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Introduction

Few companies in the world, automotive or otherwise, have left as profound an imprint
on modern society as Volkswagen. From its conception in turbulent pre-war Germany
to its prominent status as a global industry giant, the Volkswagen story is as much
about innovation and resilience as it is about the shifting winds of history and culture.
The name “Volkswagen” itself—German for “people’s car”—hints at founding
aspirations that shaped not only the company’s destiny but also the course of the
automotive industry throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Volkswagen’s origins are inseparable from the social and political landscape of 1930s
Germany. Born of a vision to create a simple, robust, and affordable vehicle for the
masses, the company swiftly became entwined with the ambitions and misdeeds of its
era. Despite a fraught beginning under the regime that gave it life, the company
would, in time, be recast through British intervention, ingenuity, and an indomitable
spirit of recovery into the very symbol of a new, postwar Germany. The story of the
Beetle, with its iconic design and global popularity, is one of survival against the odds
and commercial success on a scale few could have imagined.

From these foundations, Volkswagen embarked on a journey of extraordinary growth
and transformation. The company navigated seismic changes in technology and
consumer expectation, shifting away from air-cooled engines and the simplicity of the
Beetle to embrace front-wheel drive, modern engineering, and expanding model
ranges. The acquisition of storied brands—Audi, SEAT, Skoda, Bentley, Lamborghini,
and Porsche, among others—further solidified Volkswagen’s place at the heart of the
international automotive landscape, allowing it to serve a spectrum of markets from
practical compacts to luxury and high-performance vehicles.

Yet, Volkswagen’s growth has not been without challenge. The company has faced
profound moments of reckoning, not least the “Dieselgate” emissions scandal that
threatened its reputation and demanded a complete cultural and strategic reset. Out
of these crises have come renewed commitments to corporate responsibility,
sustainability, and a bold push toward electrification and digitalization—an ongoing
evolution that seeks not only to preserve the company’s legacy but to secure its future
in a rapidly changing world.

Today, Volkswagen AG stands as a testament to resilience and adaptability, a
company whose story reflects the wider tides of twentieth and twenty-first-century
history. As it navigates new frontiers in green mobility and confronts global and
regional challenges, its journey continues to offer insights into innovation, leadership,
and the promise and perils of scale.
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This book paints a full portrait of Volkswagen—its origins, growth, key personalities,
iconic vehicles, and the crossroads at which it now stands. In exploring how a vision
for a “people’s car” became a story of international industry and ambition, we invite
you to journey with us through the chapters that follow, discovering the complexities,
triumphs, and tribulations that have made Volkswagen not just a car company, but a
transformative force in the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations of a Vision

The 1930s in Germany were a period defined by stark contrasts: rapid political change
under the newly empowered National Socialist regime, ambitious industrial planning,
and persistent memories of economic hardship from the preceding decade. Following
the turmoil of the Weimar Republic and the devastating effects of the Great
Depression, the new government, led by Adolf Hitler, sought to consolidate power
through a potent mix of propaganda, rearmament, and large-scale infrastructure
projects aimed at restoring national pride and stimulating employment.

Among the flagship initiatives touted by the regime was a grand vision for motorizing
Germany. While other nations like the United States had long embraced mass car
ownership, automobile possession in Germany remained a luxury reserved for the
relatively wealthy. Most roads were not well-suited for extensive car travel, and the
existing vehicles were often expensive and complex to maintain. Hitler, a known
enthusiast of automobiles and speed, saw both economic and political advantages in
changing this reality.

A widespread availability of cars, particularly an affordable one, would not only
showcase German industrial prowess and engineering capability but also serve as a
powerful propaganda tool. It would demonstrate that the benefits of the new Germany
were accessible to the '‘common man', offering individual freedom and mobility. This
aspiration was closely tied to the regime's 'Strength Through Joy' (Kraft durch Freude,
or KdF) program, which aimed to control and organize the leisure time of German
workers, providing subsidized activities like holidays and cultural events. A "people's
car" could be the ultimate KdF benefit.

Hitler himself was deeply invested in the concept. He articulated a desire for a basic,
reliable car that an average German family could afford to purchase and operate. He
specified several key criteria: it should be capable of carrying two adults and three
children, reach a speed of 100 kilometers per hour (roughly 62 mph), achieve fuel
consumption of no more than seven liters per 100 kilometers (approximately 33.6
miles per gallon), and be durable enough to withstand Germany's varied road
conditions. Crucially, it had to be air-cooled, making it simpler and less prone to
freezing in winter, a common issue with water-cooled engines at the time.

This was not the first time such an idea had been floated in Germany. Engineers and
designers had previously attempted to develop minimalist, affordable vehicles, but
none had achieved the scale or backing necessary for true mass production and
widespread adoption. The critical difference this time was the direct, forceful
intervention of the state and its willingness to mobilize resources on an unprecedented
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scale. The regime would not rely on existing market forces or manufacturers to
organically develop such a car; it would commission and create it.

The task of designing this ambitious vehicle was entrusted to Ferdinand Porsche, an
Austrian automotive engineer renowned for his innovative designs and technical
expertise. Porsche had already worked on early versions of a small car concept,
including designs for ZUndapp and NSU in the early 1930s, though these projects had
not progressed to mass production. His independent design office in Stuttgart had a
reputation for technical brilliance and a willingness to explore unconventional
solutions, aligning well with the unique requirements set forth by the state.

Porsche was initially approached in 1934 by the German government to develop
prototypes for the "people's car." This initial commission solidified the link between
Porsche's technical capabilities and the state's political will. While Porsche and his
team had been developing their ideas for a simple, economical car for some time, the
state's backing provided the crucial mandate, funding, and infrastructure necessary to
turn the concept into a reality with national scope.

The project was not merely about creating a car; it was about building an entire
industry around it. The existing German automotive manufacturers, including
established names like Daimler-Benz and Opel, were seen by the regime as either
unwilling or unable to produce a car meeting the specific requirements and targeted
low price point mandated by the government. They focused on larger, more profitable
models. Thus, the decision was made to establish a completely new, state-controlled
entity specifically for the production of the "people's car."

This led to the official founding of the company on May 28, 1937, in Berlin. Its initial
name was "Gesellschaft zur Vorbereitung des Deutschen Volkswagens mbH," which
translates to "Company for the Preparation of the German Volkswagen Ltd." This
cumbersome name reflected its provisional status - a company created explicitly to
prepare for the mass production of the "people's car." It was placed under the control
of the German Labour Front (Deutsche Arbeitsfront, DAF), the comprehensive state-
controlled trade union organization, highlighting its connection to the regime's labor
and social programs.

The DAF was a powerful and pervasive organization within the Nazi state, controlling
employment, wages, and workers' leisure time through programs like Strength
Through Joy. By placing the Volkswagen project under the DAF's purview, the regime
ensured direct control over its development and implementation, linking it inextricably
to the political objectives and propaganda efforts of the party. The DAF was tasked not
only with overseeing the company's formation but also with managing the financing
and even a novel public savings scheme intended to fund the purchase of the cars by
ordinary citizens.
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The concept of the savings scheme was a cornerstone of the propaganda surrounding
the "people's car." German workers were encouraged to purchase savings stamps
weekly, collecting them in a book until they had saved enough to receive an order for
a KdF-Wagen, as the car was officially marketed under the Strength Through Joy
program. This mechanism served multiple purposes for the regime: it was a way to
extract savings from the population, to create a sense of public investment and
anticipation in the project, and to reinforce the narrative that the state was working
directly for the benefit of its people.

The ambitious nature of the project necessitated the construction of a massive,
purpose-built factory. A site needed to be selected that offered sufficient space for a
large manufacturing plant, access to transportation networks, and the capacity to
support a significant workforce, including housing and amenities. After considering
several locations, a site near Fallersleben, in Lower Saxony, was chosen. This area was
relatively undeveloped, providing ample room for expansion and the planned
construction of a model city alongside the factory.

The groundbreaking ceremony for the new factory took place on May 26, 1938, shortly
before the company's name was simplified to "Volkswagenwerk GmbH" (Volkswagen
Works Ltd.). The ceremony itself was a major propaganda event, attended by Hitler
and other high-ranking officials, further emphasizing the national importance and
state backing of the project. The planned factory was envisioned as one of the largest
and most modern automobile production facilities in the world, utilizing the latest
manufacturing techniques inspired in part by observations of American industrial
methods, particularly those pioneered by Henry Ford.

The chosen location was strategic not only for its space but also its potential logistical
advantages. Situated centrally within Germany, it offered the prospect of efficient
distribution of the finished vehicles across the country. The plans included extensive
rail connections and proximity to canals, essential for transporting raw materials and
components. The vast scale of the factory and the adjacent planned city, later named
Stadt des KdF-Wagens bei Fallersleben (City of the KdF Car near Fallersleben),
underscored the regime's intention for this project to be truly transformative, creating
an industrial hub from scratch.

The design brief given to Ferdinand Porsche was challenging: create a vehicle that was
simple to build, easy to maintain, rugged, and affordable. Porsche's team embraced
these constraints, developing a design that was technically unconventional but aligned
perfectly with the stated goals. Early prototypes were developed and tested, refining
the core concepts of the air-cooled engine, torsion bar suspension, and the now-
familiar rounded body shape. While these technical details would evolve, the
fundamental layout and principles were established during this foundational period.
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The development process under Porsche was marked by a relentless pursuit of
simplicity and efficiency. Every component was scrutinized for cost and durability. The
air-cooled, rear-mounted engine was chosen for its reliability and ease of maintenance
compared to water-cooled systems, especially in varied climates. The distinctive shape
of the car, often attributed to designer Erwin Komenda, was not merely aesthetic; it
was largely dictated by the need for efficient aerodynamics, structural simplicity, and
maximizing interior space within a compact footprint.

The initial prototypes, such as the Type 30 and later the Type 60, underwent rigorous
testing, covering vast distances to identify potential weaknesses and refine the
design. These tests, often conducted under demanding conditions, were intended to
prove the vehicle's durability and suitability for everyday use across Germany's
diverse road network. The feedback from these trials informed crucial adjustments to
the design before mass production could commence.

The entire project, from the initial concept to the planned factory and savings scheme,
represented a powerful convergence of political ambition, industrial planning, and
engineering innovation under the centralized control of the Nazi state. It was
portrayed as a triumph of German ingenuity and social policy, a promise of modernity
and mobility for the masses, a tangible benefit derived from the new order. This
narrative was heavily promoted through state-controlled media, building excitement
and anticipation among the German population.

However, the reality of the project was complex and intertwined with the regime's
darker aspects. While framed as a benevolent initiative for the people, it was also a
means of solidifying state power, controlling labor, and mobilizing resources for
national objectives that extended beyond civilian welfare. The DAF's control ensured
alignment with party goals, and the savings scheme, while presented as a path to car
ownership, also served to channel public funds into a state-controlled industrial
endeavor with unclear delivery timelines for the actual cars.

By the late 1930s, as the geopolitical situation in Europe grew increasingly tense, the
focus of the German economy began to shift decisively towards rearmament.
Industrial capacity, raw materials, and labor were increasingly directed towards
military production. This fundamental shift in national priorities would inevitably
impact the ambitious plans for civilian mass car production at Volkswagenwerk.

The grand vision of a factory producing hundreds of thousands of affordable cars for
German families was still on the drawing board and in the early stages of construction
when the winds of war began to blow fiercely. The meticulously planned production
lines and the carefully managed savings scheme represented a future that, for most
Germans who had diligently saved, would never arrive as initially promised. The
foundational vision, born out of political ambition and engineering talent, was about to
be irrevocably altered by the impending global conflict. The company established to
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prepare for the German "people's car" would soon find its purpose drastically
redefined by the demands of war.
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