmann Ghia in a 
damp barn for several years during grad school. 
While the Beetle’s brakes survived, my Ghia, in con-
trast, which I merely flushed before converting, » 

Air pressure pushes out the piston on the Ghia. 

Rusty caliper bore on the Ghia. 

Old rusted piston on the Ghia. 
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didn’t fare so well. Both 
Ghia rear wheel cylinders 
seized and the front 
calipers started sticking. 
The Ghia suffered due to 
corrosion working its way 
under piston seals.  

Now, let’s investigate 
brake repair options. I’ll 
begin with the Ghia’s 
front calipers and then 
examine a known prob-
lem with vintage VW 
brake parts. Those who 
know Ghias are aware 
that VW installed Girling 
front brakes for the 1973 
model year. Both Girling 
and VW logos are visible 
through front-wheel slots. 
If car-show judges were 
picky, they’d ding scores 
for any 1973-1974 Ghia 
wearing new aftermarket 
calipers.  

You can rebuild the original two-piston Girling 
calipers. Seal kits and pistons are available. Some 
vendors inaccurately describe these darling Girlings. 
Some dub them one-pin calipers, while the earlier 
ATE style is called a two-pin type. The Girling pad, 
which is oval (not ATE square), has one hole at its 
top. You do not put a pin through it. Instead, a U-
shaped device, which works like two pins in one, 
routes through four holes in the caliper. Its two pins 
compress a metal brake-pad retaining plate — very 
slick. And the oval shims tilt the pads slightly to re-
duce squeaking. Nifty. 

You can rehab your caliper after you’ve removed 
them from the vehicle. Place the caliper in a vise. Get 
a C clamp. Use it to depress and retain one piston. 
Now, insert compressed air into the orifice where the 
brake hose attaches. Close the bleeder valve(s). Air 
forces the unrestrained piston out. Sometimes it 

pops. For this car, the pis-
tons gradually emerged 
from their bores.  

Girling pistons aren’t 
keyed. So, you don’t need 
to align them before rein-
serting. With the piston 
removed, inspect it and 
the caliper. If the piston is 
pitted due to corrosion, 
replace it. Clean gummy 
pistons. Remove the 
caliper’s square-cut piston 
seal. Use emery cloth or 
wet sandpaper to scrub 
the caliper bore. Inspect 
the groove where the pis-
ton’s square-cut seal 
mounts — it must be cor-
rosion free. Do not disas-
semble the caliper halves 
as internal replacement 
parts aren’t available.  

After cleaning these 
pieces, wipe them with phosphoric acid. This rust-
killer is effective. If you see brown spots, you’re not 
finished. Scrub more. To assemble, lubricate the 
parts with brake fluid before inserting them. If you’ve 
got brake paste, you can use that instead. For my 
project I did both — paste for the rubber parts and 
silicone on the rest.  

Install a new square-cut seal. VW recommends a 
special tongue depressor-like brake piston insertion 
tool. I’ve found you can push the new piston into its 
hole with even pressure by hand. Before you press 
the piston fully into its refreshened home, attach the 
rubber dust boot to its outer groove. Then, press the 
piston fully into the caliper body and install the dust-
boot retaining ring.  

Employ the C clamp to restrain the rebuilt piston. 
Now, you can remove the caliper’s other piston. Re-
peat this process three times.  

Awkward changes to new parts for old Beetles 

Parts List 

1973-1974 Karmann Ghia front caliper rebuild kit: 111-
698-471B  

KG/Girling caliper piston: Centric 146.41012  

1958-1964 Beetle cylinders:  113-611-057B (front); 113-
611-055C (rear). Brake bleeder valve, 7x35mm: 113-615-
273A 

Girling front caliber. 

BRAKES
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My 1964 Beetle’s 

brakes pulled to the right. 
Thus, I ordered new 
wheel cylinders from Air-
head Parts. The wheel 
cylinders for 1958-1964 
Beetles differ from later 
ones. While Beetles had 
short stopping distances, 
many complained about 
Bug braking performance. 
They described it as un-
even, as though the brake 
drums were square. So, 
VW redesigned its brakes.  

From 1958 through 1964, a 
brake shoe contacts the backing 
plate at its center where you in-
stall the retaining pin, spring 
and clip. The shoe’s outer ends 
fit into narrow slots at the 
wheel cylinder and adjusting 
screw. For 1965, VW modified 
the brake backing plate. It sup-
ports each shoe’s outer ends 
and in the center. VW also re-
designed how the shoes rest on 
the adjustment screw — there’s 
a taper. Another change is 
wider slots for the brake shoes 
at the wheel pistons and adjustment screws. 

Now flash forward to 2020. The new Varga/TRW 
wheel cylinders differ from the originals. First, their 
piston slots are wide. Alan Patten, at Airhead Parts, 
says they’ve tested these parts; they work. Plus, it’s a 
lot easier to install the brake shoe into them. I 
haven’t confirmed this, as I put my car’s older style 
pistons into the new wheel cylinders.  

Second, there’s a known problematic situation with 
the front wheel cylinders. Patten notes Varga/TRW 
uses a larger-diameter bleeder valve — 7mm thread 
vs. original’s 6mm. The valve is stubbier, and its hex 
for your wrench is now 8mm instead of 7mm. Often, 
you cannot open these new bleeder valves with a 
closed-end wrench. There’s not enough space be-

tween the bleeder valve 
and brake hose. You can-
not substitute the original 
6mm-size bleeder valve 
due the new cylinder’s 
larger diameter thread-
ing.  

Patten, therefore, rec-
ommends purchasing two 
larger bleeder valves 
(113-615-273A; 
7x35mm) found on the 
Ghia’s Girling brake 
calipers. They’re expen-
sive: $18 each. Ouch! I’ve 

received them. They’re indeed 
longer and the wrench-hex is 
7mm. Thus, these should rec-
tify bleeder-valve interference. 
Plus, one 7mm-wrench manipu-
lates your front and rear bleed-
ers!  

On my Beetle, I discovered 
grease-contaminated right 
brake shoes caused uneven 
stopping. The wheel cylinders I 
installed in the 1980s were still 
clean inside. Another problem, 
the front brake shoes wore un-
evenly. The centers of their arcs 

were thinner than the ends. This indicates oversize 
brake drums. I didn’t notice this issue earlier. I 
bought this car from its original owner in 1982. 
Someone botched its brake system repairs.  

For example, an idiot put rear shoes on the front. 
The front ones are wider. With the wrong shoes, the 
brake pedal plunged all the way to the floor, while 
the vehicle was in motion — no brakes at all. I dis-
covered this disconcerting fact after replacing its 
plugged brake hoses.  

Unlike Hollywood, which must pump out mass-
produced entertainment in order to thrive. One com-
petent brake job should keep you rolling or make 
that stopping for years to come — no sequel neces-
sary.  VWCA  

Bleeder interference on a 1964 Beetle. There’s no room between the 
new stubby 7mm bleeder and the brake hose. 

Wider slots on the Beetle’s new wheel cylinder. 
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The Frontdriver
BY RICHARD G. VANTREUREN *rgvant@juno.com

A road paved with good intentions  

I
’ve been thinking way back. At first just admiring 
the VW philosophy of “if it works don’t fix it,” I fi-

nally committed most of my re-enlistment bonus to a 
brand-new 1975 Volkswagen Rabbit. 

Quickly came the ’76 with its retrofittable improve-
ments, the ’77 with fuel injection and diesel variants, 
multiple countries’ assembly line variants, the ’79 
convertible, notchback Jetta, ’80 Pickup, etc., all to 
our utter delight. It was all about making the car sold 
worldwide more reliable, a better value, or offering 
the proven drivetrain in body variations to better fit 
individual needs.  

Small car safety was, of course, a concern, with 
Rabbit’s already advanced design easily adapted to 
create an enhanced-safety prototype praised by the 
US government. And if electric power was in the fu-
ture, various E-Rabbits demon-
strated then-best thinking about 
zero-emission (at least at the 
tailpipe) transportation.  

Amid all this glee came the Auto 
2000 competition from the German 
government. You may recall the 
concept car VW created that made 
the cover of Popular Science maga-
zine, heralded as the next genera-
tion of auto evolution, as different 
from the Type 17 as Rabbit was to 
the Beetle. More aerodynamic and 
lighter weight, the concept was 
more fuel efficient (thereby less 
polluting) via various innovations, 
including a double-clutch flywheel 
arrangement. Everyone from Motor 
Trend on down predicted we were 
seeing the next generation Type 17, 

and it would certainly be produced before 2000.  
Longtime readers of the column may remember my 

astonished disbelief when the Rabbit was buried to 
roll out the 1985 Golf – larger, heavier, less efficient 
and more expensive. Who cared that the new model 
had few parts still compatible with Rabbit: more im-
portant, where were the innovations of the Auto 
2000?  

One can’t help but wonder what might have hap-
pened if VW had not made that sharp turn and 
headed down that new road. We sometimes recall 
the Broadway play in which a protagonist sang to the 
title character, “How could you let things get so out 
of hand?” 

Perhaps we consumers are to blame, as we became 
(or were led to be) convinced that fewer emissions 
were a product of more add-ons rather than better 

efficiency. And safety became domi-
nated by how many explosive can-
isters we could stuff into the 
passenger compartment, rather 
than accident-prevention engineer-
ing.  

Anyway, a couple of our EAA 
Chapter airplane buddies recently 
reminded us of some parallel evo-
lutionary trees that, while becom-
ing dead-ends, nonetheless showed 
some innovative thinking that 
missed widespread appreciation in 
their day.  

First is what might be described 
as the ultimate one-person trans-
portation unit of its day.  

Road-legal as a motorcycle, the 
Ultra High Mileage Commuter Ve-
hicle’s fiberglass body is a study in The ultimate one-person transportation unit. 
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aerodynamics itself. (The photo’s 
angle with the cockpit cowling 
open obscures the rudder-like 
tail.) With the body lifted away, 
we can see the structure and a 
little bit of the drivetrain. Some 
of the controls are in the hand 
grips. 

Doubtless this fuel-sipping 
mileage king did not fit some bu-
reaucrat’s idea of an ultra-low 
emission vehicle. Few were man-
ufactured, with Mark S.’s exam-
ple being one of the only ones in 
running condition. 

If any level of consumption of 
mashed/pureed dinosaurs was 
unacceptable, then Mark B.’s 
next restoration project would 
have appealed to you.  

It is a two-person pedal-powered car. His example, 
evidently one of the few in existence, is awaiting re-
creation of its windshield and some fiberglass patch-
ing. Its two- or four-foot power drivetrain is intact, as 
is its handgrip style-steering yoke. Too wide for typi-
cal sidewalks, its lack of brake lights would have 
made integration into the nation’s traffic somewhat 
problematic. Nonetheless, for those willing to pedal 
their way along, the benefits of low fuel costs and 
ultra low emissions cannot be 
denied.  

Both are examples of how in-
novation need not be ever more 
complex and expensive. Sad that 
we consumers do not widely 
support such thinking today.  

 
Airbag woes  

The first time our Eos’ airbag 
light came on, the VW dealer 
said there were no recalls and 
that we’d be facing a stiff repair 
bill. Happily, a silent recall 
meant that the light stayed out 
without any additional expense. 

Years (and some airbag recalls) 
later, the second time our light il-
luminated, it had become our 
problem alone.  

After $700-plus for the repair, 
the annoying warning light 
stayed out after ignition. Hard to 
blame VW — they are bound to 
use devices by government-ap-
proved manufacturers.  

Now, some years and countless 
recalls (and recalls of recalls) later, 
our airbag light is on again. Dis-
cussion with VW HQ verified the 
Government isn’t requiring them 
to fix it. This time we just don’t 
have the expected $700+ for the 
repair. One website suggests the 
warning light tells the driver the 

passenger’s airbag will not deploy in the event of a col-
lision. Guess we’ll be wearing our seat belts and putting 
our faith in the VW’s structural integrity.  

Looking forward, what have we created here? 
Even the most expensive, and otherwise innovative 
new car we might ever be able to afford in our life-
times, will still be loaded with these obviously flawed 
safety devices (that have a kill ratio) that cannot be 
engineered to last the life of the vehicle. This is inno-
vative? VWCA 

A view with the body lifted away. 

A two-person pedal car. 



28    VW AUTOIST

☯

Historically, the Beetle represented a more ad-
vanced machine than Ford’s Model T — although its 
success is often compared with the Flivver. It was 
from its conception meant to tackle city driving and 
superhighways. VW’s postwar leadership invested 
heavily in manufacturing this model. Their strategies 
paid off as VW increased production, improved 
the vehicle and cut production costs. In turn, a na-
tion not known for mass-automobil-
ity became one known the 
world over due to the Bug.  

In the USA, VW wisely 
sent us the Deluxe 
model —devel-
oped because 
it understood 
export-market 
dealers didn’t 
want the 
standard spar-
tan version. But no one 
expected it to become such a sensation. 
Americans saw small cars before — the 
Crosley for example. Larger “compacts” ar-
rived roughly during the Korean War era of 
materials shortages such as the austere 

Kaiser Henry J 
and Nash’s goes 
“beep, beep” Ram-
bler.  

But it’s the Bug that 
proved nearly every-
thing we thought 
about what Americans 
wanted in an auto 
was wrong. Ameri-
cans bought it. Its 
popularity cut across 
demographic divides 
— although it was 
mostly a white per-
son’s car. It was the 

ideal second or third family auto, a good choice for 
singles, young marrieds, those starting a career and 
women (America’s often unpaid chauffeurs) who 

wanted a 
friendly car.  

Its unusual 
mechanical 
layout, such as 
its rear air-
cooled engine, 

was well 
known. In pop 

culture, its endur-
ing shape spoke to 
concerns about 

waste and planned obso-
lescence. It even played 

a part in a screwball 
comedy, the Holly-
wood movie “What’s 
Up Doc?” Barbra 
Streisand and Ryan 
O’Neal purloin a 
Beetle during a 

chase sequence that 
both spoofed “Bullitt” 

and paid homage to Buster 
Keaton. A series of triple-laugh 

stunts unfold as a crazy caravan 
of vehicles ends up in San Francisco 
Bay. The film’s audience knew the Beetle floated. 
Thus, before the Bug hits the water, everyone expects 
it to come out on top. The gag wouldn’t work with a 
Toyota Corona.  

The Bug, therefore, represented a non-car kind of 
car. By this, I mean the VW proposition emphasized, 
sometimes absurdly, how it differed from the stan-
dard auto. Ads said you could push it if it ran out of 
gas, it made your house look larger and you only 
used water to wash it. And it dubiously claimed the 
engine wouldn’t overheat and boil your coolant or 
freeze. Yet, anyone who’s fixed a VW knows the en-
gines overheat and they need thermostats if you 

From top, the 
Kaiser Henry J, Nash 
Rambler and Crosley. 

DRIVER’S SEAT

Cliff Leppke, a regular AUTOIST contrib-
utor since 1993, has upgraded his 
wheels since getting his first car in 
the early ’60s. 

uFROM PAGE 3
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want some heat.  
VW’s ad agency did a bang-up job 

of selling the merits of its Small 
Wonder. Its ad men must have had 
sleepless nights sorting out how to 
undo this and explain to Americans 
why VW put the Rabbit’s water-
cooled engine in the front. Early 
Rabbit ads often pointed out peculiar 
items such as an electric radiator fan 
that ran after you shut off the car. 
Yet, the Rabbit idea had a Beetle-like 
moment when John Muir Publica-
tions issued the Poor Richard’s Rabbit 
Book, which had the counterculture 
vibe and Peter Aschwanden illustra-
tions of the earlier How to Keep Your 
Volkswagen Alive. The Rabbit idea 
was very different from a Ford Pinto. 
It was a different kind of VW, too.  

VW’s current direction toward 
BEVs represents a Das Auto shift. 
And this is an important moment. 
But it must work on its message be-
cause it’s neither the first nor the 
most significant player in BEVs. VW’s 
ID platform, however, could spawn 
interesting vehicles. Will VW build 
them? I’m from Missouri on this —
show me. VW canned many of its 
specialty models.  

Last fall, VW’s ID. 3 (Golf-like 
BEV) moved into first place in its Eu-
ropean vehicle segment — besting 
Tesla. In Norway, it was the top sell-
ing car. Experts report VW rectified 
the software glitches, which caused 
troubles at its launch — items such 
as the head-up display and naviga-
tion system didn’t work as promised. 
Some vehicles required extensive 
fixes.  

In the USA, VW planned the ID.4 
rollout in December 2020. European 
market demands, however, changed 
this plan. Right now, it needs all of 
the IDs it can build and sell on the 
continent in order to comply with 
emissions targets. So, American deal-
ers must wait for their new ID-entry 
cars. Since, I haven’t sampled the 
ID.4, cannot say whether this VW 
floats. Is it a practical people’s car of-
fering exceptional value? It’s too 
early to say.  

Meanwhile, VW’s Taos, which fits 
into a slot below the Tiguan, arrives 
in summer 2021. We know there’s a 
new GTI and Golf R coming from 
Germany this time, but the Golf S 
isn’t part of the mix. The Jetta con-
tinues, but the Passat sedan will ex-

1975 Rabbit
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pire both in its American and European form perhaps 
by 2023.  

As I said, VW has an identity problem.  
 

My Scirocco: It keeps on going 
Have you ever lived with an automobile for so 

long, your co-workers call it by your first name? I 
have, twice: A 1972 VW Squareback and 1983 VW 
Scirocco. 

Many people go 
through cars like 
couture houses do 
fashion — jettison 
the old one as soon 
as it’s paid off, your 
lifestyle changes or 
something else is 
the hot thing to 
have.  I haven’t 
joined this automo-
tive rat race, as I’ve 
been driving the 
same 1983 Wolfs-
burg Edition 
Scirocco since 1988 — when I yanked it from Mesa, 
Arizona, with my Squareback to Milwaukee.  

I didn’t expect his Mars Red coupe to become my 
longtime motoring contraption, but that’s how things 
panned out. In fact, it spawned a doppelganger — 
my 292,000-mile romp of a rusty 1986 Scirocco — 
I’ve dubbed the imposter. People are baffled, I’ve got 
at least two of these wedge-shaped VWs. Don’t let its 
youth fool you, the older car is the better one. 

Some people have a problem with this. Why, they 
wonder, would I slip into this comfort-food of a 
coupe and then drive it 700 miles or more in a day? 
Wouldn’t something drive better, be safer or pose 
fewer glitches? A 37-year-old vehicle, in their minds, 
isn’t supposed to be a sane traveling device — espe-
cially when it’s a Volkswagen. Get a Toyota, they say.  

For the most part, the Scirocco is a trusty steed. For 
example, the engine has gone the distance without 
an overhaul — we’re talking more than 343,000 

miles. Even the transaxle, which some snub as a self-
machining disasterpiece of dramatic theater, proves 
durable.  

It hasn’t all been beer and skittles. There are warts. 
Yet, I find the way the RO progresses over pavement, 
its sense of direction at the steering wheel satisfying. 
And like some human relationships, I know what this 
car is speaking before it talks loudly. 

A good example 
unfolded last fall. 
The Scirocco’s alter-
nator went south 
near Minneapolis on 
my trip to Carring-
ton, North Dakota. 
The battery warning 
LED flickered, the 
voltmeter in the 
dash’s center stack 
indicated a measly 
12 volts. Immedi-
ately, I thought of 
bad brushes. These 
spring-loaded car-

bon devices make stationary connections to the cur-
rent generating rotating parts. I haven’t serviced 
them since the early 1990s. And I didn’t have a spare 
set in my vehicle’s mobile tool/parts kit.  

So I phoned the Leppke VW tourist agency in Min-
netonka (aka my sister Barb and her husband Tom). I 
motored to their place, removed the alternator and 



VW AUTOIST        31

☯
confirmed that the exciter or field coil brush was 
toast. Even worse, the slip ring for it was worn too. 
Tom suggested a bold move — get brushes for a 
Bosch alternator and modify them to fit my car’s 
original American-made Motorola alternator. Forty 
years ago, I worked for Motorola, near its Chicagoan 
headquarters. Then, Motorola parts were plentiful, 
now you must hunt. 

Tom’s ingenious idea worked. This let me complete 
my more than 1,400-mile round trip. Since then, I in-
troduced this alternator to Larry at MG Auto Electric 
in Arlington Heights near Chicago. You’ll see his ad 
in the AUTOIST. He found the necessary replacement 
parts, installed them, and I’m set for future adven-
tures. Larry also cured my Karmann Ghia’s reluctant 
starter. He looked at it, noticed some tooth damage 
and then calculated how to shim it. Now, it reliably 
engages the flywheel, which in turn spins the Ghia to 
life. 

This Scirocco matters. True there’s only 90 horses 
under its hood; a Hyundai Accent might dust it. Yet, 

it’s been there for me. And in another sense, I’ve 
been there for it. A VW needs tending, mending and 
transcending. One wishes the interior and exterior 
hardware were more robust. The dashboard, which 
looked so futuristic when I first spied it, seems con-
structed of papier-mâché, layered with dense foam 
and then wrapped in vinyl. It cracked during a cold 
spell back in 1989, its replacement cost a whopping 
$700.  

The luggage-cover clips and sunvisor retainers self-
destruct. Various engine seals and mounts require 
more attention than they should. Shortly after I got 
the vehicle, the radiator fan switch failed, causing 
the fan to run until the car’s battery died. VW should 
have used more pliable bumper covers and hired a 
hydrologist to thwart leaks as the cowl drain tray is 
unspeakably fragile and there are scores of ways H2O 
seeps into the trunk — even something as simple as 
the rear emblems’ plastic plugs (now revised) cause 
floods. 

Panasonic should have connected the LCD radio »  

Facebook.com/VWClubofAmerica
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With the VWCA’s Friends of Our Club, members 

can save money on parts, labor and 

accessories from affiliated Volks-

wagen dealers and independent 

shops in the United States and 

Canada. Turn to the AUTOIST cen-

terspread for more info. 

HE COULD HAVE HAD A 

DISCOUNT

display better. And the suspension’s front 
springs/upper mounts/dust boots are feeble. Yet, my 
VW dealer’s parts guru, Steve Bush, directed me to-
ward several improved and more durable items. And 
we went through a spate of ill-fitting seals despite 
the fact they were the correct part numbers and di-
mensions. VW’s quality control, therefore, varied. Au-
totech provided suspension/body bracing — makes 
my willowy car seem tighter. I installed a taller fifth 
gear, which helps the machine devour interstates 
without four-cylinder buzz. Plus, VW’s suspension 
geometry induces stability any former Bug owner 
could only dream about.  

Caring for your VW builds relationships — both 
with others who collect them and the machine itself. 
There are limits. The car’s tire size was once the pin-
nacle of small sports cars. Today, only a few firms 
offer rubber donuts for it. None has the crisp steering 
of the Dunlop D60 A2 or the luxurious touring si-
lence of the Michelin MXV4.  

In sum, the car surprises those who ride in it. They 
expect anything so old and with so many miles to 
rattle. When they notice it’s about as quiet and com-
fortable inside as some luxury cars, the Cliffmobile 
leaves them scratching their heads: This is a VW? 
Yes, this now-vintage VW introduced as the 
Beetle/Ghia replacement can, when given a chance, 

exceed expectations. I’m not exactly in love with it, 
but I’m certainly fond of it. VWCA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LET’S PLAY THE NAME GAME  

Because many of us like our cars almost as much as our chil-
dren, we like to name them.  

The AUTOIST’S Richard van Treuren dubbed his 1975 Rabbit 
Ol’ Blue. Vernon, Oscar, Bogart and Biff are among Lois 
Grace’s VWs.  

In this issue of the AUTOIST, we learned about Robert Beau-
mont’s VWs, named Hildegard, Esmeralda and Mikey.  

Let’s hear from you, readers. Tell us the story of how or why 
you named your VW (or Audi). Let us know your hometown. 
Snap a photo, if you’d like, and email it all to 

VWAutoist@icloud.com. 
 

DRIVER’S SEAT
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Club Store



RATES: Free to VWCA members (including photos). Non-member 
rate is $5 for the first 35 words plus 15 cents per additional word. 
Photos are additional $5 each. Includes posting on VWClub.org 
with color photos. Advertisers must provide VWCA ID number or 
pay in advance. Ads may be edited to meet space limitations. Pho-
tos to be returned must be accompanied by a S.A.S.E. of appro-
priate size. Send to VWCA Classified Ads, P.O. Box 154, North 
Aurora, IL 60542. Ads requiring no payment can be emailed to 
VWClub@aol.com. 
 
FOR SALE: 1967 Kar-
mann Ghia, mechani-
cally rebuilt. No rust, new 
interior, new top and 
boot. Original red color 
for 1967. $30,000. 
Ronald Meyer, (618) 222-9159 (IL). 
FOR SALE: 1952-2009 VW Factory Shop Manuals: $29.95-$149.95. 
Aftermarket VW Shop Manuals (6 different publishers): $9.95-
$34.95. 1954-1979 VW Restoration Manual $37.95. Alex Voss, 4850 
37th Ave. So., Seattle WA 98118, (206) 721-3077 or toll free (888) 
380-9277. 
FOR SALE: Rebuild air-cooled VW 36 hp, 40 hp, 1600 single port, 
1600 dual port, custom 1835, 1915, Porsche 911 2.0, 2.2, 2.4, 2.7, 3.0, 
3.2 and custom 3108, 3.5, 3.6 liter engines by Wolfsburg and Zuf-
fenhausen trained builder. Call Volker Bruckmann, (760) 765-2149 
(CA). 
FOR SALE: Parts and accessories (new and used) for your Volks-
wagen or Audi. Over 50 years of collecting VWs. Located on U.S.. 
Route 5 in Westminster, VT 05158  (802) 722-3180; email jandi@ 
svcable.net 

BACK AUTOIST ISSUES: Did you know that a limited number of 
copies of past AUTOIST issues are available from our Club Store? Get 
an extra copy of the one that featured your car in an article or just 
to complete your collection. Copies are $5 each including shipping 
and handling. Inquire about issues more than 20 years old. Order 
from Volkswagen Club of America, P.O. Box 154, North Aurora, IL 
60542-0154 or check for the most recent issues in our online Club 
Store at VWClub.org.

Classified Ads New Members
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uMEMBERS:  Add value to your VWCA membership by reg-
istering at VWClub.org to take advantage of discounts on 
exclusive Club Store merchandise and to renew your mem-
bership, using either PayPal or your credit card. 

uMOVING?  Please send your change to VWCA, P.O. Box 
154, North Aurora, IL 60542, or by email to 
VWClub@aol.com.

uLETTER-WRITERS:  We know, who sends letters — or even 

email — any more? But for members with an urge to share 

any pertinent automotive thoughts, we’re happy to print 

yours here. Send via email to VWAutoist@icloud.com or the 

other old-fashioned way: 621 E. Essex Ave., St. Louis MO 

63122.

COLORADO: Wade Middleton, Highlands Ranch 

ILLINOIS: Tad Busker, Machesney Park 

MARYLAND: Lindsay Sletten, Silver Spring 

NEVADA: David Gundlach, Las Vegas 

NEW HAMPSHIRE: Glenn Parker, Marlborough 

PENNSYLVANIA: Lilibeth Pascual, Mount Bethel; Louis Harmelin, Wayne 

TENNESSEE: John Venezia, Kingsport



Parting Shot
The Beetles that buzzed

Don’t miss an issue
uMoving is hectic, but so is missing an issue of the AUTOIST. Bulk mailing of the publication doesn’t 
allow for forwarding, so it’s important to let us know your new address promptly. Check in with 
Lynida Tomlin, VWCA, P.O. Box 154, North Aurora, IL 60506. Or send an email to VWClub@aol.com.
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While the Beetle may be one of the most recognizable cars in the world, one of its most eye-catching variants is lesser known  — the GSR yellow and 
black striped speed racer.  The GSR is a flashy, sporty, bumblebee-colored car that was the answer to years of requests from Beetle fans for a sportier 
version of the classic coupe. In 1973, Volkswagen unveiled the GSR sporting updates designed with European rally racing in mind, a bright yellow 
paint scheme offset with flat-black hood and bumpers, and sport seats plus a three-spoked race-quality steering wheel. Each 15-inch wheel, outfitted 
with extra-wide tires, featured the vehicle’s production number. One thing that didn’t change with the first GSR model was the Beetle’s engine. It 
was still powered by the famous flat-four, which offered 50 horsepower and 80 lb.-ft. of torque,  a bit low, even by historical standards. Though the 
GSR would seem pokey on modern interstates, buyers at the time were after an affordable package for rallying, not commuting.
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