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Or, how are you gonna keep 'em down 
on the collective farm once they've seen a 'Vette? 

By Mark Vaughn 

I
t was near midnight when we finally 
rolled up to the Czech border. 

The big white Corvette rumbled 
conspicuously between dinky little 
cars with monikers like Trabant and 

Wartburg on their trunk lids. 
This would be the first time our blazing 

capitalist two-seater would part the Iron 
Curtain and squeegee into the vast darkness 
of the communist heartland. We were ap
prehensive at this, our first border crossing 
in the 'Vette. 

After a couple of Skodas and a Dacia, it 
was our turn. We eased up to the youthful 
soldier at the checkpoint, keeping the motor 
running just in case we had to do a quick 
handbrake turn back to freedom under a hail 
of automatic weapon fire. 

The teen-age border guard said something 
to us in Czech, a language thoroughly im
possible to understand, and we handed our 
passports through the window (when in 
doubt , hand them your passport). 

"Yooonited States," he said. After a 
long moment he handed us back our papers 
and said something else in Czech . For all 
we knew he was calling us capitalist run
ning pig dogs . 

"You don't speak English by any chance, 
do you?" I asked. 

He smiled, aimed his index fingers to
ward one another , and made a couple of 
short, circular motions. It took a minute to 
figure out what he was trying to communi
cate, then I understood . It was international 
sign language for, "Bum rubber, dude." 

We laughed-left a few ounces of Good
year Eagle at the border and sped on into the 
darkness. Even in this land numbed for 40 
years by endless, mindless repression, 
everybody liked a good burnout. 
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And the trip just kept going like that. You 
can shackle the ballot box and control the 
media but the Chevrolet Corvette speaks in 
a language everyone understands. 

Which was what we were trying to dis
cover when we started this project. What 
are things like , automotively speaking, be
hind the rising Iron Curtain? This land of 
poverty stricken socialist drones whose idea 
of a good time is getting a 26-horsepower 
Trabant to oversteer-what would they think 
about something with 245 horsepower and 
tires wider than their shared apartments? 

We figured the hest way to answer these 
questions was to go there in person, prefera
bly in the ultimate symbol of American 
power and postwar global dominance-the 
Corvette. Even in the capitalist West this 
car is one of the best E-ticket rides around, 
but in the Eastern Bloc it would be like 
space travel. It would serve to contrast the 
differences between a country that kept de
veloping things like automobiles over the 
last 50 years and others frozen since 1939 
(and even in 1939 , some weren't exactly 0 
state-of-the-art). We also hoped that the uni- ~ 
versal appeal of such a cool vehicle might .§ 

coax a few easterners into conversation. ~ 
It worked , of course. ~ 
Once we drove into the East, all we had ~ 

to do to get a crowd was park. If we 
popped the hood we were guaranteed 30 ad
mirers almost instantly. The day after our 
tire-smoking border crossing, we parked 
outside the gates of a large factory just as 
the morning shift was getting off work. It 
was the first of what would become over the 
next week and a half a routine experience, 
crowds of deprived proletariat car nuts cran
ing their necks to see the V8 and smudging 
their noses on the windows to investigate 
the orange dashboard lights. 

We got a lot of what would become rou
tine questions, too. How much did it cost? 
How fast would it go? How much power did 
it have? But when you throw a figure like 
$31,000 at a guy who makes a mere $182 a 
month, it kind of gets lost, like an American 
trying to fathom the national debt. Same 

with 245 horsepower in a country where 
most cars have 26. 

So, instead, they would ask how many 
month's salary it took an American to buy 
this car in the U.S. That made sense. We 
told them probably about 12 or 18 months' 
worth, depending on how greedy a capitalist 
you were . For a typical worker in Czecho
slovakia, a Skoda represents three to five 
years' wages. They couldn't believe that 
Corvettes were almost commonplace in the 
U.S . , that most hard-working people , if 
they made it a priority, could own one. Un-

Bruce Davis contributed to this story. 
doing a good chunk of the driving 

and a fine job negotiating 
with the Czechoslovakian police 
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fortunately fo r them, all the East Bloc resi
dents could do was look at one. 

But they loved to look at it. Driving thi s 
car through the Eastern Bloc is the equiva
lent of taxiing the space shuttle down Main 
Street , U.S .A. In every town, village and 
city we took it through all activity would 
cease as soon as our car was spotted. Every
one fro m local burgermeisters to elderly 
peasant women wou ld smile and wave . 
Many would actually stand up and applaud . 

The most theatrical reactions came from 
young boys , who would drop their jaws, 
slap their palms to the sides of their faces 
and feig n co ll apse. Yo un g g irl s would 
swoon , men would give us a clenched fist 
held chest high and pumped back and forth 
as if to say, " Yeaaah , dude ." 
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The most impressive thing about people ' s 
reactions to the car was the simple fact that 
everybody reacted . There wasn ' t a single 
person during our entire time in Eastern Eu
rope who saw it and didn't do something . 

Only two times did people give anything 
like a negative reaction and in each instance 
they seemed to be the town alcoholics act
ing alone . But after their initial spitting-in
the-dirt motions, both of these pickled slo
vens talked our ears off. The second ine
briate spoke no English, German or French 
but had little difficulty communicating. 

" Women ," he sign-Ianguaged to us, 
"very substantial women ... two , three , as 
many as you want, can be yours if you give 
me this car .. . " 

In many of the remote towns we drove 
through, our car was probably the first exam
ple of Western automotive excess the locals 
had ever seen. But even though they had no 
idea what it was, they liked it right away . 

Our first informed reaction to the Cor
vette came from two Czechoslovakian jour
nali sts at the racetrack in Brno. Our car 
being the Czech equivalent of big news for 
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The Corvette drew 
some of its first 
stares in Wenceslas 
Square in Prague (far 
left), where 
democracy was born 
in Czechoslovakia 
only months before. 
Skoda assembly 
workers (left) peruse 
a car worth about 
$30,000 more than the 
one they produce. 
Map (above) shows 
East Bloc route 

their magazine, Svet Motora , we figured a 
test drive was in order. Peter Kostal , the 
publication ' s technical editor and a guy who 
really understood gear ratios and the like, 
took it out first. Down the old Brno course 
and around a few classically undulating 
curves, Kostal shifted at precisely the 
proper times and skewered he narrow 
twisting road with elan . Back in the pad
dock area I asked what he thought. 

" It is very good ," was all he could say. 
" Thank you for letting me drive it. " 

The other automotive writer , Jan Pes
kova , was equally verbose after his drive . 
Words , or at least a lot of words, failed 
these two articulate men completely . 

Which was exactly what happened to us 
the night before , when we were pulled over 
for speeding. 

Powering through Pilsen our first night in 
the East, we were caught by a pair of radar
toting policemen who looked not unlike the 
Wicked Witch of the West's castle guards in 
The Wizard of Oz. We were going 12 mph 
over the speed limit according to the radar 
they claimed to have , and they wanted 400 
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crowns ($10). 
It wasn't the amount of the fine that was a 

problem, it was the denomination . All we 
had were West German marks. Lucky for 
us, everyone in Czechoslovakia just loves 
West German marks. Since they could buy 
an awful lot of black-market windshield 
wipers with a couple of deutschemarks, the 
two officers graciously accepted 10 of them 
(about $6) and we were back on the road. 

In less than an hour we pulled into Pra
gue, one of the most beautiful cities in the 
world. It was largely unscathed by the 
bombings of WWII and so maintained the 
character it had acquired over the centuries. 

But while the buildings remained undis
turbed, so did the cars. As we pulled in to 
Prague late that night, cruising the streets of 
the city and acknowledging the smiles and 
waves of every Eastern Bloc Corvette ad
mirer we encountered, we were shocked by 
an Exorcist-green Skoda that had spotted 
us and was pacing alongside. 

There were five or six young Czechs 
crammed into it grinning like idiots and 
pointing. The car in which they rode was 
magnificent in its repulsiveness. The unique 
green paint job looked like it had been ap
plied with a sock. It had reflectors stuck 
haphazardly to the sides and a wing on the 
back for extra downforce. 

We weren't certain but it looked like the 
driver might have been gunning the engine 
in a challenging fashion, as if to say, "Let's 
drag, Holmes." 

Well, whether he was or not, we weren't 
about to risk putting up with these kinds of 
insults, even if we were acting as ambassa
dors of horsepower and goodwill. It didn't 
take much more than a quick downshift and 
a few ounces of unleaded to leave our chal
lengers several blocks back in the dusty 
cobblestones of our rearview mirrors. 

Chevrolet one, Skoda zero. 
Of course we felt guilty afterward. It had 

been about as even a match as a furrier 
clubbing a seal pup, but we showed 'em 
nonetheless . 

The next morning, on our way to the 
Skoda factory in Mlada Boleslav, we disco
vered a maxim of travel in Eastern Europe: 
the fine art of being utterly, completely and 
totally lost. 

Road maps of Eastern Europe seem about 
as coherent as a Qhadaffi speech, and direc
tional signs seem like they were put up as a 
defensive tactic to confuse invading armies. 
At their best they offer half as much help as 
a tourist needs, and when there is no sign 
that corresponds with anything on the map, 
you're about as well off following the moon 
and stars as trying to figure out what it is the 
locals are saying . 

The Western-made maps we had with us 
might just as well have blotted out every
thing east of the Danube with big, bold let
ters that say, "Here there be dragons." But 
when you think about it, until just recently 
there really wasn't a big demand for road 
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maps of Eastern Europe. 
Eventually we got to the gates of the 

Skoda factory and met Jiri Danhelka, the 
Skoda press secretary. As in many things , 
Skoda is a little further ahead of its East 
Bloc counterparts in public relations , too. 

At the time of our visit, Danhelka told us, 
Skoda was in the midst of sorting out part
nership offers it had received from almost 
every carmaker in the West, including Gen
eral Motors , BMW, Volkswagen, Renault , 
Subaru and Mitsubishi . The task was so 
tricky and the decision carried so much 
weight for the company's future that it had 
all been turned over to Price Waterhouse for 
evaluation. Price Waterhouse was still mull
ing it over. 

Unlike other Eastern Bloc carmakers who 
are in such terrible shape that they are will
ing to simply roll over and die for any wes
terner with a few bucks , Skoda wants to 
remain independent. Its future partner can't 
just waltz in, demolish the production facili
ties and fire everybody-Skoda still clings 
to the old communist idea of job security. 

"We have some conditions and we require 
our partner to fulfill these conditions," Dan
helka said. "Basically, we want to maintain 
the marque of Skoda, because we are the only 
(East) European automobile factory to survive 
the Communist regime. (And) we require our 
partner to work for and provide opportunities 

Doing a pre-run 
of the Eastern Bloc 
48 hours in a Buick to the 
heart of darkness and back 

you don't just call up Chevrolet's public 
relations office in Prague and order a 

white L98. Because, of course, they don't 
have an office in Prague. Nobody does. 
Chevrolet in Detroit, however, liked the 
idea of the trip and agreed to fly a Corvette 
to Europe. But it wouldn't be a road trip 
without something going wrong, and for us 
it was the car's unexpected four-day layover 
at O'Hare Airport in Chicago when Luft
hansa canceled a flight. Thus the first leg 
of our expedition, the East German seg
ment, would be accomplished in a black 
Buick Regal loaned us by Peter Wartnaby, a 
GM employee in Russelsheim, West Ger
many, and a heck of a guy. Granted, it 
wasn 't a Corvette , but the Regal was 
mighty comfortable and could conceivably 
even turn a few socialist heads on its own. 

And a lot of the things we discovered in 
East Germany would prove representative 
of what we'd find in the other three East
ern European countries we were scheduled 
to cruise once the Corvette arrived. 

The roads , for instance. As we eased the 
Buick onto the DDR autobahn we noticed 

that East German roads are not what you'd 
call "good," but then, when you think 
about it, neither are all the roads in Detroit. 

Unlike West German autobahns, the east
ern equivalents have a speed limit of 1 00 
krnIh (62 mph), which was understandable 
once we got on them. The main transit 
roads between West Germany and West 
Berlin are in reasonably good shape. There 
are two lanes in each direction and ade
quately safe on- and off-ramps . They re
semble the 50-year-old autobahns in West 
Germany-which of course, were built by 
the same proprietor. The pavement isn't 
potholed or broken up any worse than some 
sections of 1-94 between Metro Airport and 
downtown Detroit , but there are long 
stretches where the autobahn just ends and 
drivers are left to negotiate surface streets 
for indeterminate distances . Unfinished 
bridges have trees growing on them. The 
speed limit is indeed reasonable. 

It was late at night when we rolled into 
Karl Marx Stadt, the darkest city in the 
murky depths of communist industrialism. 
A good tourist guidebook description of this 
city, indeed of most of East Germany , 
would include phrases like "horrendously 
polluted" and "badly flattened during the 
war. " The streets were deserted. There 
were hardly any lights in any of the solemn, 
faceless buildings. Karl Marx Stadt (soon to 
regain its pre-communist name, Chemnitz) 
is one of the biggest industrial centers in the 
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Eastern Bloc, but like many Warsaw Pact 
cities, it has no soul. 

And like most cities in the East, one of 
its largest exports seems to be air pollution . 
A good example of which we found the 
next morning on the way to the Trabant 
factory in nearby Zwickau. In addition to a 
phenomenal amount of blue, two-stroke ex
haust spewing from literally every vehicle 
in the country, all the factories in the DDR 
seem to have 15 smokestacks belching a 
different color and consistency of airborne 
sludge around the clock. As we drove 
through Zwickau that gray dawn, we hap
penedupon what appeared to be a great 
industrial tragedy. Thick, billowing. blasts 
of ugly black smoke gushed from the inner 
confines of a nameless East German factory 
making God-only-knows what product. It 
was a horrible sight. 

But no one was taking any notice of this 
calamity. There were no fire trucks . No 
wailing widows of toasted factory work
ers. People strolled past the gates as if 
nothing out of the ordinary was going on . 
And nothing was. Just your typical, daily, 
45 tons of airborne yuck entering the at
mosphere from another hopelessly ineffi
cient Eastern Bloc factory. And there we 
were, with our silly by comparison EPA
approved catalytic converter, keeping an 
eye peeled for unleaded gas ... 

In addition to pollution, Zwickau pro
duces Trabants, although some would 
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Good King 
Wenceslas 
surveys square 
named for him in 
Prague (far left); 
Czechoslovakian 
cops (left) would 
never take bribes, 
but are known to 
accept valuable 
Western currency 
in place of Czech 
crowns in 
payment for fines. 
Corvette at Vltava 
river in Prague 
(above) 

argue there is no difference between the 
two. To say the cars are a little antiquated 
is like saying Elvis is a little dead. 

And as we suspected, Trabant is not 
attuned to western-style PRo Like opening 
the factory to the press. We had sent 
telexes (the only means of communicating 
with Eastern Bloc companies) to the 
"Press Officer" of the Zwickau plant, 
Ulrich Boehme, but we never heard any
thing back. So we went anyway, taking 
our chances on getting in. 

We didn't. Herr Boehme was in another 
part of the country and there weren't ex
actly any factory tours scheduled. 

Too bad . Neither the Zwickau factory nor 
the sputtering jalopies it produces have 
changed much since 1960, and only minor 
improvements have been made since the 
late 1930s. It would have been an interest
ing museum tour, especially now that VW 
will be taking over, first with an engine and 
then with an entire car. Trabant production 
will most likely end by the mid-1990s. 

We bade farewell to the guards (al
though they probably couldn't see us wave 
through the smog) and nosed the Buick 
back onto the autobahn. As we headed 
toward Frankfurt, we marveled at the acci
dent of birth that had landed us squarely in 
the capitalistic West , set to drive a jet
lagged Corvette and not in the East bribing 
some bureaucrat for a Trabant. 

- Mark Vaughn 

for our employees. " 
Skoda also hopes to double its current 

annual production of 200,000 units, some
thing Danhelka admits could never be 
achieved without outside help. 

A tour of the Mlada Boleslav plant re
veals how Skoda can be so finnicky in 
choosing a partner. Robotics abound 
throughout the assembly process for the 
company's single model, the Favorit. The 
production lines are clean and efficient and 
are not unlike their counterparts in the 
West. Skoda even has a motorsports depart
ment to help promote the Favorit in foreign 
markets, where one third of the company's 
production goes. 

Outside the gates of the Mlada Boleslav 
plant, as the morning shift got off work, we 
parked the Corvette and popped the hood. 
As would become the norm during the trip , 
a crowd gathered, asking questions and say
ing "oooh" and "aaaah" in Czech. 

One Cuban assembly worker (there were 
many Cuban, North Korean and Vietnamese 
workers in all the plants we visited) studied 
the 'Vette for several minutes before ven
turing a guess. 

"Opel?" he asked. 
"General Motors ," we told him. " Cor

vette. " 
He didn't understand. He walked around 

the car a few more times then came back. 
"Japan?" he asked. 
"America. Corvette. Baseball. Hot dogs . 

Apple pie ... " We tried rolling the rand 
adding e's where the i was-"U-marrrrr
reeekuh" - but it didn't work. Proper pro
nouns should require no translation we fi
gured, but he couldn't grasp it. He never did 
figure out what he was looking at so in
tently, but it didn't seem to matter. He 
loved it. 

We half-jokingly said to our English in
terpreter at Skoda that in a few years they'd 
be making Corvettes here , where they now 
produce the little four-cylinder Favorit. 

"Oh, no," she said. "Not in 10 years. 
Not in 20 years. No, it will never happen. " 

She had just been for a brain-sapping 
thrill ride in the 5.7-liter ' Vette , however, 
and may not have been speaking coherently. 

We later got a chance to drive a Skoda 
Favorit in Brno, Czechoslovakia, and found 
that yes, they do have a long way to go, but 
not as far as a company like Trabant. The 
Favorit is reminiscent of some of the early 
Japanese imports automotive writers were 
labeling "roller skates" back in the early 
'70s. But those Japanese cars filled a void in 
the U. S. market then, just as the cars of the 
Eastern Bloc fill one there , albeit a much 
bigger void. 

With the exception of the Brno racetrack 
(see sidebar, page 22), what we had seen so 
far of the Eastern Bloc was still decades 
behind the West. The Skoda factory had 
plenty of expensive robot welders, but pro
duced a car that by Western standards rates 
as a sub-econobox. The Trabant factory 
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barely clung to life and spit out cars that 
were worth only a few jokes in the West. 
And the pollution everywhere (see sidebar, 
page 20) was so overwhelming it looked 
like a scene from BLade Runner. 

Yet despite the sorry state of their econo
mies and the pathetic nature of their auto-
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Late-apexing and 
the Marxist dialectic 
Racing and racetracks have 
survived totalitarianism 

Like most everything else in East Ger
many, racetracks stopped developing 50 

years ago. Auto racing was never men
tioned in Das KapitaL so the sport didn't 
get as much attention as, say, hammer 
throwing, more a Marxist kind of thing. 

"We were never hindered or stopped 
from doing it, it was just never en
couraged," said Gerhard Elschner, race 
director of the Schleizer Dreieck, one of 
only two tracks in East Gennany. 

It's not exactly something that can be 
officially encouraged in a country where 
workers wait 15 years for a car. 

"In the past, the party paper never gave 
us any coverage, and if they did it was 
always negative because of the long wait 
in this country for a car," said Hermann 
Kiss, secretary of the Schleizer Dreieck. 
"Here (on the track), they said, you can 
destroy a car in one weekend. ' , 

Yet even without the publicity offered 
by state sanction, the biggest race on last 
year's three-event calendar drew 250,000 
fans,roughly 10 times as many as showed 
up at the FI race in Phoenix in March. 

Except for the war years and shortly 
after, the Schleizer Dreieck has run races 
for cars and motorcycles since 1923. 

During our visit we came across seven 
or eight kids who'd hammered together 
what we would call Soap Box Derby cars, 
battling it out on a downhill stretch in the 
track' spaddock. There were some pretty 
clever designs in evidence, particularly 
with respect to steering geometry. But 
most impressive were the rear wings: 
boards bearing the logos of "sponsors" 
like Honda and Rothmans. The next gen
eration is headed in the right direction. 

The most sophisticated series we saw at 
the Schleizer Dreieck is called Fonnula E. 
This, too, uses homemade single-seaters, 
closely related to Formula Fords or Super 
Vees. They're powered by 1600 cc Lada 
engines and put together by " people with 
engineering experience," at a cost of 
30,000 to 40,000 E-marks a copy, said 
Elschner. Most of the cost comes in the 
form of bartered parts and labor, since 
even in DDR currency, that's a lot of 

mobiles, the enthusiasm of the people we'd 
met so far was tremendous. Once they get a 
decent national currency and a minimum 
wage that allows for the purchase of more 
than potatoes and T-shirts, the market for a 
car with a little bit of horsepower will 
likely go through the roof. 

Future world champions race tune their 
mounts (above) at the Schleizer Dreieck 
racetrack in East Germany 

cash. Drivers can usually sell between 
5,000 and 10,000 E-marks worth of adver
tising on their cars to help defray costs. 
What we would call stock car races be
tween customized Ladas , Skodas and even 
Trabants also are featured at the track. 

"It is one of the few remaining purely 
natural courses in Europe," said Elschner, 
whose title in Gennan is rennleiter (race 
leader). "But we had some people from the 
Nurburgring visit and they told us that from 
a safety standpoint it's in the L 950s. " 

Improvements are planned, but Elschner 
doesn't expect to host world-class races. 

"The track really is not built for that," 
he said . "It would take a tremendous 
amount of money to bring it up to stan
dard. Right now, for instance, there is no 
domestic production of guardrail. " 

That irony isn't lost on him. "They 
have no money for guardrails but plenty of 
money for fences between countries," he 
said with a laugh. 

From the Schleizer Dreieck, it's a short 
drive to the Sachsenring in Hohenstein
Emstthal, where rennleiter Christian Hau
bold has big plans. This decades-old 5.3-
mile course runs through the town and 
along roads outside of Hohenstein
Emstthal. As at the Schliezer Dreieck, 
safety features are vintage 1950s-hay 
bales, "catch fences," some dirt barri
cades, and little else. But the Sachsenring 
is even more dangerous, with much 
steeper dropoffs in some areas and fairly 
tight runs through city streets. 

But that won't be for a long time. Now 
the first half of our journey was over and we 
aimed the Corvette toward Poland and Hun
gary to further our efforts in spreading the 
gospel of torque . • 

Part II of our excursion to the East will 
appear in next week's issue 

But Haubold has a solution- a new, 
lA-mile dedicated, closed course. 

"We can't make the old track safe 
enough," he said. "The original cost for 
the new course was 100 million (East Ger
man) marks, but I don't know if that fig
ure has any relevance anymore ," Haubold 
said. Imminent reunification of East and 
West Germany has left finances up in the 
air a little. "We hope to have the 
two-kilometer course done by next year." 

Even with the limited opportunities for 
motors ports , there are about 1 000 compe
tition-licensed riders and drivers in East 
Germany, said Elschner, and a monthly 
motorsport magazine published in East 
Berlin-ims (motorsports illustrated). 

In Czechoslovakia, though, motorsports 
are more advanced. Brno (pronounced just 
as it looks, or roll the "r" if you want to 
sound like a local) has been the site of 
world-class races since 1930; the world's 
great drivers raced there in the '30s and late 
'40s. It continued to be popular through the 
communist era with support from the pre
refonn Czech government and the national 
sporting commission, called Svazarm. 

The first race on an entirely new Bmo ' 
course was held in 1987. Its width, runoff 
areas and medical and pit facilities are 
equal to or better than most tracks that 
feature Fl. Jaroslav Suchy, a civil engi
neer living in Brno, designed and oversaw 
construction of the course, after visiting 
Nurburgring, Spa and Monza. The goal is 
to bring FI back to Bmo for the first time 
since 1949. So far , it has hosted World 
Sports Prototype Championship, German 
Touring Car Championship, and world 
championship motorcycle races. 

But governmental changes last November 
mean the circuit must go it alone, without 
state money. When we met with director 
Miroslav Cada, Svazarm had been disasso
ciated from Brno a mere 14 days. Owner
ship is now in the hands of the new Auto 
Moto Club Brno, one of many such trans
fers of state-owned property into private 
hands in recent months. Given the track's 
technical quality and full calendar, privati
zation should pose few problems. Cada is 
confident Fl will return to Brno soon. 

" The Hungaroring 's five-year contract 
is up this year," he said. "We are hoping 
to have Fonnula One here in 1991." 

A visit to the Hungaroring was on our 
agenda and once again we pointed the 
nose of the Corvette east ... 

- Mark Vaughn 
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