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

No car shows, but the chat is intriguing  

T
his year I’m not trolling Detroit or Chicago for the 
AUTOIST’S annual auto show edition. Car shows 

crashed due to the coronavirus, and we’re not sure 
they’ll return in size and scope, as the digital market-
place — see Mark Leppke’s toolbox on Page 23 — 
has replaced them. And that marketplace costs less 
than those spectacles, as carmakers don’t need to 
lure the press with a big bash to reach 
you, the end consumer. Yet, I’m 
one who believes there’s a 
place for “real” auto 
shows. They are oppor-
tunities to meet 
those who design, 
engineer and 
market cars, plus, 
of course, the ve-
hicles themselves. 
And, of course, 
other VW enthu-
siasts.  

Because I’m not talking about 
concept cars, new models or splashy pub-
licity stunts, I thought I’d try the next best 
thing: the Detroit-based Automotive Press Associa-
tion’s January 2021 roundtable — a virtual show of 
sorts. This event let three experts, Stephanie Brinley 
(IHS Markit), Jake Fisher (Consumer Reports) and 
Mark Phelan (Detroit Free Press), explore current 
trends.  

Perhaps the most noteworthy thing about their 
analyses of motoring fashion is what they didn’t dis-
cuss — new cars. They talked about trucks and SUVs, 
but sedans, wagons and hatchbacks didn’t make the 
cut. As Phelan noted, VW ended Golf SportWagen 
production in late 2019 — meaning its Subaru fight-

ing Alltrack is history — a shame, really. Plus, VW 
announced it ended production in Mexico of the U.S-
bound seventh-gen Golf and GTI. VW plans to send 
us the sporting German-sourced eighth-gen GTI and 
Golf R in late 2021.  

Experts agree on one thing, the pickup was 2020’s 
motor vehicle. At Toyota, the world’s largest car-
maker by sales volume last year, the Tacoma pickup 

outsold the Corolla in the USA — 
a sign of an overall shift 

last year to trucks. VW’s 
worldwide deliveries 

came in second 
after nearly a 
five-year reign at 
the top, largely 
due to a greater 
Covid-related 
European sales 
decline and the 

brand’s weak posi-
tion in the USA, where 
vehicle sales declined 

but at a lower rate.  
VW’s sales in Europe during De-

cember 2020 revealed a charge toward BEVs. While 
the Golf was Europe’s top seller, VW’s ID.3 came in 
second and Tesla’s Model 3 was third. This is just a 
brief moment in auto history, but I suspect you didn’t 
expect electric vehicles to advance this quickly to-
ward volume production and sales. Cue GM’s Will 
Ferrell commercial “We’re coming, Norway.” 

The roundtable, therefore, chronicled the lineup or 
start-ups of electric pickup companies Rivian and 
Lordstown. And then our hosts moved to crossovers. 
VW delayed its late-2020 introduction of its pre-or-

uTURN TO PAGE 28
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The late, great Golf Alltrack. 



Small Talk
VW + AUDI AT A GLANCE

 BIDEN GETS SALES PITCH:  Volks-
wagen Group CEO Herbert Diess 
made a sales pitch to President 
Joe Biden after the commander in 
chief pledged to replace the fed-
eral government’s gas-guzzling ve-
hicles with electric cars. “Good 
decision and good timing, @VW-
Group is ready to deliver!” Diess 
wrote on Twitter. “We will start 
our e-offensive in the US.”  

 SALES UP:  VW predicts that it 
could deliver “well over” 100,000 
units of its new ID.4 electric SUV 
this year, contributing to the goal 
of building 1.5 million battery 
electric cars annually by 2025. VW 
said it sold 134,000 battery-pow-
ered cars last year, up from 45,000 

in 2019. 
 SALES DOWN:  With the pandemic 
affecting car sales worldwide, 
Volkswagen announced it suffered 
a 17.1% drop in sales in North 
America, part of a 15% drop to 
5.3 million vehicles overall in 
2020. Still, the company reported 
a profit of $12.2 billion, half of 
what it made in 2019.  

 WHAT NEXT, A U.S. TRUCK?:  Volks-
wagen announced that it is con-
ducting a feasibility study in China 
into a flying car. The company 
said, “Beyond autonomous driv-
ing, the concept of vertical mobil-
ity could be a next step to take our 
mobility approach into the future, 
especially in the technically affine 
Chinese market. ... Therefore we 

NEW & IMPROVED

MONEY MATTERS
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 GOING BIG:  Chinese 
regulatory filings 
have showed VW’s 
seven-seat ID.6 SUV 
EV in its full produc-
tion trim. The ID.6 
will become the 
third full production 
Volkswagen EV, to be 
built only in China. 
The car is 192 inches in length, 11.5 inches longer than the ID.4 small 
SUV and a two feet longer than the Europe-only ID.3 hatch. The ID.6 
will make its debut to the public at Auto Shanghai in April.

are investigating potential con-
cepts and partners in a feasibility 
study to identify the possibility to 
industrialize this approach.” 
 GOING SOLO:  Volkswagen is joining 
Daimler in planning to go it alone 
in development of most of the 
software needed for autonomous 
car production, a company 
spokesman announced.  
 CLOCK TICKS ON GOLF:  VW expects 
that the model year 2021 Golf 
models built at the Mexico plant 
will sustain sales through year end 
in the U.S. market. The Golf fam-
ily name will carry on in model 
year 2022 with the introduction of 
the all-new Mk 8 Golf GTI and 
Golf R, arriving in fall. 

 OWNER SATISFACTION:  iSeeCars an-
alyzed more than 900,000 model 
year 2012-2013 cars sold in 2020 
to see which vehicles have the 
most satisfied owners, as meas-
ured by how many of these cars 
are retained by their original own-
ers. On average, original owners 
kept a car 16.8% of the time. Two 
VWs made the list: the fourth-
ranked Passat (kept two times 
longer than average) and the 
sixth-ranked Golf (1.9 times 
longer). Overall, VW owners kept 
their cars 1.6 times above average, 
tops among all brands.  

EV NEWS

MISCELLANEOUS

COMPANY NEWS



Retro Autoist
FROM THE VWCA ARCHIVES 
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 MARCH/APRIL 2011:  The AUTOIST arrives at your mailbox 
during VWoA’s big turnabout effort. The VW faithful and 
the VW skeptical both note that VW has promised major 
changes before. For example, whether it was the Ameri-
can-made Rabbit, the Brazilian Fox, the New Beetle or 
the revived Rabbit, VW promised a product revival, a re-
turn to its root. The reasons for VW’s difficulties in re-
gaining its status as the most popular import brand are 
many: uneven management, disappointing products, 
lackluster dealers and aggressive competition.  
 MARCH/APRIL 2011:  VW rolled out its 
latest hybrid design study, the XL1, 
aka the “1 liter car,” meaning 1 
liter of fuel for each 100 
kilometers. This ver-
sion consumes just 0.9 
liters, the equivalent of 
313 mpg.   

 MARCH/APRIL 2001:  Almost from the moment Volks-
wagen opened its U.S.-based design studio in Simi Val-
ley, California, the carmaker has unveiled a string of 
exciting projects 
dreamed up specifi-
cally for the US 
market. The lat-
est, unveiled at 
the North Ameri-
can Interna-
tional Auto 
Show in Detroit, 
were three scale-model versions of the 
classic Microbus. A spokesman said VW had forgotten 
the Bus for a while and its place in America but that it 
was ready to take another look. Postscript: See Page 35. 

 MARCH/APRIL 1991:  Is that a Volkswagen Miata in works? 
Nope, it’s the VW Speedster, an all-new two-seater con-
cept that would compete with Mazda’s highly popular 
Miata. Whether the Speedster will go into production is 
up to top VW officials, who are also considering a Cor-
rado ragtop, according to AutoWeek. Postscript: Neither 
happened but least we got the open-air Golf and Ios.  

 MARCH/APRIL 1981:  The debut of the new VW Passat in 
January of this year was greeted among German mo-
torists with great expectations. The seven-year-old Pas-
sat design started to show its age, and sales sagged 
severly. The new Passat, destined for introduction in the 
United States as the 1982 model Dasher later this year, 

is a little larger than its predecessor but slightly 
more economical in fuel consumption.   

 APRIL 1971:  VW is offering a new Type 4 line of 
roomier, more comfortable vehicles for 1971, including 
its first four-door sedan. VWoA President Stuart Perkins 
said the 411 line “not only combines comfort, quality, 
economy and dependability in a practical size, but does 
it with a three-speed automatic transmission, which we 
provide as standard equipment.” 

 APRIL 1961:  A California-built computer has been in-
stalled in New Jersey to tell a German automobile man-
ufacturer where and when to ship new models and 
replacement parts. The IBM 305 RAMAC computer re-
cently arrived at Volkswagen headquarters from San 
Jose, California, to process orders and prepare shipping 
instructions for new cars and parts ordered by more 
than 600 US dealers.

10 YEARS AGO

40 YEARS AGO

50 YEARS AGO

60 YEARS AGO

30 YEARS AGO

20 YEARS AGO
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By Fred Ortlip *VWAutoist@icloud.com

une 8, 2019, was a perfect Saturday for a car 
show in the Bridgeport neighborhood on the 
South Side of Chicago and another chance for 
longtime VW enthusiast John Godwin to show off 
the 1968 Karmann Ghia Convertible he’d owned 
for more than two decades.  

Like a lot of VW enthusiasts, Godwin, 38, had 
eyed a classic Ghia as a youngster in the early 
1990s in Little Rock, Arkansas, as he walked to 
school in the fifth grade. Fast-forward to high 
school and Godwin’s parents, Hank and Liza, had 
gifted him and his brother with their dream cars, 
a ’68 Ghia for John and a Jeep Wrangler for Jason 
— purchased in 1998 via a year-old website 
called eBay.     

TOP: John Godwin uses his on-board fire extinguisher on the Karmann 

Ghia. ABOVE: In this image captured from a video, Godwin recoils as the 

fire erupts after he opened the engine lid.

NIGHTMARE
NIGHTTIME

Fire scare spurs extra caution and care for 1968 Ghia

J



In those years leading 
up to that late-spring 
show, Godwin says he 
had phases where he fo-
cused on restoration, 
finding original parts, 
prioritizing preventive 
maintenance and spend-
ing long hours on week-
ends attending to it. Plus 
times where all he did 
was drive it.  

But that low-key June 
show would be a water-
shed moment for the 
Ghia and its owner. On 
the way home, Godwin 
and his wife Anne 
stopped to visit a Chicago 
neighbor. 

Shortly after they left, 
disaster struck.  

The Godwins were 
startled by a loud noise 
from the rear of the car. 
Seconds later, “I saw 
what I thought were  
flame tips in the rear-

view mirror and felt the 
heat on the back of my 
neck,” John said. “I knew 
immediately what was 
going on.” 

With Anne’s memories 
of hearing about her 
mom’s Beetle catching 
fire, she exited quickly.  

The next three or four 
minutes were frantic. 
Godwin emptied his fire 
extinguisher and seemed 
to have put out the 
blaze, but fuel had trick-
led under the engine and 
flames were still going. A 
video taken by a by-
stander shows Godwin 
opening the engine lid 
and being nearly en-
gulfed by an 8-foot burst 
of flames as he quickly 
recoiled out of danger.  

“I was in shock,” he re-
called. “But I also real-
ized very quickly I had a 
window of opportunity. 
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LEFT:  John Godwin hits the flames from below the engine with 

a borrowed fire extinguisher. ABOVE: Chicago firefighters fol-

low-up after the car was pushed to the curb.

And the repair work begins. 
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GHIA
So I was making fast decisions. I was not injured at 
all, not even singed eyebrows. Once my fire extin-
guisher went out with flames still underneath, I do 
recall having a sinking feeling that it may be lost. 
Right then is when I heard someone approaching, 
which was a complete stranger, handing me his ex-
tinguisher. I put the remaining flames out and 
knew immediately I dodged a bullet.” 

In retrospect, he recalled having the decklid up 
at the car show that day and noticing that the 
braided line looked damp at the fuel pump. The 
fuel hoses were five years old at the time.   

“This observation combined with what the lines 
looked like after the fire — splayed like a cartoon-
blown shotgun that was clogged — led me to con-
clude that it was a blown fuel line, near the fuel 
filter,” Godwin said. “The loud noise was probably 
the exploding filter. But I honestly don’t know.” 

The next morning he confirmed that the damage 
was not anywhere near what most VW engine fires 
cause. He found melted wiring and corrosion from 
the extinguisher powder, an hours-long cleanup, as 
well as bubbled paint on the outside of the decklid, 
requiring body work. Then came the drawn-out 
claim dispute with his auto insurer.  

 
Back to the original color 

But Godwin, a VWCA member, had bigger things in 
mind for this Ghia, whose original color was Gobi 
Beige but repainted Porsche Black in 2001 after 
someone had backed into the car at a stoplight the 
year before. Repainting the car in its original color 
evolved into envisioning a full restoration. Over time, 
it became even more.  

“So many things I’ve gone through,” he wrote in an 
email exchange. “So many things I’ve seen from the 
time spent with my dad in our carport in Arkansas the 
summer of 1998, where we laid the carpet and vinyl 
interior bits. I’ve been uncovering all this and seeing 
the DIY decisions we made that weekend, being 
thankful for it. I’ve been redoing what I didn’t know 
how to do more properly then (had an issue with fire-
wall and sound deadening mats on the inside, falling 

down for year, 
letting in fumes, 
etc.). So again, 
calling this a 
restoration is not 
accurate. It’s 
more like a sec-
ond go at a fa-
ther-son 
restoration 23 
years ago, as a re-
sult of a fire. Or a 
solid next step on 
our way to a full 
restoration down 
the road.” 

His mother was 
also “integral in 
helping me budget and order parts during the origi-
nal restoration back in 1998.” 

All summed up by what he described as “longtime 
VW enthusiast has his first engine fire scare, the real-
ities of insurance claims for classic cars and the fight 
to get it back on the road, parts supply disappoint-
ments, a renewed appreciation for those making 
quality restoration parts in a sea of poor-quality 
parts, lots of new friends on Instagram and an over-
all ‘leveling up’ of my maintenance efforts and up-

The fire deterrent turned the black Ghia into ghostly shades of white. 

Anne and John Godwin pose with an award at  

a car show. 



keep of my small air- and water-cooled col-
lection.” 

Oh, yeah, the collection. Godwin is a 
graphic designer by trade, but having grown 
up in the advertising industry, he turned en-
trepreneur when he co-founded a logistics 
company called Schlep. This is how a 1971 
VW Single Cab Transporter came into the 
picture.  

“I needed a marketing tool for Schlep, so 
the Schlepmobile was born circa 2015 up 
until last fall when I sold it on the Samba to 
a gentleman in California,” Godwin said. In 
2005, when he moved to California after col-
lege, he was driving a 2005 Jetta. Now, in addition 
to the Ghia, the collection is down to a 1982 Rab-
bit Pickup Diesel LX model that he picked up in 
December 2019.  

 
‘The best stress relief’ 

“My hand skills help compensate for my late 
start in doing my own mechanical work,” Godwin 
said. “I do not come from a gearhead family. I was 
taught woodworking at an early age and have used 
hand skills in combination with my graphic design 
training to do as much of the mechanical work I 
can do on these cars myself. But I don’t hesitate to 
take it to a professional. My time working on VWs 
is sacred, usually solo and some of the best stress 
relief I have at my disposal. Add in the pandemic 
of 2020 and these VWs have been my saving grace, 
helping me stay focused and looking forward to to-
morrow.” 

Seeing the car in Gobi Beige again “has been all 
the reward I needed to keep going,” he added. 
“The concept for this build is based on the simple 
fact that I’m not ready to do a full body-off restora-
tion. It needs new pans eventually. And I don’t 
have the budget to do carpet yet, since I have 
vowed to do German squareweave when I get it 
back to a brown color scheme in the interior.” 

He’s looking at a process covering five to 10 years, 
using the black interior scheme left over from the 
previous restoration he did, mostly in 1999 and 
again in 2014, with black steel rims, chrome cap » 
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It’s 1998 and John Godwin is ready to roll in his newly purchased Ghia.  

It’s 2021 and the Ghia gleams after the return of Gobi Beige. 

The engine is back in place and fortified against fire. 
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only for an outlaw look, then beige exte-
rior with all the original brightwork.  

Since the fire, he’s moved the fuel fil-
ter away from the engine bay, bolting it 
to the transmission under the driver-side 
rear wheel well, and has installed Blaze-
Cut, a fire suppression system. He plans 
to replace soft fuel lines on the anniver-
sary of the fire every two years.  

He found someone in California to 
make matching luggage racks for both 
the Ghia and Rabbit. In addition to fire 
prevention upgrades, he’s had some 
body work done and performed a transi-
tional face lift for the interior. Not to 
mention having an eye for minutiae.    

The Ghia has a few one-year only fea-
tures, original to the car, such as the seat belt re-
ceiver and retracting clips, “which go great” with 
some other ivory-colored bits in the car. 

“I’m carrying this through on other details like the 
shift knob, horn button and e-brake, eventually,” 
Godwin said. “Other than pops of ivory, the interior 
will be murdered out black   — that’s what the kids 
call it. Dash pad is not original, and the previous 
owner redid the wood face poorly. Once the dash 
face, dash pad and wooden top bow are replaced, I’ll 
have hit my stopping point for the Ghia.” 

For now, at least.  
 

Bugs Bunny and the Rabbit 
Also deserving attention is the Ghia’s running 

mate, the mostly original Rabbit Pickup with 95,000 
miles — about 6,500 by Godwin in a little more than 
a year of ownership.  

“The previous owner airbrushed Bugs Bunny on 
the hood and sides,” Godwin said, “so I’m currently 
deciding on how to solve this.” 

During the pandemic, he’s accumulated many 
sought after parts and accessories for VW’s first gen-
eration of water-cooled 1970s Rabbit/Golf models, 
admitting he’s “fallen very hard for MK1s and have 
spent a lot of time learning and reading about com-

mon issues, some of which I have, such as signs of 
water on the fuse box.”   

The five-speed manual Rabbit Pickup “is probably 
the most fun I have ever had driving a car,” he 
added. “My wife and I drove it to Arkansas twice 
during lockdown, about 2,800 miles in two months.” 
The 2,200-pound Rabbit, carrying a newer non-turbo 
1.9-liter diesel believed to be from a late 1990s VW 
Polo, made navigating the hills and switchbacks of 
the Ozarks “a blast,” he said. “I’ve never driven other 
(diesel) Rabbits, but this thing is indeed torquey. Add 
the sound of a diesel, and it feels pretty good.”  

He added: “I have many plans for this pickup and 
have started the process of branding these two VWs 
together, and they will share some of the same aes-
thetic features, like siblings.”  

Not to mention the unending tweaks on the Ghia, 
which will hit the 100,000-mile mark in the coming 
driving season — including 33,000 its caring owner 
has covered since 1998.  

In February, he reported getting the decklid release 
cable working for the first time in 15 years. “Now 
waiting on pre-heater insulation kits to come from 
the UK. Couldn’t find any in the States. Next up is 
the dash. Then the bow. Then ...”  VWCA 

Follow John’s progress on Instagram @godwinmade.

GHIA

The Ghia’s garagemate, a 1982 diesel Rabbit Pickup that unfortunately was emblazoned  

by a previous owner with images of Bugs Bunny.
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LET’S PLAY THE NAME GAME  

Because many of us like our cars almost as much as our 
children, 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 the last issue of the AUTOIST, we learned about Robert 
Beaumont’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. 
 

J.D. Power’s 2021 U.S. Vehicle Dependability Study re-
leased in February revealed that vehicle dependability is 
at an all-time high, with the number of problems owners 
reported with vehicles from the 2018 model year de-
clined 10% from 2020’s report.  

Yet, three-year-old Volkswagen models ranked 28th out 
of 33 makes among 150 models surveyed, with a score of 
163 problems for each 100 vehicles. The industry average 
was 121. Audi ranked 20th with a score of 127.  

VW’s Beetle, which is no longer produced, was the 
highest ranked compact car.   

A Power spokesman said: “Results can be affected by 
whether a manufacturer has just launched a bunch of 
new products. They tend to be the most problematic 
their first year out.” 

The Atlas, bigger Tiguan and Jetta were new 2018 
models. 
uREAD MORE:  Cliff Leppke comments on car reliability. Page 15 

Power dependability survey 

shows slip on 2018 VW models



ATLAS BASECAMP
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By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

*A la carte

L
iterary critic Susan Sontag wrote the primer on 
“Camp.” Her 1964 article in Time magazine set 
the tone for our understanding of what’s Camp 

and what’s camp. It’s an affluent exaggeration, relish-
ing in style for style’s sake. Camp as a sensibility in 
mass culture, as critics then dubbed it, is unnatural, 
deliberately artificial, too much 
to be real.  

VW’s Basecamp treatment, a 
brawny set of dealer-installed 
embellishments, lets you acces-
sorize your Atlas — like turning 
Barbie’s Ken into GI’s Joe. As 
such, it drives close to Camp but 

doesn’t cross into it. Its inspiration is the 2019 NYC 
auto show’s Atlas Basecamp concept. You pick the 
level of your Atlas’ transformation and the price. The 
tab can climb to $4,500 or more than the unadorned 
Atlas. Air Design USA makes and/or paints the 
bumper inserts and body cladding. From a graphic 

standpoint, the mountain/mesa 
cliche graces the body sides and 
wheel arches and it’s echoed to 
some extent in the grille now 
flanked by new-smaller IQ.Light 
(LED matrix) headlamps, which 
debuted last year on the Atlas 
Cross Sport. Fake twin exhaust 

BRAWNY POSER*
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outlets further its sense of imi-
tation. 

If you dress the Atlas’ bod, 
don’t forget its shoes: Fif-
teen52’s 17-inch special alloy 
wheels with valve-stem protec-
tors. My SEL tester clad with 
Continental tires actually seem 
better suited to everyday driv-
ing. They’re sort of against the 
grain of large-diameter wheels 
clad with low-profile rubber. As 
such, they actually absorb im-
pact better. Plus, these Contis 
provide better dry-road sense 
than you’d expect.  

The Basecamp Atlas is all 
about the show, as there are no 
meaningful mechanical up-
grades such as a height-adjust-
ing suspension or additional 
horsepower. VW recommends a 
trailer kit, but the Air Design’s 
website shows skid-plate like 
embellishments for those who 
don’t tow.  

In sum, the full Basecamp 
treatment, which lets you attach 
special badges to the front fend-
ers, doesn’t seem as outrageous 
as opera windows, hood orna-
ments, padded vinyl roofs and 
Lincoln Continental fifth-wheel spare tires. But you 
still get the sense that sometime in the future we’ll 
see some of these plastic doodads as stylistically 
corny. 

The 2021 Atlas’ calling card is its voluminous inte-
rior. All seven perches in this chariot are ready for 
adult-size movie goers, although the well-stuffed 
folding chairs lack human-body contours. The mid-
dle-split row kneels for third-row access. But why 
VW snubs the driver — no overhead lift handle — is 
perplexing. If you ever needed a grab handle in a 
new VW, it’s this high rider.  

Once in the driver’s throne, you find the brand’s 

newly minted steering wheel, 
fresh logo and fancy switchgear. 
Lots of buttons are gerryman-
dered into the hub or spokes. 
While some are awkwardly 
shaped, their textures or eleva-
tions make sense, which helps 
you manipulate a variety of func-
tions by feel. And those who want 
toasty hands can enable the steer-
ing wheel’s heater with one sim-
ple click — none of the 2020 
Tiguan’s infotainment menu 

goofiness. And those wearing gloves can manipulate 
items such as radio volume’s rocker control. 

This Atlas has VW’s bright Digital Cockpit and 
other items poached from VW’s passenger car parts 
bin. They look slightly out of scale compared to the 
large dash vents. As do the tidy door-release levers. 
But you can configure gauges to suit — I preferred 
the analog-style tachometer flanked by a speedome-
ter with fuel economy and navigation aids embed-
ded. You cannot adjust panel brightness while 
driving — an annoyance. 

While the fancy video screen is tres chic, the dash-
board and door panel inserts look plastic-icky — » 

The video screen is fancy, but parts of the dash fail to deliver given Basecamp’s sticker price. 

A multitude of steering wheel buttons for various 

tasks.  
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ATLAS
unacceptable when the MSRP 
with Basecamp finery tops 
$50K. You get Formica’s version 
of bleached wood circa 1950s 
dinette table. If it must be fake, 
why not flaunt it with an Ab-
stract Art experiment or rubber-
ized treads? At night, LED 
ambient lighting, strung from 
the dashboard into the doors, 
adds interest. And VW’s con-
trasting stitching on seats and 
door panels lighten the other-
wise noirish interior.  

Due to wintry weather, I 
opted for the snow mode 
driver’s setting. A handy console 
knob lets you rotate or press to 
customize the 4Motion drive-
line. I varied VW’s ID Drive’s level of intervention 
— its name for the driver-assist pack, much of it 
now standard. Due to a 9-inch snowstorm followed 
by an 8-inch piling-on, the high-and-mighty Atlas 
accumulated an avalanche-ready load of snow on 
its roof. While braking, this icing slid forward onto 
the windshield and hood. Anyhow, the traction set-
ting allowed sufficient wheel spin, and it was easy 
to rock. And VW’s inelegantly mounted front sen-
sor did better than most at keeping snow, ice and 
salt spray from addling its mind.  

On a dry highway, the Atlas has nicely weighted 
steering and some road sense. On slush, the now 
numb tiller didn’t communicate ruts. Yet, the Atlas 
conquered Mother Nature’s whipped-road toppings. 
All said, the 17-inch wheels, tires and suspension 
make it easy to guide this super-size VW. Some wind 
rush works in, modest really, and there’s some sus-
pension pounding. Yet, it seems nicely damped. Body 
roll in the slalom is obvious but otherwise well be-
haved as the rear follows the front, as if the wheel-
base were shorter. Its size makes tight maneuvers on 
older city streets difficult. The parking cameras and 
sensors, in contrast, proved helpful. 

In the go department, the 3.6-liter V-6 direction-in-
jection narrow-angle mill is adequate. It hums pleas-
antly and during my test it sucked gas at 17 mpg. 
The eight-speed automatic buttons to this unusual if 
perhaps complicated engine, which hasn’t been up-
dated in more than a decade. It might not reflect 
today’s idea of thriftiness — although a start/stop 
feature tries gallantly to keep idling to the minimum. 
Winter demands (heater, say) meant it shut down for 
brief seconds and then restarted. You can turn this 

Middle row riders get their own climate controls .

When winter calls, select snow mode for your driver setting. 
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off.  

Loading via the easy-open lift-
gate (a swift kick underneath the 
trailer hitch triggers it) requires a 
stretch, as the floor is some dis-
tance forward of the bumper. All 
aft seats fold flat for generous lug-
gage space. I easily stuffed it with 
a circa-1965 Snow Bird snow-
blower’s frame and other items, 
which needed a welder’s attention. 
Mission accomplished, thanks VW.  

The automatic climate control 
worked well. Mid-rear riders get 
their own settings, plus there’s a 
CD/DVD player in the glovebox. 
The SEL comes with a Fender 
branded sound system. Its sub-
woofer resides in the spare tire port.  

Atlas is currently VW’s second-best selling model in 
the USA, and it’s known as Teramont elsewhere. It 
has a dubious distinction; it’s on Consumer Reports’ 
10-least reliable list. During my weeklong fling, the 
satellite radio refused to change channels — this re-
booted itself overnight. The vehicle went into auto 
stop and then shut down and enabled the theft 
alarm. When I opened the car’s door, the Atlas 
honked like a Brink’s setup. Throttle tip-in sometimes 
induced more oomph than expected, ABS kickback 
was mild, the auto-fold mirrors jammed in snow 
(jammed mirrors and windshield wipers functioned 
properly once liberated). 

One interesting note, press the steering wheel’s 
center cap and you’ll hear vintage VW Beetle like 
beep. Who’d think such a big bruiser would emit a 
charming, if tiny, note? And that detail seems to 
cross the line into Camp. You’d expect an outdoorsy 
Atlas to growl like a bear. No, it only looks like it 
should. 

 
When considering reliability 

VW’s Atlas has consistently dived to the bottom of 
Consumer Reports’ vehicle reliability survey. Emis-
sions control devices and fuel pumps are problem-
atic. Some owners reported needing catalytic 

converters replaced. Other noteworthy VW/Audi 
problem areas include Jettas with rattling fuel lines 
and sunroofs, GTIs with water-pump failures and 
Audi’s Q8 drive-system electrical faults.  

I mention this because often car shoppers ask me 
for advice. They frequently brush aside my polite lan-
guage: such as “more expensive to maintain” or low 
customer satisfaction when describing machines with 
known troubles. People don’t listen; they believe a 
new car cannot be worse than their current ride, 
claim there are other vehicles with even worse 
records or think the warranty has them covered. One 
of these inquisitive shoppers went for the Jeep Wran-
gler. He’s returned to the dealer three times during 
his first month of the Jeep thing. Some items are dis-
concerting, such as the oil cooler housing, mounted 
on a plastic assembly atop the valley of the V-6 en-
gine. It cracked, causing a massive oil leak.  

So this person, who got rid of an aged Hyundai 
Elantra — purchased for its generous new car war-
ranty — moved into a newer vehicle that requires 
about as many unscheduled dealer visits as the old 
one. So, you make the call. If your dealer treats you 
well and you enjoy driving a known problematic ve-
hicle — and I’m one who sometimes fits this descrip-
tion, go for it. High reliability doesn’t mean a vehicle 
is wonderful to drive, but it doesn’t hurt. VWCA 

Mid-row seats are accommodating for third-row ingress. 
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By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

T
here’s a change at some filling stations — 
a new blend marketed as Unleaded 88 
“Engine smart. Earth Kind.” According to 

Gas Buddy, it’s available in 31 states and 1,826 
stations. Look closely at pump labeling. Un-
leaded 88 has 15% ethanol (E-15) and usually 
costs less than regular unleaded (87 octane) 
with 10% ethanol or E-10.  

Refiners are rolling it out in many places, 
even those with problematic air pollution de-
spite the fact it’s not strictly Clean Air Act com-
pliant. More on this later. Thus “88” is now 
available in Milwaukee/Chicago, a “non-attain-
ment area” due to subpar ambient air quality. 
This piece explores whether you should refuel 
with E-15 and how it arrived at the pumps.  

Let’s start with whether you should use it. 
This is much more complicated than you’d 
think. Pump labels say it’s suitable for 2001 
and newer model-year vehicles. It’s not appro-
priate for small engines used for lawnmowers and 
motorbikes. Ethanol in this fuel has a corrosive na-
ture and has added oxygen. These properties aren’t 
kind to older machines. The EPA says E-15 has been 
thoroughly vetted; carmakers disagree. They claim 

the EPA focused primarily on the fuel’s impact on cat-
alytic converters. It didn’t check E-15’s feasibility in a 
wide range of vehicles for damage to fuel senders 
and fuel pumps. Carmakers agree on one point: all 
flex-fuel vehicles engineered for E-85 can burn E-15.  

But should you pump  
the brakes on the new  

Unleaded 88 fuel blend?  

FILL’ER UP
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VW product specialist Mark Gillies says he’s “pretty 

sure all Dubs since 2014 are designed for E-15. There 
was an E-15 program out of its Detroit office.” 
Nonetheless, both Wade Newton, the Alliance for Au-
tomotive Innovation’s vice president of communica-
tions, and VW’s Engineering and Environmental 
Office’s Jenny Sigelko urge you to check your owners 
manual. It’s the ultimate 
arbiter of what fuel be-
longs in your vehicle’s 
tank. Sigelko says a blan-
ket statement isn’t possi-
ble. Some engines, such as 
the one in Audi’s V-10 R8 
sports car, she argues, 
weren’t evaluated for E-15. 

The 2021 Atlas’ manual 
says E-15 is permitted, the 
2021 Mazda 6 says no and 
the 2009 VW Rabbit’s says 
nothing greater than E-10, 
although 15% MTBE is ac-
ceptable. This latter blend 
(now banned in many regions) contains methyl tert-
butyl ether, an oxygenate. It’s a controversial fuel ad-
ditive, which upped octane and was part of a 
reformulated gas program meant to reduce ozone-
forming volatile organic compounds during summer 
months and cut oxides of nitrogen for the entire year. 
After its introduction (Chicago/Milwaukee area in 
1995), this additive’s proclivity for contaminating 
water led to an ethanol-laced alternative: E-10. 

 
Confusion over using E-15 

Pump labeling, itself a hotly debated topic, reflects 
a shift in motor vehicle fuel systems since 2000. Most 
late-model cars now have fast-acting oxygen sensor 
systems, which alter the fuel mixture to meet the 
ideal stoichiometric ratio of gas and oxygen for an in-
ternal combustion engine. The reason an engine’s 
fuel systems must tweak for this ratio is ethanol has 
oxygen molecules; straight gasoline doesn’t. Thus, E-
15 introduced into engines designed for conventional 
gas or the mandated E-10 might experience “enlean-
ment.” If there’s too much air, the resulting fuel mix-

ture increases combustion temperature and could 
damage engines or emissions components. Plus, it 
might increase oxides of nitrogen emissions (NOx).  

How E-15 got to your filling station is likely just as 
confusing as whether you should use it. The experts I 
consulted couldn’t provide a definitive timeline. 
Thus, we might start this journey by returning to the 

1980s and 1990s. Air 
quality in many parts of 
the USA didn’t meet the 
Clean Air Act’s standards. 
Therefore, regulators re-
quired a shift toward 
what’s called reformulated 
gas (RFG). These were 
oxygenated blends meant 
to meet goals mentioned 
earlier. These blends alter 
cold-engine emissions, 
which I’ll explain later. 

Another factor shifted is 
called volatility. Fuel 
blends shift seasonally be-

cause temperature has an effect on how fuels burn 
and volatile organic compounds (VOC). One VOC 
measurement is Reid Vapor Pressure, or RVP. Ideally, 
you’d want a low vapor pressure during the summer 
to prevent vapor lock or gasoline turning into a 
vapor before it’s combined with air via the fuel sys-
tem. In contrast, a higher vapor pressure improves a 
cold engine’s ability to start. So, refiners seasonally 
adjust fuel blends. And under RFG rules, one goal 
was improving air quality by lowering vapor pres-
sure. Fuels that didn’t meet this requirement were 
banned — especially during summer months from 
many metro areas.  

Experts say E-15 exceeds vapor pressure standards. 
True, but so does E-10 in much of the USA. There’s a 
patchwork of gas blends in the USA, so some regions 
have different rules. The reason it’s now available in 
places such as Chicago year-round is a 2019 EPA 
waiver. The politics behind this waiver focused on in-
creasing the use of renewable fuels. It extends to E-
15 the same increase of 1 psi in vapor pressure 

uTURN TO PAGE 21



 

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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granted to E-10.  
You might point your finger at E-15 and then call it 

a stunt appeasing certain political interests. It is. But 
whether it’s good for the earth in terms of air quality 
is difficult to peg as vapor pressure isn’t the only fac-
tor in what forms ground-level ozone due to VOCs. 
Plus, the reason it’s at the pump involves the renew-
able fuels standards mandate codified at least 15 
years ago. RFS is a federal program with policies en-
acted in 2005 (Energy Policy Act) and 2007 (Energy 
Independence Security Act) couched as weaning the 
USA from its reliance on imported oil. Because use of 
renewable fuels hasn’t 
met expectations, the 
feds added E-15 to the 
mix. 

I cannot evaluate the 
impact of E-15 on vehi-
cles or the air you 
breathe, but we know a 
few things about fuel 
blends from university 
studies. Researchers fo-
cused on Milwaukee to 
measure whether RFG 
improves air quality. Mil-
waukee’s problematic air probably doesn’t sound as 
nasty as that of Los Angeles. But meteorologist 
Robin Marshment says Milwaukee’s microclimate on 
Lake Michigan’s “fresh coast” generates an ozone sit-
uation during summer months; polluted air from 
nearby Chicago migrates north. This leads to un-
healthy smog levels at testing stations nearly 40 
miles north of Milwaukee — an area of low vehicu-
lar traffic.  

Fuels with lower vapor pressure were evaluated in 
California and other regions. Maximilian Auffham-
mer (UC Berkeley) and Ryan Kellogg (University of 
Michigan) examined US gas regulations from 2011. 
What they found might surprise you. Their study fo-
cused on VOCs, NOx and ground-level ozone pollu-
tion. Their conclusion was simple: implementation of 

federally mandated RFG did not improve air quality 
because the feds allow flexibility in choosing a com-
pliance mechanism. Therefore, refiners opt for the 
cheapest mode of reducing VOCs, which does not re-
duce ozone. In California, however, where VOC rules 
specifically target known harmful compounds air 
quality did significantly improve.  

 
Reid Vapor Pressure regulations 

RVP, measured in pounds per square inch, gauges 
the intensity with which VOCs are emitted from 
gasoline. These emissions occur either on the road, 
via vehicle exhaust or through evaporation. The 

fumes you smell when 
fueling a vehicle are an 
example of evaporative 
VOC emissions. Regula-
tions meant to target 
ground-level pollution 
through RVP began in 
1989. Standards varied 
based on EPA modeling 
with the longer trend to-
ward mandating tighter 
7.8 psi summer RVP. 
Some areas implemented 
stricter limits, as low as 

7.0 psi. Refiners often met this rule by reducing the 
concentration of butane in the gas they sold. 

Federally mandated RFG under the Clean Air Act 
Amendments of 1990 led the EPA to enforce RFG in 
1995 in areas designated with severe ozone problems 
(Milwaukee and Chicago, say). These rules placed 
caps on how much benzene (no more than 1%) — a 
VOC — and this fuel must contain at least 2 percent 
oxygen with the goal of cutting VOCs. Furthermore, 
under federal rules, RFG’s NOx emissions could not 
exceed those of conventional gasoline. The NOx/ben-
zene standards were year-round, with the VOC stan-
dard applied during the summer ozone season.  

California’s Air Resources Board and Arizona regu-
lators implemented their own RFG programs. Ben-
zene rules were like the federal standards, whereas 

UNLEADED 88
uFROM  PAGE 17
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VOC targets, were tougher with a seasonal 7.0 psi 
RVP limit requiring cuts in olefins and aromatic hy-
drocarbons — both more reactive than butane in 
forming ozone. Sulfur content was further reduced to 
control sulfur dioxide and NOx.  

While this is weedy, and scores of graphs, charts 
and stats compare air pollution in various areas. For 
instance, evidence shows the area just east of St. 
Louis with lower RVP fuel accomplished via methods 
not as closely linked to ozone as that of the Califor-
nia Air Research Board did not reduce ozone con-
centrations. Researchers noted similar findings for 
Chicago, Houston, Philadelphia and New York — al-
though decreases in ozone in Delaware and New 
Jersey were better explained by local and upwind 
NOx emissions controls. In California, however, the 
1996 CARB standards did significantly decrease 
ozone concentrations in VOC-sensitive parts of the 
state.  

 
Ground-level ozone threat 

In sum, this study found the failure of RVP and 
RFG to reduce ambient ozone concentration centers 
on the flexibility granted to refiners in meeting VOC 
emissions. The rules capped the overall rate of VOC 
emissions for gasoline, which refiners met by remov-
ing butane. Because butane isn’t highly reactive in 
forming ozone, its reduction doesn’t translate into re-
ductions in ground-level ozone.  

And because Unleaded 88’s RVP is higher than fed-
eral standards for straight gasoline, it could, depend-
ing on its compounds, increase ground-level ozone 
pollution. Yet, its RVP is the same as currently used 
E-10. In contrast, those promoting ethanol argue it’s 
possible to design engines with higher compression 
ratios for greater thermal efficiency and therefore 
take advantage of this additive’s higher octane. Be-
cause ethanol is less energy dense than gasoline, fuel 
economy suffers. Here, again, engines engineered for 
optimal use of higher ethanol blends would fare bet-
ter.  

Theresa Foley, Craig Rendahl and Donna Kenski 
published a technical paper on the effect of RFG on 
carbon monoxide concentrations in southeastern 
Wisconsin (Journal of Air & Waste Management, 

2003). They compared the Milwaukee area with a 
control city Madison, which didn’t have RFG during 
the study period. Their conclusion based on a six-
year study was RFG introduced to lower CO, VOCs 
and thus ground-level ozone, did decrease ambient 
CO concentrations during the winter (twice as much 
in Milwaukee), but summer data showed no statisti-
cally significant change. RFG did not have the impact 
the federal modeling predicted — likely a variation 
of the same results found in the Auffhammer study 
— only RFG created to cut known ozone producing 
compounds achieves year-round benefits.  

Other matters studied included southeastern Wis-
consin’s vehicle inspection program — less effective 
than anticipated — evidence pointed to several fac-
tors, including motorists who shifted their vehicle 
registrations to areas outside the program area. Win-
ter reductions in CO emissions were likely because 
the slight “enleanment” caused by RFG reduces vehi-
cle CO emissions after a cold start and before the cat-
alytic convert reaches optimal temperature for 
oxidizing CO into carbon dioxide. Air quality in 
Madison without RFG improved. Researchers theo-
rize fleet turnover — fewer vehicles on the road built 
before 1978, especially carbureted autos — was a 
factor.  

Unleaded 88 is here. You can use it in some late 
model cars. Use caution, 88 replaced mid-tier E-10, 
89 octane at Milwaukee area pumps. Those market-
ing it claim it’s cleaner, improves engine performance 
and costs less. You can fill’er up with regular un-
leaded. Just use the appropriate pump nozzle. It’s 
likely a wash on whether you’ll save money. VWCA
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By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

H
ave you ever wondered what your younger 
brother is talking about? I have. Mark, he’s my 
hotshot bike-riding sibling, spits out abbrevia-

tions faster than a history professor rattles off New 
Deal agencies: UX, CRM, DMS and AI. My head 
spins. These letters might not mean much to you, but 
they are at the center of today’s automotive digital 
marketing. Therefore, 
I, who studied the 
analog media world 
in grad school, asked 
my brother, who un-
derstands Volks folks, 
to turn me into a digi-
tal Columbus.  

Before Mark’s 
primer on digital mar-
keting, I called Jim 
Tolkan, the Automo-
bile Dealer Associa-
tion of Mega 
Milwaukee’s presi-
dent. His last name is 
familiar to any baby-
boom Milwaukean, as 
TV spots with Ponti, the 
singing Pontiac (the hood 
moved), turned various 
Tolkans into local celebri-
ties. Jim says dealers need 
a CRM tool — customer re-
lationship management — 
and a BDC tool — business 
development center. In-
formed by Tolkan, I planned to decode Mark’s lingo. 
Call this a competitive edge. Sibling rivalry.  

Tolkan says a car dealer needs new customers and 
returning customers. Without them, you don’t sell ve-
hicles. For background, let’s turn back the calendar 
to 1980. Then, Tolkan says, dealers relied on show-
room traffic — tire kickers who checked out Detroit’s 
latest wrinkles. They might buy or provide referrals.  

Dealers kept tickler files with customer names and 

contact info. This informed staff when a previous 
contact might be market ready, say, 30 months after a 
new vehicle purchase. But how to get them back in 
the store? All things considered, Tolkan says, a nice 
salesman got results by sending birthday or car-sale 
anniversary cards.  

These days, however, with the pandemic and inter-
net of everything, 
you’ll find customers 
and prospects on the 
information highway. 
And the car lot is a 
web page. This is 
where my brother, 
Mark, whose first car 
was a 1972 Square-
back followed by a 
“sexy” single-wiper 
1982 Scirocco, tailors 
your car shopping ex-
perience. He’s a user 
experience (UX) ex-
pert for Outsell, an 
artificial intelligence-
driven marketing and 

customer engagement solu-
tion employed by auto 
dealers in their automated 
(of course, it’s auto) mar-
keting efforts. 

Outsell’s chief asset is its 
talented employees and 
tools, which offer market-
ing automation across 

email, social media and print. But don’t think dealer-
to-you emails and postcards with oil-change dis-
counts are the same for every customer. These are 
tailored communications to fit the service or car 
shopper’s needs.  

Dealerships partner with Outsell, Tolkan argues, be-
cause it's difficult to develop their own marketing au-
tomation with this level of sophistication. Staffing 
changes, for example, can interrupt communication » 

Phil Tolkan “directs” the 1979 “singing Ponti” in this kitchy TV ad. Watch the 

video at bit.ly/3dAwAGi

THE HIGH TECH SEARCH FOR 

CUSTOMERS
Digital automotive marketing 
is all about UX, CRM, DMS, AI
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MARKETING
with customers, and the sheer volume of customers 
and potential new customers is too great to personal-
ize every message. Therefore, dealers rely on Outsell 
to do the heavy lifting with AI-driven technology.  

Mark says Outsell’s methodology both helps deal-
ers better engage customers after a sale or service 
and better market toward shoppers who are ready to 
purchase or service but may not have officially raised 
their hands yet. One example is tracking those who 
have positive equity in their existing car — a digital 
tickler file. When they owe less than the car’s worth, 
it’s possible to leverage that value to step up into an-
other ride or find one with a lower monthly tab.  

 
Profits on new-car sales are thin 

But as I said, Mark’s digital toolkit doesn’t stop 
there. Outsell, according to Mark, engages with all 
dealer profit areas, including new vehicles, used cars, 
service, warranty, accessories and leasing. You might 
think new car dealers rely on profits from new car 
sales, but Tolkan notes that while 70 
percent of a dealer’s revenue comes 
from new vehicle sales, only 20 per-
cent of it is profit. Therefore, other 
profit centers can be even more valu-
able.  

Mark’s move from University of Wis-
consin-Stout graduate to motor vehi-
cle experience coordinator began with the dot-com 
boom in 1999-2000. Many firms recruited graphic 
designers, Mark’s specialty, to develop their websites. 
He, therefore, evolved with the industry. With an un-
derstanding of consumer behavior, Mark evaluates 
whether websites and other digital interfaces are 
user friendly while meeting business goals.  

His toolbox evaluates consumer lifestyles, develop-
ing marketing to meet car buyer needs. “You don’t 
want a dealer solicitation,” Mark says, “if you’ve just 
bought a new car and have no reason to immediately 
purchase another.” If you have a five-year-old vehi-
cle, “a service message with available appointments 
and discounts is more appropriate.” And if a cus-
tomer selects used cars during a search, you don’t 

want to send new-car info.  
So how does a solution like Outsell perform these 

magic tricks? “You want to use consumer interest and 
behavior,” Mark argues, “to drive content.” Let’s say 
you own a Honda Civic and are looking at the larger 
Accord on a dealer’s website. Outsell can use this in-
teraction to drive content carefully aligned to con-
sumer interest. Sorry, this fictional shopper won’t get 
an Odyssey minivan popup.  

If one digs deeper, Mark says you’ll notice that any-
time you interact online, a website, email, or digital 
media such as Facebook, built-in AI technology 
knows what’s unfolding. This becomes a consumer 
profile. This allows Outsell to predict individual in-
terests. As Tolkan notes, these days car dealers invest 
in large inventories of vehicles, so matching a con-
sumer’s needs with what’s in stock is paramount.  

 
Good web design called essential 

The consumer experience from the type of content 
they receive to the layout of content digested is what 
truly leads to engagement and conversions. The No. 
1 sin, Mark says, “is hiding info; people will go else-
where.” Mark is very diplomatic about the entire 
landscape of digital marketing. He argues that good 
digital design must be “findable and usable.” It 
should make sense where one should click, with 
clear data about vehicle inventory and features. Out-
sell does this and more, helping its clients meet fran-
chise requirements (brand compliant) and better 
engage with all their consumers. 

So, the next time you go tire-kicking on the infor-
mation highway, the person behind your user experi-
ence might be my brother. His digital toolkit won’t fix 
an old VW, but it might sort through mountains of 
data predicting whether you’re just kicking tires or 
leaning toward one offered by your local dealer. And 
you won’t endure kitchy TV pitches from someone 
conducting Ponti — a singing car. VWCA

Mark Leppke

uMOVING?  Please send your change to VWCA, P.O. Box 
154, North Aurora, IL 60542, or by email to 
VWClub@aol.com.
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Fix It Safely
BY GEORGE LAMBESIS *vwcruzin3rdgeo@gmail.com

A fruity solution to a hot engine  

T
his is a family vacation story complete with a sur-
prising VW fix-it idea. Think a warm, summer day. 

Not a bad thought this time of year. 
A hot engine in our ’71 campmobile caused my 

family and I to take a little detour during a vacation 
to Wisconsin a few years ago. I noticed the tempera-
ture oil gauge rising on a day when the outside temp 
was in the mid-80s. We got off the interstate and 
drove through a 
small town in search 
of a grocery store. 
While the family was 
in the store, I 
opened the hood to 
see if anything 
looked unusual. The 
engine smelled hot, 
hmmm. The oil level 
looked fine and I 
found the wheels 
near the drums were 
cool to the touch — 
so not a dragging 
brake problem.  

Now the fun starts. 
My family came back 
from the store, and I tried to start the VW. It started 
all right, but died, and I suspected vapor locked the 
steel line near the engine. 

Hey, we were in the parking lot of a grocery store 
and an idea started to materialize. Telling my family 
I would be right back, I went to the produce section 
in search of a few oranges and a couple lemons, but 
they had to be cold. Having found the citrus fruit, I 
returned to the campmobile and split a couple of or-
anges halfway with my trusty Boy Scout blade. I po-

sitioned them over the fuel line in the engine com-
partment. I hoped this would cause the vapor in the 
fuel line to condense to a liquid. Then I wrapped the 
fruit with cloth to insulate and to hold them in place 
and tried again to start the VW. Hurray, we were on 
the move again! 

That night at the campground, I went further into 
the problem. I checked the distributor to see if it was 
out of time. That was not it, but the fuel pump pres-

sure was insuffi-
cient. What can be 
causing the hot en-
gine?  

I took off the 
pump, and the 
pushrod looked a lit-
tle low. I took out 
the rod and looked 
at the lower tip. It 
was worn out. So 
just replace the 
pushrod, right? Well, 
while I thought I 
had everything in 
my toolbox, I made 
a discovery: no 
pushrod. I had no 

choice but to improvise. I needed something flexible 
to increase the pump’s output volume, so I reached 
for my leather belt. I took a piece of leather and 
placed it between the pushrod and the pump. It 
worked OK for a while, and we were able to cruise 
up to 45 miles an hour.  

This was enough for us to get into a town and find 
an auto parts store. I ordered a new fuel pump 
pushrod. While that took three days to arrive, we en-
joyed our time at a nearby campground. When I » 

The Lambesis family camper. 
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picked up the new pushrod, I was able to replace the 
worn-out part and fix our hot engine problem.  

Fortunately, it was summer vacation, and the kids 
were young enough that it didn’t matter that we ar-
rived home a few days late. I think they may have 
enjoyed the fact that our excursions were a little un-
predictable, at least I hope so! It was another adven-
ture in our family campmobile. 

 
A column geared toward safety  

My name is George Lambesis and I have 
been a VWCA member for many years and 
have owned a few VWs. I hope to write oc-
casionally in the AUTOIST on fix-it topics and 
will always focus on safety first.  

A safety technique I have learned through 
necessity is a method for releasing the ten-
sion of a spring plate on a bus. It is down-
right dangerous if one is not using the right 
tools. I used a coil spring compressor that is 
used for MacPherson struts. The lower edge 
of the spring plate, if it slips off, could give 
you a very big problem due to a lot of down-
ward force (see photo). Use of the coil 
spring compressor allows one to release a 

spring plate’s tension slowly so the spring plate can 
be safely withdrawn from a torsion bar. 

During the pandemic, I have been spending a lot of 
time in the garage working to bring a ’57 Single Cab 
back on the road. In a future edition I hope to share 
some of my repair efforts and progress as well as 
how I keep myself safe in the process. VWCA 

Spring plate with MacPherson strut spring tool. 

With the VWCA’s Friends of Our Club, mem-

bers can save money on parts, 

labor and accessories from 

affiliated Volkswagen deal-

ers 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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Preventing wildlife collisions 

T
he phrase “deer in the headlights” became well-
known for a reason. It’s easy to accidentally hit 

animals while driving, but with a little bit of knowl-
edge, it’s sometimes preventable. Here are some tips 
to avoid accidents with wildlife and keep yourself, 
your property, and the animals safer. 

As the Boy Scouts say, be prepared. Most 
human-animal crashes occur at dawn and 
dusk, when animals are most active. If 
you’re driving during these hours, be 
alert. Autumn, especially November, is 
the peak time for these accidents. 
When it’s dark, putting on your 
vehicle’s high beams and low-
ering your dash lights will 
help you spot an animal 
more quickly. 

• Watch the sides of the 
road for movement and stay 
alert. Animals may not realize 
you’re a threat. And where there’s 
one animal, there are usually more. 

• Keep your speed down. Crashing 
at a higher speed is worse than at a lower 
speed. 

• Don’t swerve. It’s better to hit an animal 
than roll your vehicle or crash into an oncoming 
semi-truck. The exception would be swerving to 
avoid a very large animal, such as a moose, which 
can weigh as much as a car. 

If you follow all these rules but still accidentally hit 
an animal, call wildlife rescue. Program the numbers 
of your local wildlife rescue group, animal control, 
and the nonemergency number of your police depart-
ment into your cellphone. Crashes with large animals 
such as deer or elk can be true human emergencies, 

so even calling 911 might be necessary. 
In some localities, you might be obligated to re-

port an accident if you hit a domestic animal such 
as a dog or a cat. You could be liable for leaving the 
scene of an accident where you injure or kill some-
one’s pet. 

Should you injure an animal, first call wildlife res-
cue. Unless you can safely do so, do not move the 

animal. A frightened animal won’t hesitate to 
bite or scratch, not realizing you are trying 

to help. It is best to alert people who are 
trained to handle such animals. Put on 

your vehicle flashers for oncoming 
traffic. 

For rescuing small animals, 
heavy gloves and an old 

towel come in handy. 
Transport the animal to a 
shelter, veterinarian or 

wildlife rehabilitation cen-
ter. 

Let them know the exact loca-
tion of the accident for when they 

return the animal to the wild. Rescuers 
might also want to be sure there are no 

orphaned animals nearby. 
Finally, let authorities know that the injured 

or dead animal is a traffic hazard. They will re-
spond faster  in order to clear the road quickly and 
help prevent more accidents. 

If you are concerned about damage to your vehi-
cle, check with your insurance company to be sure 
you are covered in the event of a car accident with 
wildlife. VWCA 

Source: DMV.org

Safer Driving
COMPILED BY THE BADGER BEETLES AUTOFUN CLUB 

u THE FRONTDRIVER:  Richard Van Treuren is taking this issue off. 
His column will return. 
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dered ID.4 crossover BEV for the U.S. VW says it con-
centrated EV output for the European market — part 
of a larger effort to meet emission standards. I sus-
pect this is frustrating for VWoA, which negotiated 
with the parent company for enough ID.4s. Thus, 
those who ordered them or planned to sell them 
must sit on their hands. 

Experts devoted considerable time sorting 
out what’s up at the world’s fourth 
largest carmaker — Stellatis. That’s 
the name of the merger of 
FCA and Peugeot 
(PSA). Its brands in-
clude Fiat, Jeep, 
Ram, Alfa Romeo, 
Maserati and Peu-
geot. Third place, 
by the way, goes to 
the Nissan/Renault 
alliance. Amazing, if 
you think about it, 
the one-time big shot, GM, 
lacks global reach.  

So, let’s look at Jeep. The Grand Cherokee, which 
currently uses a platform developed by Daimler 
Benz, gets an all-new Fiat architecture called Giorgio 

— currently support-
ing the Alfa Romeo 
Stelvio and Guilia. 
And this time around, 
there’s a three-row 
“XL” version, which 
cuts into the Dodge 
Durango’s territory. 
This plan led our ex-
perts to conclude 
there won’t be a 
Dodge variation of the 
GC this time around. 
One big question: will 
Stellatis keep the 
Chrysler and Dodge 

divisions?  
Another seismic change: Jeep’s going wheelbase-

to-wheelbase with the Chevrolet Suburban by intro-
ducing a Grand Wagoneer built atop the Ram 1500 
truck chassis. Brinley says the GC/GW combo should 
work because GM sells both large front-drive based 
crossovers and king-size truck-based ones, too. So, 

the big deal is how Stellatis 
rolls them out, whether 

simultaneously like 
the Broncos at Ford 

or staggered. Any 
way you slice 
the big Jeep, 
MSRPs might 
climb to more 
than $100k. 

And there’s 
more. Jeep will 
launch plug-in 
electric hybrid 

Wranglers, Grand Chero-
kees and Grand Wagoneers. But our ex-
perts contend that American consumers 

don’t understand such PHEVs. Nonetheless, carmak-
ers cannot meet world emissions standards without 
them — even if they end up becoming “compliance” 
vehicles. 

In contrast, our panelists mentioned smaller SUVs 
and crossovers. Fisher argues the Golf’s SportWagen 
has given way to the upcoming Taos.  

Over at Ford, the Bronco is a hit. Whether its mo-
ment as hot metal will endure like a Jeep or remains 
a niche like Toyota’s FJ Cruiser was the top topic. Yet, 
evidence shows Ford might find its Bronco lineup 
profitable because it’s based on existing Ford truck 
and crossover platforms. 

And don’t forget Genesis. While Hyundai sort of 
headed against the grain by launching its luxury divi-
sion with sedans rather than SUVs, the GV70 and 
other Genesis high climbers, in contrast, are aimed at 
the right spots. And as Fisher notes, these GVs are 
not Tucsons or Santa Fes. Instead, they’re based on 

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

Does the new Taos remind anyone 

of the Golf SportWagen?

DRIVER’S SEAT
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front longitudinally mounted engines 
as demonstrated on the Kia Stinger 
... sort of the Touareg/Audi Q7 vs. 
the Atlas. Speaking of Kia, the large 
K900 and Cadenza sedans got the 
hook. 

Brinley stressed her negative im-
pression of VW’s ID.4. Let’s hold that 
thought for a moment. All experts 
agree it’s just the beginning of a 
decade’s move toward BEVs in multi-
ple market segments. Fisher equates 
the process as like throwing 
spaghetti at the wall. Eventually, a 
BEV truck or SUV is going to stick. 
Phelan says the ID.4 got short shrift. 
Brinley describes it as a tall Golf, 
more like the BMW i3; it’s try-
ing too hard to look high tech. 
She claims it’s a mess, that the 
visuals are off and the interior 
isn’t her cup of tea. Yet, she 
says it's headed in the right di-
rection — conquesting inter-
nal combustion engine buyers 
instead of, say, the Chevy 
Bolt’s shopper. As such, Phe-
lan says the ID.4 doesn’t 
threaten Tesla. If you’re read-
ing between the lines, they’re 
thinking VW’s delayed-again 
launch of its ID.Buzz, a Mi-
crobus-like EV, hurts.  

In pickups, the panel found 
it curious that small trucks 
aping the old VW Rabbit 
Pickup are coming — Ford’s 
Maverick and Hyundai’s Santa 
Cruz. It’s not clear whether 
these upcoming experiments in the 
U.S. will meet price and style expec-
tations without impeding the con-
ventional truck market. As Fisher 
exclaimed, the Ridgeline tops CR’s 
tests, but doesn’t sell well. Fisher 

thinks its style and size are wrong. 
He thinks Ford could do a front-
drive-based truck right. But it must 
look like a truck. Really, how about 
the Ford Ranchero and Chevrolet El 
Camino? Well, Honda for 2021 fresh-
ened the Ridgeline with a tougher 
appearance. Yet, Fisher predicts peo-
ple will want smaller trucks, as de-
mand for compact crossovers and 
SUVs is robust.  

Fisher’s comments seem out of 
touch with CR’s longtime position, 
namely, function rather than styling 
should drive automotive design. 
Things change.  

 

Liberating a stuck strut insert 
VWs, since the Super Beetle, usu-

ally have had strut-type front suspen-
sions. Their space-saving design is 
especially useful when engineers 
want to squeeze an engine and » 

Tools for a stuck strut. 



30    VW AUTOIST

☯

DRIVER’S SEAT
transaxle between the front wheels. An as-
sembly atop the front wheel bearing housing 
serves as spring perch. Inside that spring, 
VW inserts a shock absorber. Mounted to the 
shock’s piston is a mount with an upper 
bearing.  

This tidy affair wears. One common re-
placement item is the shock absorber or in-
sert/cartridge. And for those mending Super 
Beetles and Golf Mk1 and Mk2 vehicles, this 
shock absorber is replaceable. Most newer 
VWs require you to buy an entire strut hous-
ing and its damper cartridge.  

This piece focuses 
on two common in-
sert removal prob-
lems: one, is a tight 
collar nut and two, 
the frozen insert — 
sorry, not a frozen 
dessert. If only you 
owned a sledgeham-
mer, right? 

Here’s an inelegant 
method of removing a 
difficult-to-budge col-
lar nut. Remove the 
entire strut assembly 
with wheel bearing 

housing/steering knuckle from the car. Then place a 
long metal rod — I use a long-funky chisel — 
through the axle’s shaft hole. Use that to prevent the 
assembly from turning. Then apply persuasion in the 
form of a large pipe wrench. This mars the collar, but 
new collars sometimes come with a fresh insert.  

Now the next bit separates (interesting word) the 
crafty mechanic from a poser. When the insert 
doesn’t pull out of the strut housing after you’ve re-
moved the collar, find a large pipe. Place this pipe 
into the strut’s spring perch. It must be wider than 
the strut’s insert body and taller, too. Crown it with a 
variety of VW pieces from CV joints to wheel bear-
ings. The goal was filling the space between the 

pipe’s top and the threaded 
portion of the cartridge’s pis-
ton. I capped it with a thick 
washer-like spacer from a 
front-wheel-drive bearing re-
moval kit. 

Tread the insert’s nut while 
restraining the piston with 
the appropriate tool — hex 
key or in this case a 7mm 
wrench. This pulling contrap-
tion works like magic. No 
fancy specialty tools re-
quired. It’s that simple.    

Removing the insert collar. 

Turning the 7mm wrench.

Strut held in a vise. 

Spacer on the strut. 

Stack of spacers. 

uTURN TO PAGE 33
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Plowing the way to a snowbound VW 
If you’ve ever wondered how this VW driver gets 

his Scirocco out of his snow-covered driveway, he’ll 
reveal the secret: an assortment of snow blowers. 
One is an unlikely candidate: the Snow Bird S-226, 
the sorriest snow remover ever invented. Yet, this 
circa 1965 5-horse Briggs and Stratton-powered 
machine keeps on churning. One of its strange af-
fectations is its chute. Instead of protruding 
proudly behind the auger high above the impeller, 
this outlet swings almost 180-degrees left or right. 
This means the chute actually extends beyond the 
blower’s track, slamming into snow banks and 
drifts. In addition, there’s a cable setup, which via 
a set of pulleys, allows the chute to rotate as it’s 
swinging!  

That cable broke, requiring a complete teardown 
to the machine’s frame. Plus, I discovered the 
lever/pin control system for it broke. Routing a 
new cable requires a Playtex bra’s “cross your 
heart” technique and three hands would help. And 
my nearby auto shop, Tarkus in Milwaukee, 
welded the pin, while I sandblasted a few pieces.  

The Snow Bird’s back in action, or inaction depend-
ing on where you’d like to move snow. It’s got two 
chain-drive systems, two belt-drive systems and a 
transmission. Yet, it’s got a trick for heaved sidewalks: 
the front scoop rolls on thin metal wheels riding over 
rather than slamming into concrete slabs. My entire 
winter fleet includes two vintage Jacobsens (dubbed 
the two Jakes — as in the movie “Chinatown”), two 
feeble Nomas and some single-stage Toros.  

This collection rivals some towns in their snow-
throwing capacity. You might wonder why I have so 
many. The answer is I use them to barter for nearby 
garage spaces — places to park my VWs indoors. Un-
fortunately for me, one of these longtime relation-
ships is ending as the woman who trades space for 
Jakes is selling her place. So, if you know someone 
near Milwaukee who’d like to swap space for remov-
ing traces of snow, let me know. VWCA

The Snow Bird, a relic from another era. Notice the chute’s barrel swings left 

or right with the chute itself spinning 180 degrees — perfect for slamming 

into mounds of snow.  Notice any safety hazards here? You can run that spin-

ning monster into all sorts of disasters, such as concrete steps! But there’s 

a shear bolt on its chain drive as “protection.” Deadman control? Not yet in-

troduced. Thus, the Snow Bird can run forward without the operator as the  

auger/fan runs continuously.  Off switch? Nope. You pulled the choke knob 

out and closed the throttle to kill it. A primer to help with cold starts? Of 

course, not. 

They don’t make ‘em like this any more — machinery or logos. 

uFROM  PAGE 30
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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

34    VW AUTOIST

☯

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.

Facebook.com/VWClubofAmerica



Parting Shot
On being patient

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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Volkswagen fans ready to take the leap to an all-electric vehicle have a good chance of grabbing the new ID.4 compact SUV this year. And plenty of 

VW EVs are in the pipeline — skinny as it may be. So it was disappointing to learn that the long-awaited ID.Buzz electric microbus, pictured above, 

would be delayed until 2023. The concept version made big waves when it debuted in 2017 at the Detroit Auto Show, with promises of a 2022 

delivery. Production prioritization issues arose at VW’s Hanover, Germany, plant, which produces commercial vehicles. That same factory is also 

earmarked to produce a smaller battery-powered commercial cargo van alongside the Buzz for the European market, and the German automaker 

apparently plans to prioritize early deliveries of these vans for customers on its home continent instead of shoppers in US and Canada. Speaking of 

the ID.4, VW also pushed back US deliveries from December to March, putting European deliveries first to avoid paying CO2 penalty payments to 

the European Union. 
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