Classic Cars

EL VOCHO IS STILL SCURRYING
AROUND IN MEXICO

W

Sad, yes sad, that
this once mighty
transportation enigma
is slowing disappearing from our highways & byways. The
VW Beetle should be
considered an enigma
because it was – as
anyone who has ever
owned/driven
one
will attest to – constantly coming up with
new ways to baffle and exasperate its
driver.
You either loved ’em or hated ’em and
there was no middle of the road. The bug
was usually too hot in the summer & always too cold in the winter. It almost always refused to start in any type of wet
weather without first getting a shot of
WD40 to its innards. And, once it got going, it would leak like a sieve. Yet, in spite
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H AT E V E R
YOU CALL
IT, BE IT;
VOLKY IN PUERTO
RICO, FOXI OR FOXY
IN PAKISTAN, KODOK IN INDONESIA, PONCHO IN
CHILE, TORTUGA IN PANAMA, BUG,
BEETLE, PUNCH BUGGY IN THE
USA & CANADA, OR EL VOCHO IN
MEXICO, ETC., IT’S ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE, NOT TO EXPERIENCE A SAD
TOUCH OF NOSTALGIA WHEN YOU
ARE FORTUNATE ENOUGH TO SEE
ONE DRIVE BY!

WASTE OIL FURNACES THAT
BURN HOT & SAVE MONEY!
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Tel: (506) 458-9322

Fax: (506) 459-6110

360 Route 10, Fredericton, NB E3A 7E1
idealequipment@outlook.com
www.idealequipmentltd.com
Still have Cleanburn parts and service for our customers!
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of its quirks, EVERYONE wanted to
own and drive one.

PUNCH BUGGY
ADOLF HITLER
TO MEXICO
WITH LOVE
It’s purported
that in 1933 Adolf
Hitler met with
Ferdinand Porsche to discuss the development of a “Volks-Wagen” or “People’s
Car”. He wanted to produce a low cost,
basic automobile that could transport two
adults and three children at speeds of up
to 100 km/h. Hitler’s even credited with
the vehicles iconic style, as he reportedly
said that “It should look like a Beetle, you
have to look to nature to find out what
streamlining is.”
Over the years, Volkswagen produced

and sold over 22 million Beetles or People’s Car worldwide. In a 1999 international poll for the world’s most influential
car of the twentieth century, the Beetle
Type 1 came in fourth. Placing behind the
Ford Model T, the Mini and the Citroën
DS. Production of the Beetle motored
past that of Henry Ford’s Model-T, when
the 15,007,034th car drove off the line at
Wolfsburg, Germany in 1972.
In 1954 Volkswagen de Mexico (VWM)
began its foray into Mexico by importing
completely assembled vehicles. Included
in its first shipment from Germany were
250 Beetles. Studebaker-Packard in 1955
entered into a joint venture arrangement
with Volkswagen to assemble Beetles in
Mexico from fully disassembled kits.
The first Mexican Beetles rolled off an
assembly line in 1962 at a plant in Xalostoc, a city in the state of México. To cement their future with Volkswagen, also
in 1962, the Mexican Government donated land in a town called Puebla and began construction of a new assembly plant.
Production shifted to Puebla in 1967,
with the first Vocho rolling off the assembly line on 23rd of October in 1967. The
Puebla plant churned out 21 million Type

1 beetles from 1967 to 2003.The final Vocho – with much fanfare, tears and (typically Mexican) serenaded by a mariachi
band – drove off the assembly line on July
the 30th in 2003. It went directly to the
Volkswagen museum in Wolfsburg, Germany.
In-between 1967 and 2003 VWMPuebla produced an extraordinary
21,529,464 Beetles. For decades, the Vocho
was the biggest-selling car in the country,
known for its reliability, strength and for
being cheap on gas. Mexican’s loved the
beetle and by 1973 one out of every three
cars sold in Mexico was a Vocho.

EL VOCHO BECAME THE “GO TO”
TAXI IN MEXICO
For a number of years, the green
and white beetle (later red & gold) was
the most common taxi to be seen rushing around the streets of Mexico City. In
1971 there were over 120,000 Vocho taxis
picking up passengers throughout the
city (Figure 1). Riders could often be seen
scanning traffic, looking & waiting to ride
in a Vocho.
This was especially true in its declining years, when Vocho fares were often

cheaper than that of newer taxis. Today,
with some luck, you may still be able to
find and grab a ride in a white painted
Vocho taxi. They’re still some to be found,
roaming around the streets of Taxco, in
the state of Guerrero and/or in Cuernavaca which is located only 89 kilometers
away from Mexico City.
With its distinctive sound – unmistakable even from blocks away – and shape,
Vochos were easy to spot, especially in
the midst of the often chaotic Mexican
traffic. Once it was considered to be the
workhorse or “Donkey” of the Mexican
taxi fleet. It was so baptized by a taxi
driver, who was overheard exclaiming, “A
horse can run fast, but it doesn’t endure.
A donkey does endure, just like this car.”
Since the beetle had no trunk space
to speak of, in Mexico its drivers yanked
out the front passenger seat to make additional room for cargo, or extra passengers. The rear bench seat was often a softly padded torture chamber for the back
and butt. Little or no springs or shocks
often meant for a bumpy ride and exhaust
fumes escaping into the passenger compartment frequently caused many a rider’s
face to turn blue!
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While most Mexican Vocho taxi drivers – who always carried a hammer and
screwdriver to make repairs – swore by
them, the majority of passengers just
swore at them! Every ride was an adventure. A not uncommon roadside sight was
to see a Vocho taxi pulled over with its
driver’s legs jutting out from under it as he
made repairs. Still, one would often hear
the drivers’ cry of “Una Mas (One More)”
as they shoehorned another passenger
into the Vocho.

EL VOCHO GOES GYPSY
With some hesitancy, back in 2003 the
Mexico City government citing safety concerns passed a directive that from then on
all taxis must have four doors. This was
a long overdue response to a continuing
problem that had been plaguing El Vocho
passengers on a nightly – also sometimes
in broad daylight – basis.
Since its front passenger seat had been
removed, riders would step in and usually
ended up sitting right behind the driver.
Robbers and kidnappers alike were able
to open the side door and the trapped
passengers’ became easy prey for them.
Additionally, the combination of age, absence of parts and its inability to meet
stricter new emissions standards also
helped bring about the end to this once
proud city icon.
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Nevertheless, as with all things Beetle,
it somehow manages to endure. In fact,
there are parts of Mexico City where it
even prospers. The city has – as in many
other major cities worldwide – some areas
that are considered so dangerous that licensed taxis refuse to go there. The lack
of transportation in Mexico is often solved
by riders using unlicensed or Gypsy Vochos. “Sure it’s a bit risky at times,” said
Arturo Velasco Hernandez 45, gypsy
driver and El Vocho devotee, “but what
isn’t nowadays and I love the people here”
He’s been driving his 91 Beetle for “more
years than I can or want to count!” Arturo
is a rather large man who somehow manages to still squeeze himself behind the
steering wheel, driving 6 days a week for
up to 10 to 12 hours a day.
He swears that no matter how many
people or how much of their junk he piles
in, “Rosalita” just keeps going and going.
“Oh, she does have her moments,” he
grunts while wiping condensation off the
windshield so he can see out. He proudly
brags that he once had to use a lady passenger’s panty hose to replace his fan belt.
He also admits to once having squeezed
13 passengers into the tiny cab!

FROM THE END OF THE ROAD TO
“VOCHOMANIA”
Mexicans have had a long and pas-

sionate love affair with the Beetle. Nowhere, was it more evident than in their
appetite for “Herbie” – Number 53 – the
Disney film series about the much treasured bug. In 1980 “Herbie Goes Bananas”
came to Mexico. In the film Herbie; does
battle with an enraged bull in the arena,
helps dismantles a network of Aztec artifact smugglers and drives like it was Formula 1 racing car. A large portion of the
movie was filmed in the Mexican cities of
Puerto Vallarta, Guadalajara and that most
famous of tourist cities, Tijuana.
It’s almost seems as if the beetle was
designed and built with Mexico and Mexicans in mind. In many parts of the country, a small tough nimble car that had great
traction and could run on an economical
fuel was exactly what drivers were looking for. The Vocho, like most Mexicans
turned out to be wiry, hardworking and
able to withstand punishment and to just
keep slogging no matter what!
Parts for the Beetle were usually easily come by and they normally could be
picked up at reasonable or even cheap
prices. Most drivers, with often a little
Mexican ingenuity could not only figure
out, but also make their own mechanical
repairs with little or no professional help
needed.
This only added to the bug’s appeal
and for a long time it was a very common

fleet vehicle for many companies. Generational loyalty was often passed down
from family member to family member.
For many years and for many families the
Beetle was the only affordable private
transportation choice for many Mexicans.
With the passage of time there are
only a few private Vochos left that are still
scurrying around the city streets. Others
may be stumbled upon, squatting (Figure
2) curb-side, striped and abandoned waiting for whatever the fates have in store for
it. Or they can be found, piled like cordwood in junkyards adjacent to the city.
Still others found unlikely homes, like;
the 3000th edition Vocho that was presented to Pope John Paul II, a World Cup
Bug created for the 1986 World Cup, a Huichol (a Mexican indigenous group) Beetle
that was decorated with their traditional
glass beads – currently its showcased at
the Museo de Arte Popular in Mexico City
–, or a green and white beetle taxi that
can be located at a car museum in Berlin.
In Mexico City there a number of “Vochomania” clubs run by dedicated beetle
collectors who are working hard at keeping the Vocho dream alive. They are quick
to point out to any interested bystander

that – aside from
some modifications
– essentially there
are very little mechanical differences
between the 1945
and 2003 Vocho. The
“Volks-Wagen”
or
(“People’s Car”) was
truly well named!
This Just In –
Volkswagen’s going
to Squash the Beetle!
Volkswagen just
announced that it
will stop production
of its iconic Beetle in 2019. To mark this
momentous occasion VW is releasing two
special edition models; the Final Edition
SE and SEL. Hinrich Woebcken, President and CEO of VW America, is quoted
as saying, “The loss of the Beetle after
three generations ... will evoke a host of
emotions from the Beetle’s many devoted
fans,”
However as with all things Beetle,
somehow it just manages to not only stick
around, but also gain in popularity. As
Woebcken also acknowledged that, “there

are no immediate plans to replace it,” he
added, “I would also say, ‘Never say never.’” Truly words have never been spoken
as after all, the Beetle has returned from
the dead before.
Last year Volkswagen announced that
it was planning to revive another oncelegendary model, the hippie-era Microbus.
It will make its triumphant return early in
the coming decade as a battery-electric
vehicle. There’s even some speculation
that the Beetle will be relaunched with a
battery pack nestled under its hood.

