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

Adapting to being out of sync    

Y
ou’d think this Driver Seat’s scribe would wrap 
2021 with a recap of the VWCA scene, the vintage 

auto shows, the happenings and maybe the goings of 
new or old friends. This isn’t that kind of story. If 
you’re thinking I can pull this off like Christina Ricci 
in “The Opposite of Sex,” you’re wrong. She had the 
delicious task of telling us the film she was in was 
not another teen coming-of-age story, all unicorns 
and happiness. Instead, her acid tongue via 
voiceovers mocked movie cliches and plot conven-
tions, fracturing our desire 
for traditional narratives. 

I’m a workplace example 
of what scholars call the 
condition of Postmodernity. 
My situation isn’t what we 
imagine as traditional; it’s 
unlike the work world of 
my parents. Their employ-
ers allowed summer vaca-
tions, holidays off and 
9-to-5 work hours. My 
mother managed our social 
calendar, worked side jobs 
for extra cash, while my 
dad brought home the bacon.  

I’m an at-will employee who works holidays, sum-
mers and nights. There was a time when I shared this 
situation with a workplace family — we even named 
ourselves as the characters on “Murphy Brown.” But 
after an employee buyout, additional workplace au-
tomation and now the coronavirus, we’re not the 
same crew. The situation is similar to the gig econ-
omy associated with the entertainment industry. In 
addition, my workplace rules, which formerly let me 
“bank” worked holidays in exchange for an alterna-

tive paid day off, rescinded that option. Thus, I must 
clock another nine or so days each year.  

As a result, I’m out of the loop; out of sync with 
the Dub crowd. It seems as though they prefer to 
gather in the morning, do lunch and then vamoose 
by midafternoon, all before I’ve had my start of the 
day homemade espresso! But I have opportunities to 
meet those who work in VW’s product communica-
tion. Overall, VW’s team helps me share with you the 
thinking behind VWoA’s doings.  

 
New from VW 

Probably the biggest 
news at VW is what it does-
n’t have: new vehicles. In 
December, Scott Ruschein-
sky at Volkswagen of Mil-
waukee North said he had 
just five fresh VWs. Thus, 
he doesn’t have inventory, 
a huge shift from the days 
when the car dealer ware-
housed vehicles for car-
makers. Now a VW sells for 
MSRP the moment trucks 
deliver them. It’s been 

tough on the sales staff. They’ve got buyers, but you 
must have metal to peddle. The overall theme, says 
Michelle Krebs at AutoTrader, is higher prices, some-
times hidden extra costs such as steeper destination 
charges and an average transaction price of more 
than $45,000.  

This year marked the arrival Stateside of three or 
four new VW models and the departure of others. 
VW’s compact Taos SUV is surprisingly roomy inside 
despite its modest exterior. That’s good packaging. 

uTURN TO PAGE 28
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Volkswagen of Milwaukee North is open for business ... sort of. 



Small Talk
VW + AUDI AT A GLANCE

 CHARGE TIME REDUCED:  VW’s ID. 
series electric cars will be getting 
a software update to allow for an 
increase in peak charging speed 
from 125kW to 135kW on the 
largest 77kWh battery. The 3.0 
software also includes improve-
ments to navigation, voice control 
and driver assistance. The update 
reduces 5-80% charge time from 
38 minutes to 29 minutes. 
 EV TRUCK PLANS:  Volkswagen 
Group’s subsidiary MAN Truck and 
Bus has announced it will wean its 
fleet’s dependency on diesel fuel 
in favor of all-electric powertrains, 
beginning in 2024.  

 ON SAVING THE PLANET:  ID.4 has 
won the Save The Planet Award in 

the 2021 CarBuzz Awards. The 
award goes to the hybrid or elec-
tric vehicle that CarBuzz deter-
mines to best bundle fuel-saving 
(or eliminating) technology with 
qualities such as style, perform-
ance, and capability. 

 PRODUCTION HALT:  Mid-November 
semiconductor shortages forced 
VW into a week-long halt of ID. 
family production lines at its 
Zwickau and Dresden, Germany, 
manufacturing facilities, the first 
time the company has been forced 
to halt such production. VW builds 
the ID.3, ID.4, Audi Q4 e-tron and 
Cupra Born, which is marketed via 
VW subsidiary SEAT.   
 IT’LL COST BILLIONS:  VW has put a 
price tag on its plan for European 

NEW & IMPROVED
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 SCREENS UPDATE:  The Golf GTI 
and Golf R are beneficiaries of 
the latest MIB3 infotainment 
platform updates. Entry level 
trims get an 8.25-inch screen 
with VW’s Composition Color 
system supporting wired 
CarPlay. SE or Autobahn trim 
models get a 10-inch screen 
with VW’s Discover Pro system 
(pictured). The new look inter-
face features onboard navigation, wireless CarPlay, SiriusXM with 360L 
and voice control. 

battery cell plants and the secur-
ing of vital raw materials: the 
equivalent of $34 billion. VW 
seeks to build six large battery cell 
plants in Europe by the end of the 
decade as it seeks to overtake 
Tesla as the world’s top electric 
vehicles seller. 
 NEW PLANT FOR EVs:  Rather than 
retrofit its 1930s Wolfsburg fac-
tory, VW plans to build an all-new 
plant nearby, explicitly to produce 
EVs. VW is in the process of re-
moving the original plant’s coal-
fired burners for gas turbines to 
reduce its CO2 emissions.  
 NEW CHIPS ON THE WAY:  Samsung 
Electronics announced that it is 
making three advanced chips tai-
lored specifically for cars. The 
chips will feature a 5G modem 
and a multi-core processor using 
artificial intelligence to keep the 
various screens and software in 
the cars running smoothly. One of 
the three chips is built specifically 
for VW’s infotainment system, 
which has been widely criticized 
as slow and unwieldly to use.  

 2022 TIGUAN:  The 2022 Tiguan is 
being recalled over concerns that 
a loose brake line fitting at the 
right front wheel could cause is-
sues with loss of braking power. 
The recall affects 1,285 vehicles. 

EV NEWS

AWARDS

COMPANY NEWS

RECALLS



Retro Autoist
FROM THE VWCA ARCHIVES 
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 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2012:  Volkswagen showcased its 
concept of an SUV of the future at the Tokyo Motor 
Show in December, in 
the shape of the Cross 
Coupe. VW says the 
all-wheel drive plug-
in hybrid hints at how 
a crossover between a 
four-door coupe and an SUV could look. The four-seat 
concept, longer than a Golf and shorter than a Tiguan, 
is powered by two electric motors and a TSI direct in-
jection turbo gasoline engine. The Cross Coupe can ac-
celerate to 62 mph in seven seconds and hit a top speed 
of 125 mph. Postscript: The basic shape, less some of the 
mechanicals, morphed a decade later into the Atlas Cross 
Sport.  
 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2012:  The new Tennessee-built Pas-
sat is Motor Trend’s 2012 Car of the Year. “Chassis, steer-
ing, ride and handling all are tastiest within this 
segment,” said Motor Trend editor-in-chief Angus 
MacKenzie. In addition, the Passat has been named one 
of three North American Car of the Year award finalists.  

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2002:  Letter to the editor in response 
on a column discussing the concept of human-influenced 
global warming and the auto industry. The AUTOIST should 
be about Volkswagen enthusiasts, not left-wing politics. 
This publication should not be about spreading the false 
prophecies of current-day environmentalists. Once upon 
a time, yes, environmentalists were for clean air and 
water. Now, they are about anti-capitalism, big govern-
ment, power and making Americans feel guilty about the 
great freedoms and high standard of living we have ob-
tained. Besides, the market will demand what Volks-
wagen builds.  

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1992:  A battery-powered Golf is 
coming down the road next year. VW says the new car 
will be powered by lead-acid batteries and will be fea-
tured at the 1993 Frankfurt Auto Show. Meanwhile, a 
fleet of diesel-electric hybrid Golfs is undergoing testing 
in Zurich, Car and Driver reports, but that VW has yet to 
give the go-ahead for production.  
 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1992:  “We’re basically out of the car 
business.” — Larry Nutson, VWUS public relations offi-
cial, responding to reports that Volkswagen’s 1991 sales 
in the U.S. were the lowest since 1958. 

 JANUARY/FEBRUARY 1982:  A landmark decision involving 
the crashworthiness of a 1974 VW Microbus involved in a 
fatal accident in North Carolina has been let stand by the 
U.S. Supreme Court. The district court jury that first heard 
the case found VW liable for negligent design because the 
van did not meet federal windshield retention standards, 
even though the rule applies only to cars, not vans.    

 JANUARY 1972:  Bodies of current model VWs, with the 
possible exception of the Beetle, may be slightly altered 
to make them more modern looking according to the 
tastes of modern automobile designers, new VW boss 
Rudolf Leiding told a German news magazine.  

 JANUARY 1962:  Wallace Adams of Angola, Indiana, was 
bothered by odors of roasting nuts coming from the 
heater outlets of his new 1962 VW sedan. Investigating, 
he found that squirrels had used the heat chambers to 
store their winter’s supply. Wallace recommends that own-
ers cover the air vents at the bottom of the engine with 
half-inch mesh hardware cloth.

10 YEARS AGO

40 YEARS AGO

50 YEARS AGO

60 YEARS AGO

30 YEARS AGO

20 YEARS AGO



6     VW AUTOIST

☯

By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

GTI owner cites shoddy 

communication for his 

poor dealer experience

M
y brother Gary rejoined the 
VW scene after years of pi-
loting or grooving a Pon-

tiac Vibe (aka Toyota Matrix). The 
Vibe was mechanically and electri-
cally nearly bulletproof — racking 
up hundreds of thousands of miles 
before its first unscheduled service 
— an AWOL water pump. As good 
as it was, the Vibe’s gutless engine 
(easy on fuel though) and 
cramped driver accommodations 
led Gary to seek a driver-focused 
alternative with a more powerful 
engine and bicycle-friendly rear 
hatch.  

VW’s 2019 GTI with its generous People First War-
ranty fit the bill. So he pounced — got a new one at 
a nice price. Gary finds the car’s attitude a happy 
proposition. He can travel for hours and arrive at his 
destination with a grin on his face, no ringing in his 
ears and his old bones swaddled in Teutonic support. 
Plus, the turbocharged car’s diet (regular fuel) is just 
about as stingy as the wimpy Vibe — more power to 
the People’s Car. Another perk, the adjustable suspen-
sion tames unpaved roads. 

Owning the GTI, however, isn’t all bier (beer) and 
skittles. His red sled spent at least five weeks at the 
service department for various problems — some 
minor and others serious. These inconveniences were 
further exacerbated by his Nashville dealer. Gary says 
this store treated paying customers better than those 
with warranty matters. For example, the former got 

car washes, whereas those waiting for the People 
First treatment got dirty cars — greasy mechanic’s 
fingerprints and all.  

Poor dealer communication, says Gary, is the worst 
thing about his VW experience. Of all the things that 
went wrong, it’s the dealer’s customer service that 
irked him the most. The dealer, for example, didn’t 
provide updates or even contact him after the car 
was fixed. Owning this GTI, therefore, is like being 
jilted by a lover. And the COVID-19 situation only 
added to his woes. Sometimes this dealer’s service 
department was poorly staffed.  

Let’s start with the first of several firmware up-
dates. His dealer kept the car overnight for the initial 
computer reflash — an unnecessary delay. In addi-
tion, the dealer didn’t offer a loaner. In contrast, a 
Florida dealer performed a later update promptly, di-

WARRANTIES MATTER,  

BUT IT’S ALL ABOUT  

THE FINISHING TOUCHES
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rected my brother to the waiting area with drinks 
and snacks and prepped the car before returning it.  

 
How to escalate the threat 

The Tennessee dealer didn’t handle a more serious 
issue very well. The driver’s door-side air bag sensor 
or wiring went south. The dealer’s tech installed a 
new sensor after the vehicle spit out a trouble code. 
Then, just 5,000 miles later, the same issue recurred. 
This time my brother left the car at the dealer, but re-
ceived neither a loaner nor updates. After VWoA in 
Auburn Hills stepped in, things changed. Gary finally 
got a new Jetta as a loaner (two weeks into the 
process) while VW replaced the left-door and steer-
ing-column wiring. Gary says he learned a key strat-
egy — threaten to escalate 
the matter with VWoA. It 
changes the dealer’s atti-
tude. 

So when you see those 
red dots of shame in Con-
sumer Reports’ reliability 
survey of late-model VWs, 
you now know what drives 
those low scores. While a 
warranty certainly pro-
vides peace of mind, it 
doesn’t mean your new-
VW journey via its dealers 
will be peaceful. 

Another Leppke brother 
rejoins the VW/Audi fam-
ily. Mark, featured in the 
AUTOIST piece on dealer content management, picked 
up a late-model Audi TT. His Mazda Protege 5 rusted 
to pieces, so he went shopping for another ride. His 
search for used vehicles focused on an forlorn Audi 
TT, which passed inspections. And its hatchback ac-
cepted bikes — notice a running theme in Leppke ve-
hicle choices? Your scribe, too, went Squareback and 
later Scirocco hatchback partly due to their bicycle 
ingest capabilities. Mark’s dealer, surprisingly, came 
to an attractive price. Apparently, there aren’t 
enough TT shoppers so despite the pandemic-related 
shortage of used vehicles, Mark found a keeper he 

could afford. 
 

Advertising message vs. reality 
As reported in Automotive News, We Predict’s aver-

age 12–month in-service U.S. repair costs per vehicle 
data tells a different story than regional VW ads. 
VW’s TV spots say the brand has the lowest mainte-
nance costs. We Predict’s table of service and war-
ranty costs compiled from actual service records 
measured money spent by owners and manufacturers 
of vehicles from model years 2017-20 after 12 
months on the road. Fuel, license fees, state inspec-
tions and collision damage were not included.  

According to We Predict, VW’s maintenance costs 
more than other mainstream brands. Its GTI cost 

$221 for 2020 and $208 for 2019. Atlas’s tab was 
$326 for 2020 and $266 for 2019. In contrast the 
sporty Toyota 86 cost $147 for 2020 and $161 for 
2019. Toyota’s three-row Highlander SUV/CUV was 
$182 for 2020 and $175 for 2019. Hyundai’s Elantra 
GT was a paltry $85 for 2020. 

You could spend more. The Porsche 911 cost 
$1,329 for 2020 while its electric-vehicle Taycan hit 
a whopping $3,190 for 2020. Data indicate EVs 
aren’t always cheap to keep. Audi models also cost 
more than the norm, with the A4 at $475 for 2020 
vs. the BMW 3 Series at $396. A Genesis G70 was » 

Cliff’s 20th-century Scirocco aspires to be more like brother Mark’s Audi TT. 
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GRADES
$307 and the Lexus IS was $231. Ford’s problematic 
launch of its new Explorer/Lincoln Aviator likely led 
to an indicated $417 for the Explorer and $626 for 
the Aviator in 2020. Others in the $1,000 plus club 
include the Mercedes-Benz AMG GT, Jaguar I-Pace 
and BMW M8.  

VW’s most popular model, the Tiguan, was $234 
for 2020, Toyota’s RAV4 was $148. Ford’s Escape was 
$255. Chevy’s Equinox, $112.  

 
Brand reliability scores 

Consumer Reports’ Jake Fisher presented the con-
sumer group’s 2021 Annual Vehicle Reliability Survey 
to a meeting of the Automotive Press Association in 
Detroit. VW landed 24th, that’s in the bottom tier. 
Lincoln (28th) was the worst. Other bottom-feeders 
in descending order include 
Ram, GMC, Mercedes-Benz, 
Genesis, Jeep (Gladiator 
truck with suspension death 
wobble) and Tesla. Those 
seeking the most reliable 
vehicles should start at 
Lexus, Mazda, Toyota (ex-
cept some Corollas), In-
finiti, Buick (except 
Enclave), Honda, Subaru 
(except Ascent), Acura and 
Nissan (avoid Rogue). 

Even reliable brands pro-
duce turkeys. Toyota’s Corolla hatchback with the 
CVT proved vexing, as owners reported replacement 
transmissions required. Subaru’s turbocharged As-
cent didn’t do well. And Nissan’s popular Rouge had 
bad fuel pumps.  

Fisher identified other problematic vehicles. Chevy 
and GMC 1500 trucks (Silverado, say) had engine 
problems from misfires to valve and pushrod dam-
age. Chrysler’s Pacifica transmissions were problem-
atic as was the hybrid’s powertrain. Some 
Kia/Hyundai vehicles had transmission troubles. 
Ford’s newest Explorer, known in the trades for their 
problematic gestation, was particularly bad; its more 

luxurious Lincoln Aviator variation scored worse.  
In general, Japanese-brand vehicles fared better 

than European or domestic makes. CR’s Douglas Love 
says the publication uses a brand’s international 
headquarters rather than its site of production to de-
termine its nationality. Fisher says several factors ex-
plain Japanese-brand reliability. The big one is 
they’re more conservative with the introduction of 
new technology. They don’t set out to dazzle with 
everything new like the Explorer. Mazda, for in-
stance, hangs on to its six-speed automatic, rather 
than going with eight-plus speed versions or CVTs, 
which sidelined other makes. Boring, he says, is ben-
eficial.  

You might wonder why CR’s reliability survey mat-
ters. Love says it’s about making people more aware 

of the work they do and 
how it informs those buy-
ing or leasing new or used 
vehicles. Clearly, Fisher’s 
press op generates aware-
ness of the firm’s annual 
auto issue. This is the 15th 
year of CR’s annual rollout 
of reliability ratings. But 
there’s more to this than 
selling people on the non-
profit’s mission. CR’s survey 
can help you avoid a costly 
mistake. Sometimes prob-

lematic cars, says Fisher, are never properly fixed. A 
good example is Ford’s Power Shift transmission 
found in its Focus and Fiesta cars. This dual-clutch 
gearbox proved bad from job one to job done. And 
these days with parts shortages and long waits for 
car repairs, there are even more good reasons to get 
a reliable car. 

Consumer Reports predicts these models are the 
top-five most-reliable vehicles for 2022: Lexus GX, 
Kia Niro EV, Toyota Prius Prime, Toyota Prius and 
Cadillac XT5. The Least reliable are the Mercedes-
Benz GLE, Ford Explorer, Ford Mustang, Chevy Sil-
verado/GMC Sierra 1500 and Chevy Corvette. 
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Expand this list to the bottom 10 and VW’s Tiguan 
appears. Love says year-after-year VW models have 
annoying noises, leaks, squeaks and rattles. The 
Tiguan adds issues with brakes, drive system and 
power equipment.  

CR also rates new cars. It scores vehicles based on 
road test results, predicted reliability, owner satisfac-
tion, collision warning 
and crash test results.  
There was a time when 
CR ranked cars based 
on their road-test re-
sults.  Reliability, crash-
test results (if not 
outrageously danger-
ous) and owner satis-
faction were separately 
reported but didn’t af-
fect a vehicle’s score.  Now, they do. 

While domestic brands didn’t fare well overall, 
some of their models won their categories: Chrysler’s 
300, Ford’s Ranger, GMC Sierra 2500 HD/Chevy Sil-
verado 2500 HD, Chevy Trailblazer (one year) Buick 
Envision (China) and the Ford Mach-E (Mexico).  

Fisher cited Buick as an example of a reliable do-
mestic brand. But I wonder whether the Buick name-
plate is actually a domestic. One could argue its 
Chinese HQ matters more to GM than its American 
one. According to Automotive News, Buick sold 
39,299 vehicles through Q3 2021. Of these, only 
7,623 were domestically produced. Thus, 31,674 of 
these Buicks came from China or Korea. That means 
80 percent of today’s Buicks are imports. Fewer than 
20 percent of the domestic-brand Buicks were assem-
bled in the USA. Thus, I’d say this is a story about the 

secret rebirth of GM’s Daewoo — formerly the sad 
builder of the Leganza and Chevy Aveo, it’s now 
building better vehicles. Envision, the most reliable 
Buick, comes from China. Just saying. There was a 
time when CR separated the Buick Opel from the 
brand’s American-manufactured vehicles. 

EVs get lots of media attention. And CR says 7,000 
of its survey respon-
dents drove them. The 
most reliable of that 
breed was Kia’s Niro 
and the worst were 
Teslas, although that 
former brand’s Model 3 
was average.  

High-end EVs had 
more troubles. And you 
thought an EV was less 

problematic than a gas-engine vehicle. Ford’s Mach E 
beat the odds with an unusually good showing. VW’s 
ID.4 (dubbed high-end) was worse than average. 
Bottom feeders include the Audi E-Tron and even 
worse certain Tesla models such as the Y and S rid-
dled with body troubles and climate control issues 
such as the heat pump.  

In contrast, hybrid vehicles fared well. This is likely 
due to Toyota’s strong showing. In contrast, Mer-
cedes-Benz likely dived to the bottom due to compli-
cated controls and lots of systems. And there’s the 
fantastic Corvette with a host of paint, trim, engine, 
tranny and other issues.  

VW’s Atlas (scored 41 out of 100), formerly a 10-
worst model, has improved. CR now recommends it 
as it does the Atlas Cross Sport and Jetta (47). A 
score of 41 to 60 is considered average. VWCA 

ID.4 owners report reliability issues with VW’s new EV. 
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By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

W
hat’s My Line?  
   I’m a nightcrawler. Or, make that, I was a 
nightcrawler. I wormed my way through city 

streets, tight alleys and suburban cul de sacs looking 
for crime or disaster scenes. Sometimes, I parked 
near the county morgue. No, I wasn’t a member of 
the macabre Addams Family; instead, I performed 
these on-location moves as a form of street theater 
for a TV station’s nightly news. Now, I’ve been rele-
gated to the station’s studios. 

Let’s separate fact from fiction. Then, I’ll explain 
the various ends of the line for a news vehicle type 
and my brilliant career.  

Hollywood’s neo-noir version of my former trade 
(“Nightcrawler,” 2014) focused on the profession’s 
inky spots: a savage race for ratings abetted by a so-
cial psychopath, played by a stringer/freelancer with-
out a rope (Jake Gyllenhaal). He’s an awkward 
newbie who becomes a ruthless TV news-gathering 
machine. Slighted as an outsider, Jake’s character 
sought revenge by updating his gear and methodol-
ogy. He becomes a thrill seeker staging dark-side 

crime scenes for videographic purposes.  
His sinister obsession, right down to killing a com-

peting nightcrawler, is closer to Paddy Chayefsky’s 
fictional “Network” than everyday news gathering. 
Nonetheless, “Nightcrawler” captured a truth about 
this side of the TV trade: there’s a quest driven by 
passion and economics for compelling video we call 
spot news — car crashes, building fires, shootings 
and natural disasters. These dramas attract your 
local police, fire departments and me. I’m not ruth-
less, just driven by a passion for mastering the tech-
nical, aesthetic and narrative aspects of TV news. In 
turn, reporter Mara McDonald dubbed me a news-
gathering ninja. I often scooped the competition by 
getting to a scene before the cops arrived — no GPS 
required. 

Swiftness is a virtue in the sense that you can spray 
the scene with your camera before the police cordon 
it. A good example unfolded on Milwaukee’s South-
side, where a building fire/explosion blasted out its 
windows. I managed to capture that moment on 
videotape. Add a sound bite, “balls of fire” from a 

END OF THE ECONOLINE
The rise and fall of the TV news gathering van
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witness to the pyrotechnics, and you’ve 
got the top story for the 10 p.m. news. 
It’s been said if it bleeds it leads. If you 
shot “balls of fire,” however, it’s TV’s cat-
nip — better than a yule log! 

The reason I’ve mentioned “was” is 
due to a shift in the distributive aspects 
of video and audio. For decades you usu-
ally needed portable microwave gear (2 
GHz band), a license to use it and FCC 
sanctioned specific frequencies or chan-
nels, in order to send live video/audio 
from mobile units. Not anymore. Smart-
phones with cellular coverage or access 
to the internet (Wi-Fi, too) lets you join 
the video game. 

It’s not for popcorn. Hence the 50-foot 
tall mast and a heavy-duty van. 

Most mobile TV units for electronic 
news gathering (ENG for short) required 
telescoping masts for best directional, 
line-of-sight signal transmission. Vans accepted taller 
masts than, say, a Chevy Suburban. These masts were 
planted like palm tree decorations into inventive, 
electronic news gathering trucks (vans) just behind 
the driver or behind the rear axle. Sometimes we 
used a relay truck, which received and then re-trans-
mitted a signal or hopped to an overhead helicopter 
in order to extend our reach. Thus, one news story 
might require multiple ENG units. 

These vehicles were mobile newsrooms stuffed 
with electronic cameras, cables, microphones, light-
ing and videotape recorders/editors. Those who 
worked in them wanted a heated or chilled environ-
ment, too. Unfortunately, none had an exhaust fan to 
get rid of hairspray. Often an engineer, it’s not like 
“Groundhog Day,” drove the van and set up the gear. 
And for a time utilized a portable video camera, too. 
Major-market TV stations later redefined roles, mov-
ing the engineer to the tech side (setting up the 
ENG/microwave truck), while a photojournalist 
(often switched to electronic camera from 16mm 
film) and reporter covered the event. Even later, sta-
tions jettisoned their engineers using newer micro-
processor controlled microwave transmitters, which 

do all the tech stuff at the push of a button — or in 
our case about three buttons.  

The result, for the most part, was the end of my 
news-gathering career. This nightcrawler is, alas, an 
engineer. First, the station reassigned me to the tech-
nical operations center. I no longer worked for the 
newsroom’s assignment editor. Instead, I tuned in re-
mote-truck microwave signals. Second, I shifted to-
ward ingesting remote feeds via computers hooked 
to the internet. Third, I evolved into a reluctant oper-
ator of audio boards and robotic studio cameras with 
video game-like joysticks and touchscreen interfaces.  

Next, the station axed most of its ENG trucks. It 
sidelined microwave transmitting equipment and 
went with something new: smartphones, actually 
several of them, bundled in one package. We use 
LiveU, which routes signals from the remote unit to 
the internet — dubbed an internet protocol or IP so-
lution.  

Today, with the internet and smartphones, you 
don’t need the news van’s infrastructure for most live 
shots. You might call this another end of the line for 
Econolines. On the receiving side, nearly anyone 
with permission and access to the internet can find 

VW was once the king of boxy vans for TV trades. This one, a later 1950s model, serviced  

a station in Birmingham, Alabama, with reporters using 16mm film to cover stories. 
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LiveU’s matrix, with live pic-
tures from scores of TV sta-
tions. As a result, this 
engineer and the vans he 
drove are now out of the biz.  

It’s not like I didn’t see this 
coming. I theorized the situa-
tion as a graduate student at 
the University of Minnesota. I 
wondered how consumer ac-
cess to broadcast-quality 
video gear (Super-VHS or 
Video Hi8) might change 
news. Or for that matter 
stringers/freelancers who ei-
ther rented professional gear 
or purchased something close 
to it. Sometimes these later 
types beat us to a scene, lead-
ing us to pay them for their 
work, whereas, we didn’t pay 
home-video enthusiasts for 
their tapes — sort of the situ-
ation that shafted Jake’s character, leading him to 
turn bad. Advocacy groups, such as Act Up, shot 
high-quality compelling videos. This in turn, changed 
media coverage of a public health crisis. 

While I saw a future TV shock, I didn’t foresee an 
era when your local TV station wasn’t the way to 
reach thousands of eyeballs. Today, we have stream-
ing video, social media and, yes, YouTube. A world of 
sharing video and audio is baked into an everyman’s 
portable device, which isn’t tethered to a news van. 

 
Back to the future 

When TV stations began using live-remotes for 
news, Ford’s E-350 Econoline Super Duty van was 
the vehicle of choice. Firms such as Frontline or Wolf 
Coach converted them into ENG trucks. And there 
was at least one TV series called “E.N.G.” —like the 
“Emergency” of primetime action drama. Satellite 
news gathering (SNG) arrived later. It uses a differ-
ent transmission and reception scheme. Major-mar-

ket stations often ran fleets of both types or combo 
machines capable using the ENG for locations closer 
to the station with “free” use of the 2-GHz band and 
the SNG (with expensive windows on orbiting 
“birds”) for locales too far for the microwave signal 
to work.  

There were alternatives to Ford’s wobbly van with 
its Twin I-Beam front axles. Each front axle moved 
vertically in an arc. Seriously, this monster had all 
the directional stability of a pogo stick. In contrast, 
some stations used Chevy Suburbans with an ambu-
lance pack — often called a “News Cruiser.” And as 
TV gear got smaller and lighter, SUVs, such as the 
Dodge Durango or Ford Expedition, became news 
“Stingers.” 

There was a time when VW’s Transporter was 
something of a news hound. Notice the two different 
ads for VW’s bus — the Fuller Smith & Ross version 
with the circles presents the VW van in an illustration 
of TV service, whereas the Doyle Dane Bernbach ad 

ECONOLINE

LEFT: A Doyle Dane Bernbach ad touts VW’s ability to haul 1,000 pounds of spare parts, “which comes 

in handy when a bulky TV console can’t be fixed in the owner’s house.” RIGHT: A Fuller Smith & Ross  

ad says a VW truck can carry a complete shop for tools, parts and test equipment. “Plus, plenty of ad-

vertising space to promote your business.” 
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turns the van itself into a portable TV receiver.  

VW’s reign as the king of boxy vans for TV trades 
was brief. Many blame the mid-1960s “chicken tax” 
for VW’s exit — that’s the 25% import tariff in re-
sponse to European countries placing tariffs on U.S. 
chickens.  

Domestic competition played a role, too. Detroit, 
aware of VW’s success with its cab-forward box, in-
troduced their own small vans. Of these, Ford’s Fal-
con-based Econoline got traction — even the first 
season of “Miami Vice” featured one of these small 
vans, with bubble side windows, turned into a 
weapon of sorts, a place for machine guns and Scud 
missiles — frumpy but stylish. Its face looked like a 
1950s Zenith midget “owl” radio.  

The Econoline evolved. Its original car platform 
changed to truck-based body-on-frame construction. 
The resulting Heavy Duty version became an ENG 
staple — this transformation unfolded in the 1970s 
with the advent of lighter, battery powered video 
cameras and videocassette recorders. This transistor-
ized revolution meant you didn’t need a rig the size 
of a UPS truck to cart around TV gear. 

By then, the Econoline evolved from a version with 
an engine between the front seats to one with the en-
gine pushed forward with a noticeable hood extend-
ing forward and enough space for those in the front 
seats to walk around the intruding engine/transmis-
sion’s doghouse. 

Ford discontinued its venerable E-Series vans in 
cargo and passenger versions, when it introduced its 
Euro-style Transit in 2015. That’s another end of the 
line, the Econoline. VW, outside of North America, 
sells a newer version of this van. Some have con-
verted it into an ENG vehicle. 

The Econoline, additionally, had moments of bad 
press. Some were rolling infernos. Indeed, models 
with dual fuel tanks, for example, caught fire. A 
faulty spool valve, routed fuel to the wrong tank and 
in turn pushed gas out of the gas cap. Ford issued a 
recall but didn’t cover all defective vans. I know be-
cause this happened to me. And another E-350 I 
drove charred its engine bay due to a faulty fuel con-
nection. Less dangerous was the E-350 that twisted 
its driveshaft to bits when I tried to accelerate when 

the traffic light turned green. But seriously, the en-
gine/tranny combination employed in the bulk of our 
1992-and-newer E-350s really ran the distance. 

Ford’s dealer service, we found, was poor. They 
added to the vehicle’s stability problems by incor-
rectly inflating all tires to 80 psi (the front ones are 
nearly 30 psi lower than that figure). We placed 
Ford’s recommended tire pressures on labels atop the 
wheel arches and still couldn’t get satisfaction. Tires 
were a constant problem. While Michelin’s ribbed 
tread rubber with reinforced sidewalls worked fairly 
well (only one failure), most shops substituted SUV-
style all-terrain tires. Because our vans weighed 
nearly 10,000 pounds, rear tire blowouts were com-
mon, as were broken rear springs.  

One Ford dealer snafu, or make that snafus, was 
installing transmissions to solve lackluster engine 
performance. And then another Ford dealer won the 
bid to replace it. They did this twice but didn’t fix the 
truck. Then, another dealer claimed the engine was 
bad. I doubted the first/second diagnoses — espe-
cially when I noticed none of the dealers plugged 
into the van’s sealed diagnostic port. 

 I scored a Ford tester, instructions and in turn dis-
covered a clogged catalytic converter. This emissions 
device likely went bung due to a bad thermostat and 
two faulty oxygen sensors. The harsh shifting, look no 
further than a bad transmission lever-sense switch. 
With a new catalytic converter, the engine breathed to 
life — instant engine rebuild without a rebuild.  

 
The lineup and the end of the line 

Last summer, our nearly 10-unit Econoline fleet 
lined up in the station’s north lot, marking their de-
partures from news gathering. The newest of these 
were short bus E-150s. We switched from Heavy 
Duty to the E-150 because digital TV gear is much 
lighter. One trick feature, now in HD, was a mast 
cam. One time I used it, on the sly, to spy on a 
Harley-Davidson anniversary bash.  

The motorcycle maker’s event organizers teased 
the public. They hinted, which led to speculation, 
that the Rolling Stones were the mainstage act. I, 
however, saw Sir Elton John and then radioed the 

uTURN TO PAGE 33
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M
ost of us have driven a family car. Grab the 
keys, get in, fasten your seatbelt, step on the 
brakes, turn the key to start, release the key 

and then after the engine’s running select a drive 
gear. 

What if that car is your dad’s 1927 Buick Master 
Six, all 120-inch wheelbase of an antique car? We’re 
talking about a wood-framed body atop a metal-lad-
der frame. It’s like a carriage from Quentin Taran-
tino’s “The Hateful Eight.” You expect Jennifer Jason 
Leigh to mumble her Daisy Domergue lines from the 
way-back seat. Ads claimed this Buick as “vibration-
less beyond belief.” The radiator shell resembles the 
stately Packard. It rolls on wooden spoke wheels. It 
has the charm of “Chitty Chitty Bang Bang,” with 
four doors, two-tone paint, pin stripes sans the 

By Cliff Leppke *leppke.cliff@gmail.com

CAN YOU  
DRIVE THE  

FAMILY CAR?

Baffling gear on a  

1927 Buick offers  

motoring challenges
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magic of flight.  

The Buick is part of the century-old Leppke farm 
in Carrington, North Dakota, home to a menagerie 
of automotive artifacts, most of which are undriv-
able. Not the Buick, however, as it had a different 
provenance. It wasn’t an agricultural workhorse.  
Dad found this vehicle near Milwaukee and then re-
stored it decades ago, before he retired and moved 
to North Dakota. Unlike other cars in the collection, 
he prepped this Buick for annual seasonal storage.  

This Buick was an untouched survivor with 
cracked engine block. Dad employed a Buick mill 
from the Leppke farm’s collection to solve that prob-
lem. He drove this car in local parades, wedding pro-
cessions and to antique car shows. Dad’s 
workmanship right down to the pin stripes won 
awards at Buick shows, where persnickety judges 
evaluated its authenticity as if it were a Rolex or a 
Tiffany creation.  

The Buick has no ignition switch as we know it 
today. The car has two keys, one likely meant for the 
shift lever lock (removed) and the other clearly la-
beled as spare tire. You’ve got to stop people from 
purloining the skinny 21-inch separate-rim spare 
tire. Like someone wants this for their Ford Bronco? 

Don’t expect an adjustable driver’s seat. It sags 
based on your weight, though. This perch has a 
wooden frame with soft springs and mohair uphol-
stery straight out of a 1920s living room. It rests in a 
wooden box, and the seatback wraps from B pillar 
to B pillar like a diner’s booth. 

Once you’ve climbed from the running board to 
the pilot’s lounge, you’ll notice several baffling 
things: below the dash are four pedals — with all 
the hype about one-pedal EV driving, this Buick is 
clearly retroactive. The left pedal manipulates the 
clutch, the one to its right the rod-operated brakes, 
which constrict shoes around the drums rather than 
expanding within them. Moving farther right is a but-
ton just to the left of a peg — this is the foot con-
trolled throttle — and moving yet farther right is the 
starter pedal. Yes, Virginia, you step on a pedal to 
start the car — just like VW’s ID.4. 

The stout VW bus-length shift lever is long and has 
excellent mechanical feel. It, like other things in a 

1927 Buick, is different. The three-speed transmis-
sion’s shift pattern is inverted. First and reverse gears 
are to the right, not the left, the reverse of most floor 
shifters since the late 1920s. So reverse is to the right 
and forward, first is to the right and back, second is to 
the left and forward and third is to the left and back.  

The dashboard has several decorated and indi-

TOP: Skinny spare tire covers part of the fuel tank. MIDDLE: A choice of 

four pedals. BOTTOM: Ignition and light switches. 
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rectly illuminated gauges or switches, plus some 
added by my father — electric radiator fan and elec-
tric fuel pump. Look all the way to the right (OK, it’s 
not that far as the cockpit is narrow). You’ll spot an 
ignition and light switch in front of the passenger 
side. Flip the ignition on here, otherwise the starter 
pedal just cranks the engine turnover without spark-
ing the spark plugs. » 

Closer to the driver is the choke control and up-
draft carburetor’s heater lever. Pull out the choke 
knob. The carb heater lever wouldn’t budge and the 
car’s crankcase vent (nearby in the front bay) is an 
EPA headache. Fresh air simply pushes crankcase va-
pors out into the atmosphere. The heater served sev-
eral purposes: one, it, as with other carbureted cars, 
reduced icing when driving in cold weather and 
two, the heater assisted in vaporizing fuel, which 
many antique car buffs say is unnecessary with 
today’s gas. 

Before you press the starter pedal, check out the 
steering wheel’s hub. There’s a Bakelite horn button. 
To its left is the distributor retard/advance control. 
Pull this lever down before starting. It rotates the 
distributor — there’s no vacuum spark advance — 
so you must fiddle with spark timing. On the right 
there’s another lever, pull it down to open the throt-
tle. The third lever dims the headlights. On the dash, 
there’s yet another mystery lever, and when pulled it 
opens a hole through the firewall. It beats electronic 
engine sound effects on new cars.  

But nothing is simple, right? I checked the right front 
floorboard — and they’re boards. One has a hole in it. I 
pulled this piece out and discovered a battery compart-
ment without a battery. Yet, the brake lights worked 
and the horn beeped, so dad put the battery some-

BUICK

TOP: Fuel bowl. MIDDLE: Carburetor. BOTTOM: Distributor and generator.. 

Options on the steering wheel hub. 
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where — it’s 
on a shelf on 
the right side 
of the engine.  

I pressed the 
starter and the 
engine cranked 
slowly but 
surely. It didn’t 
fire, however. 
So, I checked 
the left side of 
the engine where Buick placed an updraft Marvel car-
buretor. There’s a glass fuel bowl behind it mounted to 
a gadget (vacuum pump) on the firewall. No fuel. 
Upon further investigation, I found a fuel shutoff valve. 
Open it. You’ll see gas drip into the bowl. 

The gas gauge is on the fuel tank cap. And that fuel 
tank is precariously close to the rear bumper. Perhaps 
this is why Buick later described its engines as Fireballs.  

After adding gas, the Buick coughed then stalled 
when I applied the starter pedal. I used great care 
checking twice whether the car was in neutral as I 
didn’t want it to move, especially with its unfamiliar 
shift pattern. Set the hand operated parking brake! It 
has an excellent ratchet action. Is there a shift pat-
tern on the knob or dash — fat chance. Or for that 
matter, labeling for the light switch? It has four posi-
tions. I found two of them (rear and front parking 
lights) but I didn’t force the lever into its other slots 
as I don’t know how much of the pot metal fittings 
Dad replaced. Many of the car’s original metal pieces 
disintegrated with age. So, gently move the controls.  

The next application of the start pedal went better. 
The moment the engine coughed, I pushed the choke 
knob in. Now the engine started and ran. It churned 
but belched lots of black soot. Then, I advanced the 
timing lever until the engine ran smoothly.  

The wooden steering wheel is sluggish and sloppy 
— rack and pinion it’s not. But I gingerly let out the 
clutch pedal. In first gear, the Buick seemed rather 
sprightly — very easy to launch and happy to roll in 
first gear without complaint. I’ll skip explaining the 
double clutch technique, but I can tell you from ex-
perience that you don’t rev the engine very high, and 

you must wait 
until road 
speed and en-
gine speed hit 
the sweet spot 
where you 
can tug the 
shifter into its 
next slot. If it 
grinds, you’re 
revving the 
engine to high 

— high is something like 1,500 rpm! 
Fresh air ventilation is via a windshield lift. There’s 

a handle above the windshield. Crank it and the 
windshield elevates upward a few inches.  

In contrast, my 1964 Beetle is lady-like. Its carbu-
retor has an automatic choke with vacuum pulloff 
and electrically heated element. There’s a wimpy 
heat riser on the intake manifold. The starter switch 
first turns on the ignition before sending current to 
the cranking motor. Thus, there’s just one ignition 
switch for the process. And no choke or throttle lever.  

 
A battle for the driver’s seat 

I was eager to reach 16 and get my hands on an 
automobile. Yet my folks curbed my enthusiasm. 
After I got my learner’s permit, scoring the left front 
seat of one of the family cars was a battle. If I asked, 
the answer was silence. If I asked again, I received 
one word: no. This was a family feud. It lasted much 
longer than most wars — well beyond my teens. Let’s 
cap this one by stating what happened after I scored 
my driver’s license. Did I get to drive the 1966 Bug 
home? No. Mom drove. I’m sure there’s a Geneva 
Convention about this form of torture. And my 
mother’s tone wasn’t a cheerful congratulations. She 
thought failure was certain and certainly better. 

Actually, the driving test went smoothly. My nerves 
were tense, though, and my mastery of the clutch 
pedal less than refined, as I over-revved the Beetle’s 
engine at a key juncture — exiting the parking lot. 
The lot was lower than its approach with a sidewalk 
at its crown. I spied that situation early and knew 

uTURN TO PAGE 21

Windshield vent crank to the left of the rear-view mirror opens the windshield (right). 
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one 

could flunk the test if one didn’t stop before the side-
walk and then head through the approach. Because 
this was on a hill, I had to prevent the car from 
rolling backward (apply parking brakes) and then let 
the clutch pedal out to the friction spot, rev the en-
gine slightly and then commence forward movement 
(signaling turn) and releasing the hand brake. I did 
this with too much engine revving. But I didn’t stall.  

The Beetle passed the driver’s test, too. As the cracked 
windshield was fixed and the feeble horn beeped.  

The examiner didn’t like my cornering approach — 
I went wide so I could see through the maneuver; he 
wanted something closer to the curb. That encounter 
set up a bad driving mode of thinking as I stayed on 
the inside of many corners, which isn’t the best way 
to see or control the vehicle. It is, however, a neces-
sity in tighter urban environs.  

Instead of demonstrating how to park on a hill, re-
member how you’re supposed to turn the wheels so 
the vehicle, if it were to roll, would either bump into 
a curb or move off the street? I simply answered 
questions. For example, I said I’d turn the wheels so 
the car rolls forward or backward away from danger. 
When it came to executing the “Y” turn, I did a U as 
the Beetle could do it.  

Other than the comment about my cornering tech-
nique, the examiner was a man of few words. 
Chances are I earned points for motoring with a 
manual transmission, manual steering and manual 
brakes. Was I experienced enough to understand the 
Beetle’s chassis dynamics? No. It’s one thing to drive 
it about town. Rolling down a dark road with an un-
expected 90-degree bend, in contrast, caught my at-
tention. I applied the brakes too late in the process, 
which pinches the vehicle forward, further lightening 
the load on its pigeon-toed rear axles, decreasing the 
amount of tire on the pavement and further compli-
cating a dangerous situation. The Beetle jumped or 
hopped sideways with the rear swinging out. I 
thought rollover was next, but the car righted itself 
and then slowed to a safe pace.  

Another early mishap unfolded while motoring in 

our 1967 Ford station wagon. This time a county 
highway’s road toppings were less than ideal — fresh 
gravel atop new tar. Did I moderate speed well 
enough? No. So when I tried to turn left onto a city 
street, the Ford changed direction slightly and then 
went straight forward toward a ditch, front tires slid-
ing with brakes applied. Fortunately, the big rig came 
to a halt before dropping into the ditch from the ele-
vated roadway. I didn’t crunch the family cars and 
motored for my first decade without an incident. I’m 
not claiming there weren’t moments of hackneyed 
highway capers. For instance, a VW Squareback’s for-
ward traction is fairly good even on icy roads. This 
capacity, which let me move up hills that caused 
other vehicles to slide backward, got me into one un-
forgettable jam. I climbed slippery Highway 31 near 
Elgin, Illinois, only to discover I couldn’t slow the 
Squareback down.  

Each time I tapped the brake pedal the front discs 
locked up and the car slid. In order to not drive 
through a busy intersection with me facing the red 
light, I twitched the vehicle to the left and cruised 
through a gas station without hitting anyone or any-
thing and came out the outer side going sideways 
into a snowbank. I dented a hubcap but the car’s 
body and chassis were fine. VWCA

BUICK

Won’t you lend a hand? 

For 67 years, the Volkswagen Club of America has been op-
erated solely by member-volunteers who performed various 
tasks which, together, helped our club run like the proverbial 
“well-oiled machine.” Some members have “worked” for 
decades (it’s actually a labor of love) but some appointed po-
sitions have become vacant, resulting in reduced benefits of 
membership. 

A ballot for national officers will appear in the next AUTOIST 
issue. If you are interested in any of the elected positions — or 
even as an appointee — tell us about your special talents and 
we’ll find a “job” for you. There’s no pay or health benefits, but 
we do offer flexible hours and the ability to work from home! 

Contact us at vwclub@aol.com. We’re waiting to hear from you! 

uFROM PAGE 11
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The Frontdriver
BY RICHARD G. VANTREUREN *rgvant@juno.com

Hybrids: A transitory technology?     

T
he director of aeronautics at the National Air & 
Space Museum once told me that “airships … 

were a transitory technology.” (This reflected that in-
stitution’s stacking of priorities for artifact restoration 
and display space. When the new rigid airship is fly-
ing early this year, perhaps their attitude will 
change.) It’s possible that some automotive historian 
will likewise conclude that hybrid cars — at least 
VWs, with a nod to their inconsistent past — was a 
technology in transition. Others suggest the pure-bat-
tery electric can never be the dominant species.  

Remembering the one-of-a-kind 2009 Touareg hy-
brid, sales figures reflected the lack of mission clarity.  
The undersize battery pack, replacing the spare tire 
(necessitating run-flat tires) offered an absurd two-
mile electric-only mode. There would hardly be a 
market for aftermarket plug-in conversion kits. Why 
even build such a thing that would seem unsaleable?  

The electric drive train was sup-
posed to help accelerate the 
4,400-pound beast more like the 
18 mpg V8 discontinued the prior 
year. Not successful enough to re-
turn in 2010, likewise we can find 
no sales figures for the short-lived 
Jetta hybrid since 2014. Yet the 
sedan had a different mission; ac-
celeration was not touted, rather 
better gas mileage justified its 
extra expense. Like the e-Golf, a 
pure battery electric, the hybrid 
was quietly retired before I saw a 
single example of either car in a Florida showroom. 

An online chat room recently looked at VW con-
cept cars. It pointed out how quickly the car show 
spotlight moves on and the once incredible wonder 

that “could possibly 
see production 
soon” moves in-
stead to the also-
rans along the 
avenue of broken 
dreams. Missing 
from their scrutiny 
was the VW Cross-
Blue, a plug-in hybrid wowing NAIAS Detroit show-
goers back in 2013. Unlike many outrageous 
concepts with little practical value, CrossBlue was so 
innocuous as to be easily mistaken for a standard 
Chattanooga assembly line product in spite of a spe-
cial “CrossBlue Glass Flake” paint job.  

With Volkswagen now launching at least one elec-
tric vehicle onto the market every year, CO2 emis-
sions per vehicle are set to decrease by up to 40 
percent by as soon as 2030. It would have seemed 

logical for CrossBlue to join the 
lineup here in the U.S. years ago. 
Yet marketers concluded the con-
sumer would not ante up for the 
cost of the extra components — 
effectively an electric car weaved 
in between the more conventional 
drive train but without enough 
heavy batteries to beat 30 miles 
per charge. 

This seeming showstopper of ex-
pensive complexity has not 
stopped VW from introducing and 
selling its new Touareg e-Hybrid 

and Touareg R models in Europe. European cus-
tomers are purchasing hybrids, and VW certainly 
wants to capture that share of the market. The “R” is 
sold via performance of the max-torque-at-any-RPM 

Touareg R and e-hybrid models, above, won’t be 

coming to America. 

VW’s plug-in hybrid from 2013 dubbed 

CrossBlue.
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electric boost, 
while the e-hy-
brid addresses 
its expensive 
weighty com-
plexity with 
better mileage 
and lower carbon footprint. We have not been able to 
find a phantom view of these models, but we know 
how the CrossBlue was supposed to be arranged 
under the sheet metal. 

CrossBlue’s compromise-size battery bulk and 
weight was divided fore and aft. If performance fig-
ures are to be believed, these new hybrids will come 
closer to 40 miles of plug-in electric range. The Euro-
pean reviews of the hybrid suggest the main advan-
tage is greater acceleration for such a large, heavy 
vehicle.  

Wonder what the surveys tell the forecasters as to 
what price point they can sell the Atlas as an e-hy-
brid here? A recent discussion with a battery technol-
ogy expert, Professor Max Fichtner, suggests new 
battery technology currently in the labs may offer 
greater energy density. “Future battery systems could 
hold significantly more storage material while re-
maining the same size.” He says even the best Tesla 
packs are at least 70 percent “housing, packaging 
and additives.”  

Fichtner also foresees now-exotic silicon anodes 
and/or metallic lithium cathodes possibly becoming 
cost effective. He says, “Today’s lithium-ion batteries 
are on a classic, falling cost curve. With the introduc-
tion of sustainable cathode materials such as lithium 
iron phosphate, they have already fallen short of the 
important benchmark of $100 per kilowatt hour of 
electricity. This is the magical limit below which an 
electric car becomes cheaper than a car with a com-
bustion engine. It is not yet possible to say today 
whether or how quickly this can be achieved with 
the solid-state battery.” 

So only time will tell when you’ll have the option 
of using the grid for around town or hitting the gas 
pumps on a long trip. Because Touareg hybrids are 
sold in Europe today, an enhanced battery pack hy-
brid Atlas may one day be seen as competitive in 

North America.  
 

A clean ship is a happy ship 
(So my chief used to say.) Any car’s carbon foot-

print has to include its manufacture and shipping to 
market. Volkswagen has taken the bold step to be-
come the first automaker to transport the majority of 
its new vehicles overseas using low emission lique-
fied natural gas (LNG) ships. This year the group is 
expecting to see four more LNG-powered ships with 
dual-fuel engines added to its current fleet of two 
LNG car carriers, which entered service in 2020. Six 
of the nine car carriers crossing the North Atlantic for 
VW are to be powered by LNG. Powered by two-
stroke 13,300 kT dual-fuel engines from MAN Energy 
Solutions, the high-pressure technology involved in 
construction of the engines results in almost no 
methane slip and is capable of allowing the vessels to 
travel at speeds of 15 to 16 knots (28 to 30 km/h) in 
eco-mode. LNG will enable VW to cut carbon dioxide 
(CO2) emissions in its fleet by up to 25% (tank-to-
wake). 

Simon Motter, head of Group Logistics for Volks-
wagen, said “Our aim is to make all our transport op-
erations — by water, road and rail — 
environmentally friendly, clearly demonstrating the 
Volkswagen Group’s pioneering role in climate-
friendly logistics.” 

After the switching of all rail transport with 
Deutsche Bahn to green electricity, the group has 
caused an 85% reduction in CO2 emissions through 
its two biofuel-powered car carriers that operate 
along coastal routes in Europe. VWCA

CrossBlue cutaway
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VolksWoman
BY LOIS GRACE *vlkswmn@sbcglobal.net

Keeping the kids happy    

L
ast time in this spot I told about our experience 
with the Great CA Fire of 2020 and how nerve-

wracking it all was. It wasn’t really a great fire, it 
wasn’t even a good fire, but it certainly was an hella-
cious fire — it ended up burning more than a half-
million acres. It got me thinking about how it helps 
to keep all your old cars running at times like that.  

It’s a huge job to keep all five of my VWs happy 
and roadworthy, and when I 
started keeping track of what 
we do, it got to be quite a list. 
So, here we go, off on an-
other VolksWoman Tale of 
Mechanical Upkeep: 

Let’s start with Biff, my 
1982 diesel Rabbit pickup. 
His expensive Michelin tires 
are so old the sidewalls are 
looking as crackly as a bad 
face lift. But there is tons of 
tread left on the bottom! So, 
do I drive him and risk a fail-
ure or do I get new tires? 
Don’t answer that. Not much 
else in the way of repairs or accessories 
necessary here, so let’s move along to No. 
2. PS: Biff got four new tires. 

Then there is Bogie, my formerly daily 
driven 1969 Beetle sedan. His battery — of 
which I have bought literally untold num-
bers of during his lifetime — went dead 
from disuse. The only time his battery ever 
went dead was when it was so old the warranty had 
expired before the dinosaurs died.  

When I turned the key and the idiot lights didn’t 
even come on, I’d make some disheartened sound, 

check the installation date in his book and realized I 
really had bought the battery in 1984. No going back 
for prorating on that one!  

During our move, Bogie would surprise us with lit-
tle unplanned bursts of dead battery-ism when we 
needed him to get up and go. I finally got good and 
tired of it and bought him a new battery. Driving him 
more often helps too. So far, so good. Oh, and the 
AM/FM cassette player radio doesn’t work any more 

either, but fat chance I’ll get 
much sympathy mourning 
that one. 

Third in line is my current 
daily driver, Gus, a 1990 Golf 
GTI. I still think of this car as 
my “new” VW.  HAHAHAHA, 
isn’t that funny? Not too sure 
when 1990 models will be 
considered vintage, but he 
probably already is and I just 
don’t know about it.  

Anyway, Gus is a pretty 
good guy and very reliable 
in spite of his advanced 
years. He’s new, after all. His 
a/c was a lifesaver in 2020. 
Last summer it decided to 
crap out. The a/c equipment 
itself didn’t crap out, all the 
freon or whatever they use 
now just left so it didn’t cool 
any more. I guess it’s a good 
thing that the equipment 

still works great so I should just shut up and quit 
whining. All it would take to get it working is to have 
it recharged, which I did. I owe Gus a big thank you 
for not breaking something. Big thank you, Gus. 

Lois poses with her 1958 Beetle Cabriolet named Oscar, 

adorned in tuxedo black and white. BELOW: Off for brake 

work. 
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Next would be Oscar, my 1958 

Beetle Cabriolet, and the flashiest of 
all the VWs I own. SHHHH, you did 
not just hear me say that. But Oscar 
really is sharp — any man wearing a 
tuxedo is — just ask a lady. Anyway, 
we’d barely moved into house when I 
took Oscar to the shop for a brake re-
build, as his wheels wouldn’t turn. 
Unused brakes like to lock in place and get stuck. 
Driving a car like this is a bit like trying to pull a 
mule out of the barn if he doesn’t want to go.  

Because of the little issues with this car we had not 
been able to drive him for a couple summers now. It 
was time to get it all taken care of. While getting him 
out to wait for the tow truck to take him for this 
work he kept dying and not wanting to run. It was as 
if he was out of fuel. He’d run for a couple moments 
and then just sputter to a stop. This is not like Oscar 
at all so when we got to the shop I pointed this out 
to Adam, who said he’d look at it.  

When I got the car back a couple days later he had 
fully functioning wheelie parts, and started and ran 
smoothly. The problem? A plugged up fuel screen in-
side the gas tank, over the petcock that works the re-
serve gallon of fuel. Kick over the lever on the 
firewall and you’re supposed to get an extra gallon of 
gas. Except I hadn’t used it in Oscar, and it was just 
rusting into oblivion.   

Not long after this, we decided to take the old boy 
out for a cruise on a Sunday afternoon. Because he 
had new functional brakes and his 
wheels turned like they should, we 
headed for the beach. Up over the 
hills, and down a twisty turny road 
we went, and in 25 miles or so we 
were in a line of cars at a stop sign.  

I stopped and went to find first 
gear and it wasn’t where it usually 
is. It felt as though first gear had 
gotten good and tired of where it 
was and had taken off for parts un-
known. The shifter just slopped back 

and forth, but it finally found a slot 
and we inched forward. It felt weird 
though, like it was in third gear.  

Another few feet and I repeated the 
exercise with similar results, although 
now the shifter flopped around in a 
circle. When I tried to shift into first 
again there was nothing there. We 
ended up pushing the car through the 

stop sign and over to the side. What the heck? This 
towtruck ride was the reverse of the one Oscar had 
just done — this time it turned out to be a broken shift 
linkage. Cheap piece of garbage. Lasted only 63 years. 

We will now end VolksWoman’s Adventures in Re-
pairs, with Vernon, my 1959 Single Cab Transporter. 
Once the big move was over and done — during 
which time Vernon himself went to the shop for 
brake work as HIS brake shoes had gotten grabby 
and stuck also — The Big Blue One was happy to be 
out and about, and for once in his entire life, NOT 
used to move household goods.  

Grateful and eager to please gentleman that he is, 
he didn’t do anything unexpected during this time 
frame except allow his battery also to go dead. Off 
we went to buy another new battery, and I felt a little 
sorry for him so I got him a 6-volt solar trickle 
charger to keep his new battery happy. After all, the 
other cars had been getting all the attention. 

As I was tapping this story out, I was simultane-
ously semi-watching an episode of “Green Acres.” 
The episode had a funny part where Farmhand Eb 

comes running in, telling Oliver he 
needs to go have a talk with their 
tractor. He tells about how the 
Hoyt Clagwell tractor chased him 
out of the barn and back in again. 
Oliver says, incredulously, “You 
mean it was running by itself??” 
Eb says “Yep!”  

Lucky farmers, I never seem to 
have such luck. Of course, then 
again, I don’t own a Hoyt Clag-
well. Yet. VWCA

VOLKSWOMAN

Vernon gets his ride on the towtruck.

Not a Hoyt Clagwell, but still a hard worker. 

It's a Kubota named Big Hoss.
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Local Volks
Activities of VWCA affiliates

Planning for the new year   

W
e’ve always said that participation in local chap-
ter activities is a huge part of “enjoying your 

VW to the fullest.” Well, these “pandemic years” have 
meant new challenges for local chapters to keep their 
members involved and engaged, but events are start-
ing to come back. “Social distancing” has curtailed 
many events that called for large gatherings in a rela-
tively confined space, but our locals have still found 
some unique and fun ways to enjoy our VWs. 
 BADGER BEETLES AUTOFUN CLUB, MILWAUKEE:  The an-
nual Christmas outing, this year at the Waukesha Civic 
Theater, featured a performance of “Sister Act,” fol-
lowed by dinner at a restaurant. The Badger Beetles al-
ways find ways to keep active and in touch, despite the 
cold winter and pandemic.   
 NORTHEAST ILLINOIS VW ASSN., LISLE:  NIVA’s pre-holi-
day meeting is when the calendar for the upcoming 
year is formulated. The success of VW-Fest 2021 has 
whetted members’ appetites for more events, such as 
the annual slot-car races, the indoor swap meet and 
several cruise-ins to keep members involved in at 
least one activity each month. 
 STATELINE VOLKS FOLKS, ROCKFORD, ILL.:  VolksFolks also 
began to fill out their event calendar with a Fix-It 
Day and a cruise to a member’s huge collection of 
Type 2 vehicles among the highlights. 

 
Check our VWClub.org for listings of these and 

other future events. You’ll always find the latest up-
dates there – and even some events that were an-
nounced too late to make the AUTOIST publication 
schedule. Better yet, tell us how you are enjoying 
your VW to the fullest. (Isn’t that what we’re all 
about?) Drop us a note at VWCA, P.O. Box 154, North 
Aurora IL 60542 or email us at VWClub@aol.com 
and we’ll add it to this column. 

Finally, this column is in need of a member to com-
pile the activities of our local chapters and send them 
bi-monthly to the AUTOIST editor. If you’re the one, 
contact VWCA at VWClub@aol.com or directly to the 
AUTOIST editor at VWAutoist@icloud.com.  VWCA

uGOT A STORY?  Or a quip, a point of view, a problem, a so-
lution? Let us know! Email VWAutoist@icloud.com

A 2018 photo of the Northeast Illinois VW Association’s slot-car track. Rac-

ing is on the card again for 2022. 
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This vehicle’s gestation, however, was at best awk-
ward as VW placed a stop sale (last August) on the 
AWD version and also recalled some vehicles due to 
fuel leaks. It implemented a solution to the AWD’s 
engine shutdown problem in October — stop sale 
lifted.  

I drove the front-drive version with its eight-speed 
automatic and found VW’s new 1.5-liter engine, now 
under the hood of the 2022 Jetta, a smooth but 
sometimes reluctant partner. This engine/tranny 
combo, according to VW, gets its sudsy power deliv-
ery due to Aisin’s clever engineering. Aisin makes the 
transmission. The AWD version, however, has VW’s 
seven-speed DSG automated manual. Both the FWD 
and AWD versions sometimes don’t promptly re-
spond to a stomp on the go pedal, the AWD model 
adds “manic” shifting, says Consumer Reports, to the 
mix.  

As a result, most reviewers think the AWD’s bad 
behavior deflects one’s attention, like a wart, from 
the vehicle’s charming complexion — good visibility, 
agility and braking. Others note the Taos’ base trim 
skimps on driver assists: items such as forward colli-
sion warning, automatic emergency braking and 
blind spot warning are optional. I found the Taos’ 
employment of a hard plastic dashboard with no top 

padding unexpectedly 
chintzy. VW’s William 
Gock says VWoA 
plans to further differ-
entiate how the Taos 
and the larger Tiguan 
fit into its lineup. 

I sampled the 2022 
Tiguan, albeit briefly, 
at Elkhart Lake, Wis-
consin. The aesthetic 
updates seem 
brighter. I haven’t de-
moed VW’s new Golf 
R or GTI. I have a sus-
picion the mechanical 

upgrades (more power) won’t win me over due to 
VW’s total use of touch or capacitive switches on the 
steering wheel and dash. Touch controls were a hot 
mess in VW’s EV I sampled. And I didn’t like them on 
Cadillac.  

Also new, new, new is the ID.4. This is VW’s EV 
gambit. I think VW played this one smartly; it intro-
duced its new EV platform, not as a sedan, coupe or 
hatchback car but rather along the lines of a taller 
crossover vehicle. That’s the current sweet spot with 
most car buyers. While VW told the media at a Road 
America press event that the ID.4 was in this nation’s 
second spot in retail EV deliveries, that claim re-
quires far too many asterisks.  

According to Experian’s new-vehicle registration 
data, Tesla’s Model Y crossover at 134,504 units and 
its Model 3 SEDAN (all caps for emphasis) at 
112,314 dominate the EV sector. And either the 
Model Y or the Model 3 outsells gas-versions of the 
longtime luxury sales leader or runner up the Lexus 
RX (98,297). Tesla’s top two movers also trump 
BMW’s 3 Series. Tesla’s Model S (12,272) comes in 
sixth on the EV registration chart. In sum, when you 
think of EVs, Tesla rules. 

Following the Model 3 is the Chevy Bolt EV 
(23,041), the Ford Mustang Mach-E (20,518) and 
VW’s ID.4 (13,787). Thus, VW comes in fifth place. 
It’s ahead of the trend-setting Nissan Leaf (11,933). 
Porsche’s Taycan (7,818) is ninth.  

What’s exciting about VW? You can buy it, if they 
can get one, at nearly any of our nation’s VW dealers. 
The ID.4 — join the online waiting list by putting 
your $100 down.  

When production hits its stride, the ID.4 will be a 
far more serious venture than the e-Golf, which had 
a shorter range and geographical distribution (Cali-
fornia, mainly). VW dealers have or are adding fast 
charging stations to their stores. Free charging, if 
widely available, certainly makes the new EV a better 
proposition. 

But VW, which claims it wants to harvest its EV 
batteries for other revenue streams, would rather 
lease this rig rather than sell it outright. VW also 

DRIVER’S SEAT
uFROM PAGE 3

Cliff Leppke, a regular AUTOIST contrib-

utor since 1993, has upgraded his 

wheels since getting his first car in 

the early ’60s. 
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wants to re-lease them yet again as 
pre-owned vehicles. Currently, inter-
esting word, about 80% of ID.4s you 
see are leased.  

While this might sound appliance-
like to some sensitive VW fans, Wall 
Street Journal’s Dan Neil has a differ-
ent take on Audi’s amped RS e-tron 
GT — Audi’s swiftest sedan — an EV. 
If it were an appliance, then it’s the 
industrial-strength Hobart mixer of 
automobiledom. There’s no clutch 
pedal or multi-speed transmission to 
row. Instead, this RS delivers the 
goods: instant face-melting torque. If 
you want fast, fast in the ID.4, get 
the AWD version with two electric 
motors. The rear-drive only model 
behaves much like a typical compact 
SUV.  

 
Luxury car leaders 

For 2021 the top three selling lux-
ury vehicles in the U.S. were BMW 
(288,701), Lexus (272,094) and 
Tesla (260,932). They’re followed by 
Mercedes-Benz (230,273) and Audi 
(181,307). Tesla claims 69% of the 
EV market and the third spot in lux-
ury vehicle sales. Tesla’s Model Y, an 
SUV-like vehicle, rules. But Ford and 
VW both launched alternatives. 
Ford’s Mach-E looks better positioned 
than the ID.4 for healthy sales gains.  

 
Last onslaught on Detroit? 

Richard Langsworth’s Kaiser-
Fraser: The Last Onslaught on De-
troit explored postwar America and 
the power of Detroit’s Big Three. For 
those who grew up reading works 
about the demise of Kaiser, Stude-
baker and other American independ-
ents, it seemed as if no one would 
have the chutzpah and financial 

wherewithal to counter the Big Three 
by launching a new American-made 
car brand.  

Just think about it. If industrialist 
Henry J. Kaiser, the prime contractor 
for the Hoover Dam, mammoth ship-
builder (Liberty ships), developer of 
Kaiser Permanente health insurance 
and yes, quilted aluminum foil from 
the “other brand,” couldn’t win the 
battle for postwar American car buy-
ers, who could? His Kaiser autos 
built at Willow Run in Michigan were 
just a flash in the oil pan. He gave up 
on cars but acquired Willys-Overland 
— yes Jeep. That nameplate, ab-
sorbed by one of the Big Three, sur-
vived. 

In contrast, Tesla is proof you can 
upset the domestic apple car(t). You 
can set up shop in the States and be-
come a game changer. It seems as 
though Elon Musk’s posturing, much 
like missionary George Romney at 
American Motors, caught a wave. 
Romney assaulted the Detroit dish-
pan, the driveway dinosaur. Musk, 
the epistle of potent zero tailpipe 
emissions vehicles, offers the EV seg-
ment leader — Tesla. Musk’s antics, 
passion for breaking the rules and 
cutting supply costs caught VW’s at-
tention. Last fall VWAG’s Herbert 
Diess went virtually mano a mano 
with Musk. During a meeting with 
Musk, 200 of VW’s top executives 
learned what makes Tesla tick. Some-
times the new kid on the block, 
seemingly, has all the marbles.  

I’d say conventional wisdom 
is/was wrong. Detroit was powerful, 
but the lineup of carmakers who es-
tablished themselves with USA plants 
include Toyota, Nissan, Honda, 
Hyundai, Kia, Volkswagen, BMW, » 
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Mercedes and more. I fully expect Chinese firms to 
follow suit. And perhaps I can wrap up the point 
with this. Sales forecasts show Toyota taking the top 
position in U.S. sales from GM, an unbelievable turn 
in who’s big in the USA. GM held the sales crown for 
90 years. And several other import brands are setting 
records. This might be a good thing for GM’s in-
vestors. Under Mary Barra’s leadership GM focuses 
on profitability rather than market share.  

 
VW’s ID.Buzz 

It’s no secret. VW has a fleet of Buzz vehicles per-
forming autonomous driving tests in Europe. Spy one 
and you’ll see traces of the concept vehicle that 
wowed us at the 2017 
North American Auto 
Show. Moreover, VW 
plans a camper version, 
likely to continue the 
California line. But I 
suspect VW will not 
send us a camper or a 
small pickup. But, gee, 
if VW is the first car-
maker to spoil us with 
an EV van, ready for 
both passenger or commercial duty, bring it on. It’s a 
groovy kind of appliance.  

Say goodbye, however, to the VW Golf in the USA. 
And the Passat ends its American run this year, too. 

 
The other car show 

Earlier, I mentioned my notion of the car hobby, or 
the VW scene, is tainted by where I work and live. 
Here’s proof, nasty proof, of how where we live 
shapes our notions of automobility. 

If you watched Milwaukee TV news, you’d see an-
other kind of car show: purloined Kias and Hyundais 
make a nearly daily spin toward death and destruc-
tion in the MKE area. This string of car thefts, some 
murderous, impact both the city and its burbs. We’ve 
seen these vehicles split into pieces, killing those rid-
ing in them and bystanders. Police dash-cam videos 

reveal the ugly truths of hot pursuits. Plus, one 
woman in Wauwatosa Wisconsin, was murdered, by 
four teens, after she tried to thwart them from steal-
ing a car at a Holiday Inn Express. The crooks drove 
over this woman, killing her, and then took her vehi-
cle. Wauwatosa says it has reported 130 stolen vehi-
cles this year, a 271% increase.  

Milwaukee is on pace to top 10,000 vehicles stolen 
this year. Two-thirds of them are late-model Kias and 
Hyundais. Many of these vehicles don’t have immobi-
lizers, a device that make vehicles more difficult to 
start without the proper key. Hyundai and Kias say 
immobilizers will be standard on all their vehicles 
starting with the 2022 model year.  

According to Automotive News, 
Denver is the only other major 
city in the U.S. where Kia and 
Hyundai dominate the most-
stolen models list.  

 
Family car show 

Another shift in my sense of 
motoring is due to aging par-
ents. While they can get around 

with the Toyota RAV-4 hybrid, 
it’s Mom who’s at the wheel, 

and she’d rather not drive very far. So, her children, 
who live in Florida, Wisconsin and Minnesota, find 
ways to help them get to doctor appointments or 
move south for the winter.  

This means my marathon 1983 Wolfsburg Edition 
Scirocco made two round trips to Carrington, North 
Dakota, each 1,400 miles and 24 hours of motoring. 
Now, this strikes me as amazing: Not many people 
use cars this old for daily travels. I do. It says some-
thing about the car and its driver. I get in, flip the key 
and 12 hours later roll into the Leppke farm.  

Sometimes the car’s an adventure. The spring trek 
revealed a faulty A/C relay. You want some chill when 
toasted by the N Dak sun. My fall trek’s goal, which 
had among its to-do list, starting the family’s antique 
car — a 1927 Buick Master 6 covered in this issue — a 
time traveling device. On I-94 west of the Twin Cities, 

The ID.Buzz envisioned as a self-driving commercial vehicle.
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the VW’s engine shut down. This was the first time, 
since I bought this car in 1988, that this Scirocco 
stopped running while in motion. I coasted to the 
right side of the road, then reached under the dash-
board, with my eyes checking the road ahead, rear-
view or side-view mirrors. I grabbed the hot relay — 
the fuel pump relay, of course — and pulled it out. 
Then I looked at the cubby in front of the shift lever 
and grabbed another relay and plugged it in. I never 
looked below the dash at the fusebox or its relays. In-
stead, I used memory and touch. Next, I turned the 
key, the engine started and my trip continued.  

Another impromptu car show was starting what 
was my grandparents’ 1982 Olds 98 diesel. Yes, the 
slow one decorated by GM’s color department as if it 
were a “Miami Vice” prop. The powder-blue crushed 
velvet, pillow-like upholstery is out of sight. Plastic 
chrome embellishes it like tinsel on a Christmas tree, 
and speaking trees, the plastic wood-tone veneer in-
lays — most of it peeling — aren’t convincing. It 
looks outmoded, whereas my 1983 VW coupe seems 
youthful.  

In contrast, I had a steamy experience with my 
bronze star of lousy cars — a 1984 Scirocco. I bought 
this mess in Seattle five years ago and drove it to 
MKE. The car’s tab, $750, made it look like a winner. 
It’s not. Nonetheless, I prepped it for daily duty. The 
plan for that machine was simple: replace my 1986 
“imposter” Mars-red Scirocco purchased from a 
VWCA member back in 1999. This latter “winter” car 
is rusted beyond belief.  

I replaced the ’84’s suspension pieces, radiator 
hoses, thermostats, carpeting, steering rack, wheel 
bearings, brakes and various fuel injection bits. Be-
cause I was confident “bronze” was ready for daily 
drives, I chose it to make a maiden voyage to the 
Midwest Automotive Media Association’s 
Chicagoland holiday social. Bad choice. 

Somewhere on I-94 northbound near Kenosha, 
Wisconsin, I noticed a faint flickering of the oil light 
(not the coolant warning). So, I took the nearest exit. 
Steam billowed out of the hood. I parked under a 
convenience store canopy, pulled out my cellphone, 
used it as a flashlight and discovered the heater hose 
dubbed the “crack pipe” by VW fans had burst. This 

item makes a 90-degree bend about three inches 
from its attachment spot on the cylinder head.  

Furthermore, it tapers from a larger diameter at 
the head flange to the heater connecting pipe. Some-
how I didn’t replace this hose. Based on my previous 
experience, with the “ghetto garage 1986 Scirocco,” 
it earns the crack pipe moniker due to its propensity 
for failure — usually cracking at its elbow.  

Because this car has screw-type hose clamps, I 
loosened its clamp (VW’s handy spare-tire mounted 
kit has a screwdriver), I pushed the hose even further 
onto the head flange, tightened the clamp and added 
most of a gallon of pre-mixed coolant purchased at 
the convenience store. It worked. I drove home and 
then promptly replaced this hose, the pipe it attaches 
to and the hose from there to the heater.  

Here’s one trick: this non-A/C VW uses a different 
hose from the connecting pipe to the heater core. It’s 
shorter than those with A/C. I couldn’t find a new, 
molded, OEM hose to replace it. Instead, I bought a 
hose for an A/C car and then cut it to fit. Some out-
fits sell generic hoses without the molded end that 
elevates it as it exits the firewall. That rise insures 
proper clearance so it doesn’t touch the shift linkage. 
It also places the connector pipe where it’s easier to 
reach.  

Another car show unfolded in a neighbor’s garage 
where I store, yes, yet another 1983 Wolfsburg Edi-
tion Scirocco I bought from a VW fan more than a 
decade ago. He replaced the car’s original fuel tank 
hoses with marine radiator hoses. That’s why the 
rubber went bad, clogging the fuel source for the 
car’s fuel pump.  

Advice: score the OEM parts. The one to the fuel 
pump has an elbow in it. Forcing a straight hose to 
perform this bend isn’t wise. 

 
Car and writer 

I’ve heard a few kind words about my piece on the 
1959 Rambler (Nov/Dec AUTOIST), a vehicle requiring 
divine, or my dad’s, intervention. One Consumer Re-
ports staffer said he wouldn’t comment on the fact 
that CR recommended this car and then later re-
scinded that praise. He told me CR employs lots of 
people who know surveys and statistics. So they » 
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cannot say anything about a single vehicle’s troubles. 
Dream on.  Scores of people had trouble with them, 
hence CR later put the car on its undesirable list.  

Despite CR’s survey limitations (they’re sort of like 
snapshots of a particular moment), they offer helpful 
advice. But as the 1959 Rambler, and my parents’ 
1997 Ford Explorer prove (dad circled CR’s recom-
mendations for this vehicle in CR’s car-buying issue), 
a car might look reliable in early surveys only to take 
a turn for the worse after, say, thermocycling — the 
stresses on auto parts caused by the expansion and 
contractions related to an engine warming up and 
then cooling down.  

 
The AUTOIST and postwar America culture 

Communication theorist and my longtime mentor 
John Pauly argued that all popular media represent 
“shared systems of meaning.” Both 
senders and receivers compete 
and collaborate in constructing a 
sense of reality. VWCA’s AUTOIST, as 
with more popular publications, 
has a societal dimension reflecting 
and shaping our social actualities. 
While these fancy words might 
seem difficult to comprehend, they 
direct our attention to the ways in 
which “special-interest” publica-
tions (magazines like Car and 
Driver, Golf and Stereo Review) 
flourished in postwar America.  

With television taking national 
advertising revenue from mass-au-
dience titles such as Life and Look, 
editors at some publications fo-
cused on specific, smaller audi-
ences, addressing particular 
reader interests related to leisure 
activities. VW’s ubiquitous Small 
Wonder, ironically, became one of those specialized 
interests. Volks folks created their own clubs and 
publications celebrating their fondness for this un-
usual car. 

On a larger scale, Ziff-Davis’ Car and Driver blos-
somed. While specialized publications weren’t new, 
Ziff-Davis elevated their stature. Its C/D subtly dis-
couraged less-committed readers unattractive to ad-
vertisers. As William Ziff said, “we scared away 
readers we didn’t want by intimidating them.” This 
cut circulation costs and simultaneously delivered a 
finely targeted, high-consuming audience to brands 
seeking knowledgeable customers. VW’s ad agency 
Doyle Dane Bernbach, with unconventional ads, 
sought out these smaller special interest publications 
because they offered greater creative freedom. 

Ziff-Davis’ C/D found success in the hidden fer-
ment in the world of cars — the growing cluster of 
people who hated what Detroit dishpans. These peo-
ple were driving underpowered European cars but 
had a clear appetite for improved performance. Some 

attended motor races and many 
identified with automotive notions 
of mastery, danger and technologi-
cal challenge.  

C/D developed a persona and 
structure. Its voice spoke to its 
readers as if it were a single indi-
vidual (Ed) who represented a set 
of values with which the reader-
ship could sympathize. Its struc-
ture offered a blend of expected 
content (a scribe’s column say) 
and the unexpected (a comparison 
of the Dodge Intrepid with the 
nautical Intrepid) — irreverence. 
In sum, you had columns (Driver’s 
Seat, Steering Column, At the 
Wheel) departments and features. 
Star or celebrity columnists were 
important, even if what she/he 
had to say wasn’t stellar. This pub-
lication, furthermore, supplied its 

targeted readership with technical guidance.  
The letters section was lively. It was as the proper 

space for reader corrections, rebuttals and stylized dis-
course. C/D’s “Backfires” was worth the cost of admis-

DRIVER’S SEAT

In the June 2021 issue, Car and Driver featured 

the eighth-generation Golf GTI, calling it “per-

fectly scaled for the curvy roads and switch-

backs of Little Tujunga in California.”
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sion alone. Those who sent missives to C/D got 
chewed out with lively words if they used bad prose, 
poor grammar or inaccurate info. Those who caught 
the publication’s gaffes were rewarded. Here and else-
where, the publication savagely attacked governmen-
tal motor vehicle regulation and chided consumer 
groups pushing auto safety, as if only motoring rubes 
needed protection from common built-in motor-car 
dangers, such as unyielding steering columns, flimsy 
gas caps or spear-like rear-view mirrors.  

Today, C/D, a Hearst publication, doesn’t have the 
same bite. Its current editorial direction accepts auto-
motive safety, pollution reduction and even some 
forms of traffic enforcement — especially if they’re 
racially fair. I’m not saying this is wrong, just an obvi-
ous shift in tone, likely due to a younger generation 
of writers/editors who never had to double clutch. It 
still has sassy moments. Recently, some readers com-
plained about social and economic injustice pieces, 
dubbing the pub “Commie and Whiner,” as if the 
publication had never previously delved into contro-
versial political issues. They wanted C/D to stick to 
cars, not woke drivers, frunks and whether in NYC 
you should drive it, park it or sell it. Or for that mat-
ter, flying Broncos with obvious visual sleights of 
hand on its cover.  

Perhaps the most interesting was a letter complain-
ing about C/D’s penchant for offensive responses. 
Gee, one blamed the publication’s shift to its new 
owner Hurst. Sorry, with a goof like that, you have to 
point out the Hurst has nothing to do with the C/D’s 
shifting gears. 

While the AUTOIST doesn’t employ scores of people 
to give you a glossy look at motoring today or yester-
day, it too creates a shared sense of reality. And I’m 
happy you’ve invited me to explore what it means to 
be a Volkswagen driver. 

 
Change of pace 

The owners of my local import car garage, Tarkus 
— they liked “hot” air-cooled VWs — are calling it 
quits and are selling the shop. There are many rea-
sons, one of them is dangerous driving on Milwau-
kee’s Westside. In addition to the epidemic of stolen 
vehicles speeding down MKE’s streets, scores of mo-
torists, many with serious moving violations, blast 
through avenues at unbelievably high speeds while 
ignoring traffic signals. It’s not pretty. So, we’ll add 
yet another mom-and-pop import auto garage or 
parts place to the list of has-beens. There was a time 
when MKE’s Westside was an automotive mecca. It’s 
been a tough year. VWCA

station, saying the crowds who paid big bucks for 
top-caliber rock would turn Saturday Night into a 
brawl — and they did. The crowd’s boos (seriously 
bad behavior) were followed by a tidal wave, a race 
to exit the grounds.  

One act of commission in this decommission: I had 
to start these trucks, which were sidelined before the 
pandemic. Their dual 12-volt batteries were toast. In 
addition, one truck’s starter wouldn’t crank despite a 
new “main” battery. I came to the latter’s rescue, or 
demise, after others couldn’t figure out why the en-
gine wouldn’t crank. 

I noticed the truck’s instrument cluster didn’t work, 
the key reminder didn’t chime, the dome light was 
out and some other items were dead. Yet, it had 

bright headlights and a whirling blower motor. I 
checked the ignition switch with a multimeter and 
noticed 12 volts at its three main outputs: run, start 
and accessory. Power was ready to flow but it didn’t. 
Then, I zeroed in on the fuse box below the dash-
board. I noticed a bank of fuses without power. 
Ford’s owners manual got my attention. It said fuse 
number 21 handled the instrument cluster and possi-
bly the battery saver. I pulled it. It was blown, per-
haps during a botched jump-start. I installed a good 
fuse and the truck started. 

In a sense, I snatched defeat from the jaws of vic-
tory. Instead of putting me back into the news gath-
ering driver’s seat, I made it much easier for the 
station to unload that van. That’s yet another end of 
the line. VWCA

ECONOLINE
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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: 1977 Rabbit motor and transmission still strong run-

ning. I need a crankshaft for a 1982 Audi, 1.6 diesel. (If you need, I 

will tell you how to take it off the block.) Motor #06813021 with 

the word “Brasil,” about 5 inches long at the way down the block. 

A car, not pickup. Contact Edgar at (510) 234-1392 (San Francisco 

Bay). 

FOR SALE: Classic Bus painting, 

oil on wood, not canvas, with 

wood frame painted to look like 

rusty chrome. 37 inches wide x 17 

inches tall. Perfect for the 

diehard Bus lover. Contact Burl Sloan, 214-399-4375 (TX) or email 

artguydude@yahoo.com. 

Classified Ads
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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: 1992 VW Cabriolet, approx 

163,000 miles. Flash red – no rust. Looks 

good, runs bad if at all. Automatic. 

$1,500. Contact Tom: (708) 442-1006 (Ill.) 

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: Vehicles, parts, accessories, 

literature, toys. Over 50 yrs. John’s Car 

Corner, Westminster, VT 05158. (802) 

722-3180.  johnsccorner@gmail.com 

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.

Facebook.com/VWClubofAmerica



Parting Shot
Take a throwback tour  

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. Send a snail mail 

to the VWCA, P.O. Box 154, North Aurora, IL 60506. Or an email to VWClub@aol.com.
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Meet, from left, Pearl, a 1968 model named for a Janis Joplin album recorded in California; Poppy, a 1975 model named for Califor-

nia’s state flower the Golden Poppy; Skye, a 1971 model inspired by California’s big blue sky; and Buttercup, a 1974 model named for 

the California Buttercup. They’re part of the San Francisco-based tour company Painted Ladies with its fleet of colorful vintage 

Volkswagen buses. The licensed charter and sightseeing business gives tourists a ride in one of their Buses, showing them the city’s 

most popular attractions such as Union Square, Chinatown, Lombard Street and the Golden Gate Bridge. The company also operates 

a Sonoma Valley wine country tour, taking tourists to vineyards for wine tasting. The Buses have been thoroughly restored with 

modern amenities, including sound systems and USB charging ports. A few of the vehicles’ vinyl headliners were replaced with birch 

wood panels covered with fun wallpaper prints. Learn more about the business at paintedladiestourcompany.com
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