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The Volvo 780 Press Event in
Monte Carlo in 1986
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Bill Neely looked out the window as 
the KLM jet circled the Nice Airport 
on the French Riviera. He saw palm 

trees and the clear blue Mediterranean 
framed by the French Alps. It was a Satur-
day afternoon in September 1986.

Neely, with AutoWeek, was arguably one 
of the most respected automotive journal-
ists in the world and had been to numerous 
press events. But this would be a three-day 
adventure he’d never forget. He joined some 
20 other members of the automotive press in 
Nice. Members of the Volvo marketing team 
were there to meet them and drive them to 
Monte Carlo 30 minutes east.

Neely was immediately captivated by the 
surroundings. “It was one of those days you 
see often on the Riviera with the sun blanch-
ing everything in sight and a soft sea breeze 
wafting across the azure. Nowhere on earth 
does it all come together so gracefully.”

Monte Carlo officially refers to an admin-
istrative area of the Principality of Monaco. 
It is still a destination for the rich and fa-

mous. It has been described as a place where 
the yachts are as big as mansions, cham-
pagne is the national drink, and the railway 
station looks like a pharaoh’s tomb. What 
better place to show off the new model? 
After all, 1986 was the most successful year 
in Volvo’s 30-year history in the U.S. and, 

for the 1987 model year, the 780 Coupe was 
Volvo’s first entry into the luxury car market.

Volvo planned every detail of the three-
day event that would embody the luxury and 
sophistication the 780 represented. Start-
ing in Monte Carlo, the journalists would 
drive the winding mountain roads along the 
Riviera, with exotic stops along the way, 
culminating at the Bertone factory in Turin.

Since the U.S. was Volvo’s biggest 

market, Bob Austin, head of Volvo Cars of 
North America’s (VCNA) marketing, com-
munications, and public relations at the time, 
was brought in to collaborate with Volvo 
Sweden to create this elaborate event. Austin 
explained, “Our colleagues in Sweden liked 
to set up press trips so that they could be 
done in waves. They would set up back-to-
back events, with each wave dedicated to a 
different country’s automotive press. With 
smaller countries, where they didn’t have 
that many journalists, we would combine 
them into groups of around 20. It is actually 
a very efficient way to run a press launch. 
We make a deal with the hotels and res-
taurants along the route for several weeks’ 
and it makes the logistics for visiting the 
factory easier. The Swedes knew we were 
the number one market, so we were often 
consulted and participated in the planning of 
the events.”
First Night
Neely and the others arrived at the spectacu-
lar Loews Hotel in Monte Carlo. The im-
pressive 650-room hotel sits on great pillars 
at the water’s edge, but in the center of the 
downtown square. It unabashedly promises 
to be a Mediterranean palace. The illusion 
is convincing with sunlight entering through 
the great glass dome in the lobby bathing the 

Left: First morning outside the Loews 
Hotel in Monte Carlo. Burton Hall’s 
team films the journalists checking out 
the 780s for the first time.

In the first part of this series, which ap-
peared in the March-April 2015 issue of 
Rolling, I covered the history and official 
debut of the Volvo 780 at the March 1985 
Geneva Motor Show. It would be a year 
and a half later before Volvo was ready 
to allow the press a test drive. And where 
better to show off the new luxury 780, 
the quintessential model of style and 
elegance, than the French and Italian 
Riviera.

w
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tapestries, carpets, and sofas in a kaleido-
scope of warm colors. Neely headed up to 
his room to prepare for an elegant evening 
and the dinner that Volvo had arranged.

In marked contrast to the lavish hotel 
and the journalists, a ragtag group of eight 
men was gathered in the lobby. Amidst all 
the black ties and shimmering gowns, they 
stood out like roadies from the movie Spinal 
Tap. Initially, the hotel guests and staff 
looked askance.

Upon closer scrutiny, however, the 
group was clearly in possession of high-
end movie gear, including a professional 
Panavision 35mm film camera—the kind 
used by Hollywood for film making. Close 
by stood a soundman, with a large record-
ing box around his neck, headset on, and a 
microphone on a six-foot pole with a fuzzy 
windscreen on the end. They were no ama-
teur filmmakers. The tall, dark-haired man, 
who seemed to be in charge of the group, 
was Burton Hall.

Hall was an experienced filmmaker, com-
munications professional, and, at the time, a 
full-time VCNA employee. Hall would later 
branch out on his own and over the next 30 
years worked with every luxury import brand.

At the time, Hall had been tasked by 
VCNA to produce a short film on the 780. It 
would be used to premiere the 780 at the an-
nual dealer meeting in Boca Raton, Florida.

Bob Austin commented, “It wasn’t typical 
for Volvo to send the marketing and training 
operations guys on a press launch, but this 
was a major undertaking and given the scope 
of the event, and the need for the marketing 
film, it was nice to have Burton Hall along. 
My job is like being a cat wrangler—there 
is always someone missing, someone late, 
someone who has lost his passport—and 
it really didn’t leave any time for me to 
take photos. Hall certainly had that part 
covered!”

Hall knew that a key part of his respon-
sibilities was to maintain a happy crew. A 
constant flow of coffee was critical to keep-
ing the film crew going. As fate would have 
it, Hall had struck up a conversation with 
Eduardo, one of the senior hotel managers. 
A close bond was formed as Hall discov-
ered that Eduardo was from Queens, N.Y., 
only eight miles from where he grew up. 
Serendipity to the rescue, Eduardo ensured 
that Hall and the crew were well taken care 
of for the rest of the stay.

Around six o’clock that evening, Neely 
and the journalists made their way from 
the hotel to an adjoining pier where they 
boarded a 60-foot yacht reserved for the 
Volvo group. Neely made himself comfort-
able on the after-deck as the yacht headed 
west towards the tiny, picturesque hamlet 
of Villefranche-sur-Mer. The weather was 
perfect. After the yacht docked, the Volvo 
entourage walked a few steps to an awning-
covered terrace, nearly touching the water, 
at Les Corsaires, one of the best restaurants 
in town. An exquisite seafood dinner was 
served, and Neely thought of the philoso-
pher’s words in Voltaire’s Candide, “This is 
the best of all possible worlds.”
On the Road—Monte Carlo to Turin
The next morning, while Hall and the crew 
filmed on the world-renowned corniches, 
which is what the French call the roads 
around Monte Carlo (it literally means “a 
road on a ledge”), fueled by fresh-brewed 
coffee arranged by Eduardo, a French 
breakfast was served in the ballroom dur-
ing a formal presentation of the 780. Staff 
from Volvo and Bertone, the 75-year old 
design house, told the story of their partner-
ship which began with the 262C and was 

The customs checkpoint between France and Italy, on the way to Turin. These were the days before the European Union and the 
introduction of open borders.
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rekindled in 1982 with a completely new 
project. As the slides clicked, revealing the 
story behind this exclusive hand-made car, 
Volvo marketers handed out press kits to the 
eager journalists.

The Volvo PR team quoted Nuccio 
Bertone, who the journalists would soon 
meet in Turin, when describing the 780. “We 
wanted to create an elegant and personal car 
in which every part would communicate la 
mano dell’uomo–the hand of man. A car in 
which the pure craftsmanship of every little 
detail would express a feeling of value and 
elegance.” Thoroughly informed and eager 
for the day ahead, the journalists were ready 
to see and drive the cars.

William Jeanes, who wrote for Automo-
bile magazine and later would become the 
editor-in-chief of Car and Driver, emerged 
from the hotel, where the typical array of 
Rolls-Royces and Ferraris had been moved 
to make room for a dozen ruby red and 
champagne colored 780s. Jeanes later com-
mented, “In the parking lot of the Loews 
Hotel, the Volvo 780 seems anything but out 
of place. In appearance, the car is an instant 
belonger, a conveyance that can ease to a 
stop at the gangplank of any yacht or the 

door of any country club in the world and 
draw appreciative nods.”

This was their first opportunity to see the 
780 up close. The cars were swarmed with 
journalists taking photos, asking questions 
of the Volvo team, and studying maps in an 
effort to find routes around Monte Carlo to 

the best coffee shops and scenic stops. Hall 
and his film team conducted interviews with 
the members of the press, capturing their 
first impressions.

Neely, Jeanes, and the other journalists 
were feeling fresh and ready to hit the road. 
Hall and his team were equally excited, de- w

The Volvo 780, renamed the Volvo Coupe for the 1991 (final) model year, was Volvo’s first luxury car. The MSRP in 1991 was 
$42,370, which in today’s money equals almost $75,000.
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spite the pre-dawn crew calls and long days 
prior to the arrival of the journalists. They 
had arrived in Monte Carlo three days before 
in order to put several 780s through their 
paces on the roads around Monte Carlo and 
capture the cars on film. While the filming 
was a taxing process, the resulting images 
made it all worthwhile. The 780 film would 
take silver at a North American film festival.
Flashback to Three Days Earlier
When Hall arrived in Monte Carlo on the 
prior Wednesday, Volvo provided his film 
crew with a white 760 wagon for transport-
ing the film equipment and a ruby red and a 
champagne colored 780 to use in the filming. 
Hall explained, “We ended up using the red 
780 for most of our shootings as it caught the 
light better. The wagon served as a camera 
car. We shot moving footage with the cam-
eraman in the open back of the wagon. An 
interesting experience on the narrow winding 
mountain roads with no guard rails.”

Filming in Monte Carlo was not without 

its challenges since very strict rules were in 
place. There hadn’t been enough time for 
Hall and the team to obtain the required per-
mits. So they borrowed a panel van, loaded 
it with the Panavision camera and crew, and 
timed it perfectly so that moments before 
the 780 drove by, they pulled into a parking 
space, swung open the doors of the van, and 
filmed the 780 against the city of Monte 
Carlo at night—a perfect shot, with time for 
only one take. They slammed the van doors 
and drove away quickly.

Sometimes the filming was downright 
dangerous. Hanging out the back of a mov-
ing wagon while filming was not the only 
risk they took. At one point, the crew was on 
a narrow mountain road. Holding up the traf-
fic was unavoidable since they had to hook 
up the cameras on mounts on the side and 
under the car. There were radio headsets to 
coordinate communication between the cars. 
As the French drivers waited for the scene 
to finish they would shout, “Ah, cinema!” 

Excited to see filmmaking underway and 
tolerant of the traffic inconveniences, most 
people were enthusiastic or at least curious. 
But not everyone was so enthralled. From 
the end of a line of traffic, Hall heard horns 
and voices. Hall saw an impatient driver 
bypassing the line of friendly French cinema 
fans, waving his hand out the window and 
shouting. As the car approached the front of 
the line, Hall then saw his assistant direc-
tor lying flat on the hood of the car, holding 
desperately onto the windshield wipers. The 
driver did not want to wait anymore and he 
gunned it. The assistant director’s selfless 
bravery stopped the car and possibly saved 
the lives of the crew working around the 
blind curve ahead.

Another day, Hall’s team pulled off the 
road at a sharp bend that overlooked a steep 
cliff. It was a very attractive setting. While 
they were assessing the shot, a car pulled up 
and a family got out. The father asked the 
film crew, “Does anyone speak English?” 
Hall responded immediately, “I’m pretty 
good.”

The father asked, “Is this the spot where 
Princess Grace went over the cliff?” He 
was referring to the tragic death of Princess 
Grace of Monaco, who was killed just four 
years earlier. Pelle and Rune, two Swedes on 
the film crew and genuinely funny despite 
the stereotypical all-seriousness of the 
Swedes, implored Hall, “Just tell him, yes.” 
Not knowing the real answer, they figured 
he would climb down the hill and grab a 
souvenir of one of the rusted wrecks at the 
bottom. But Hall decided not to be the ugly 
American and politely said, “No, I don’t 
think so.” Two days later the crew learned 
over lunch with some locals that the curve 

Burton Hall’s team shooting film on the grand Corniche above Monte Carlo.
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was in fact the place known as Devil’s Curse 
where Princess Grace met her fate.

Back in front of the Loews Hotel, the 
journalists found their assigned 780s. As the 
bellhops loaded their luggage, they began 
plotting their routes up the winding roads to 
the next gathering which was not until lunch 
at a castle. Maps showing potential routes 
and best stops for coffee and pictures were 
all in a packet provided to the journalists.

Volvo Sweden folks were on hand to 
answer any questions. Gunnar Wikeby, a 
member of the 780 program team, who had 
joined Volvo back in 1982 when the 780 
project was first explored by Volvo and 
Bertone, was available to answer techni-
cal questions. In the rare event that a 780 
needed mechanical assistance along the jour-
ney, Gunnar and a couple of Volvo mechan-
ics loaded up a Volvo wagon with tools and 
extra parts and followed along. Fortunately, 
their repair services would not be needed, 
but it was important insurance knowing the 
keen eyes of the media were watching.

The caravan pulled out of the hotel and 
headed up into the corniches, which pro-
vided a perfect testing ground for the 780. 
The early U.S.-bound 780s were equipped 
with the tepid 2.8 liter B280F V6 engine 
producing 146 hp. Most journalists would 
later comment on the disappointing power of 
the engine for a luxury car of this class, but 
this didn’t dampen their enthusiasm.

When Volvo hosted the Monte Carlo 
event for non-U.S. journalists, they brought 
out the more powerful 780 models. The 
Italians and European journalists drove the 

more performance-ready, turbo-charged and 
intercooled, D24TIC in-line six-cylinder die-
sels paired with the M46 manual gearbox or 
one of several other more powerful engine 
variants.

It wasn’t until 1989 that Volvo finally put 
the more powerful turbo-charged, in-line 
four B230FT in the U.S.-spec’d 780s. At the 
time, it was the most powerful Volvo made, 
producing 188 hp thanks to the extra edge 
of the Turbo+ boost controller. But engine 
power was only one of many qualities the 
journalists were considering as they hit the 
open roads.

Jeanes recalled, “As we pulled out of 
town, the Grande and Moyenne Corniches 
provided spectacular backdrops to sinuous 
mountain roads. This modern auto route 
allows you to sweep west to Cannes, or east 
into Italy, at high speed. And, if you climb 
the narrow, tortuous roads that lead to the 
ski resorts of the Maritime Alps, even winter 
snow and ice join the cavalcade of driving 
conditions. Add to it all road surfaces rang-
ing from Belgian blocks to asphalt to gravel, 
and the picture of a complete familiarization 
course emerges.”
Lunch Run
Hall and his crew followed the press convoy 
as they drove east towards Italy. Hall reflected 
on the prior days and how refreshing it was to 
now have a map and schedule with delicious 
meals planned at the best restaurants.

Hall’s early arrival had allowed a day to 
conduct site surveys before filming. The 
weather was perfect as he and his camera-
man explored the corniches and villages. 

The scenery was breathtakingly picturesque. 
Equally stunning was the lack of any place 
to get a meal in the early afternoon.

It was well past noon and as they pulled 
into a little town, with picturesque houses 
along the mountainside and goats behind 
small fences feeding on grass. Hall thought 
this looked like the template for every 
Disney-created European village. Small 
attached white stucco houses with shutters 
and red tile roofs. Then the rain started to 
fall accompanied by thunder from Hall’s 
empty stomach. Food became paramount. 
Then the cameraman shouted, “I think I 
saw a sign for a restaurant. It may be open.” 
They backed up, parked and wandered down 
a cobblestone path amidst the stucco house. 
A weathered sign identified the restaurant as 
La Frontière, an appropriate name, given the 
out-of-the-way locations of the town. Enter-
ing, Hall saw a dining room with five empty 
tables. As they walked into the desolate 
and dark room, there was a woman rocking 
quietly in front of the stove, waiting for the 
contents to be ready. “She reminded me of 
the woman in the Whistler’s Mother painting 
from the 19th century,” said Hall.

Hall walked in, displaying his best and 
only French, “Bon jour!” He continued, “We 
need something to eat, anything really will 
do.” The woman sprang into action, apolo-
gizing for not having anything available but 
in a few moments she appeared from the 
back with loaves of fresh bread, big chunks 
of cheese, fresh tomatoes, and bottles of 
Perrier. They declared it nothing less than a 
feast. w

Pehr gyllenhammar’s (Volvo’s CEO at the time) 780 from 1985. The car was a gift to gyllenhammar on his 50th birthday, which 
was just a month or so after the car made its debut at the geneva Motor Show. The red exterior was a custom color at the time. 
Notice also the red interior, another unique feature. Today, the car belongs to the Volvo Museum.
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The setting was beautiful, with the light 
flooding through the white lace curtains. 
Hall looked over at his cameraman and 
asked, “You got a girlfriend? Let me take a 
picture of you and you can give it to her.” 
Burton thought, such is the life on the road. 
One of the most romantic places in the world 
and I am with my cameraman.

Two days later, Hall and his crew were in 
the middle of nowhere and the food problem 
came up again. Hall, who knew that no food 
means no filming, had an idea. He jumped 
in the champagne 780 and rushed over the 
twisting roads back to La Frontière. He 
bounded back into the restaurant. The old 
lady greeted him and tried to make sense of 
Hall’s expanded French, “Bon jour, huit per-
sonnes…porte.” “Porte?” she said, shocked, 
if not offended, at the idea of French food to 
go. Hall motioned out the door, indicating he 
needed the food to go. She motioned to her 
son, who quickly headed out the door, with 
instructions to go to the store.

A few minutes later, he was back and she 
put together a glorious meal, packing it in 
baskets, one of which contained her personal 
fine china. She put her hands together like a 
prayer, shook them away from Hall and to-
wards the fine china with an anxious expres-
sion, pleading, “Please, bring those back!”

Fifteen minutes later, Hall and some very 

contented crew members were sitting on 
checkered tablecloths, sipping Perrier, eat-
ing fresh baguettes, cheese, and tomatoes, 
and looking out at the hills above Monte 
Carlo. Hall was careful with the fine china, 
put it in the trunk of the 780 after the meal, 
and drove back to La Frontière, where the 

restaurant proprietress was thrilled to see 
him. He left her a tip—big enough to make 
her week.
Lunch in a Castle
Neely accelerated his champagne-colored 
780 through the Grande Corniche on 
route towards Cannes. The view from the 

The restaurant at the Château de la Chèvre d’Or, high above the sea in the village of Èze, has one of the most breathtaking views 
of the Mediterranean.

The journalists being interviewed at the Château de la Chèvre d’Or.
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mountaintops is fantastic and one that most 
tourists don’t take the time to see.

“The city is sort of spread out over the 
landscape, like a giant floral and sequined 
blanket,” said Neely. It perches on cliffs 
and hills, and the sequins and flowers spill 
into the sea from the roadway. He could see 
down on the royal palace and casino with 
a clear view of the sea and an armada of 
splendid yachts sailing in and out of the har-
bor. He passed signs inviting him to explore 
the wineries and perfumeries that were scat-
tered throughout the hills and thought, “This 
truly is a fairy land.” But there was no time 
to stop, because the 780 needed to be given 
a thorough test drive before lunch.

Gunnar Wikeby and another Volvo engi-
neer from Gothenburg were following well 
behind in another 780, with the 760 service 
wagon bringing up the rear. “We wanted to 
keep our distance to let them be undistracted 
while road testing, but close enough to help 
out if they needed anything, such as recom-
mendations on a coffee stop, directions, 
or even gas, which was unlikely given the 
780’s massive 21-gallon fuel tank.” Gunnar 
would be back in subsequent weeks for press 
launches with journalists from France and 
Spain, as well as independent groups from 
Scandinavia and Japan.

As the lunch hour approached, Volvo had 
perfectly orchestrated the meal. The hungry 
journalists descended on the Château de la 
Chèvre d’Or, sitting high above the sea in 
the village of Èze. The journalists parked 
the champagne and red 780s and made their 
way into the famous restaurant, which is part 
of the rebuilt 1,000-year old castle and has 
a patio that is perched precariously on the 
edge of a cliff some 1,200 ft. above the sea. 

After lunch, the journalists were back in 
the cars heading across the tip of the Italian 
Riviera and onto the E1/E2 Autostrada, 
which was a straight shot to Turin and 
perfect for high-speed testing. Neely com-
mented, “The radio in the 780 is very good, 
but the controls are confusing, particularly at 
180 km/h (~110 mph). So I pushed in a Don 
Henley tape and leaned back to enjoy the 
moment.”

Neely was impressed with the 780. He 
later wrote, “You immediately notice the 
paint job—all 14 coats—and the stainless 
moldings with blackened pillars and window 
frames. Inside, the attractive instrument 
panel is surrounded by wood as elegantly 
finished as any ever used in an automobile. 
It is matured under water for a full two 
years to eliminate tensions and prevent 
damage when it is sawed into sheets. The 
panels are made from 11 layers of beech and 
then covered with a sheet of elm root. The 
wooden sandwich is then hot pressed to its 
final shape and sprayed with seven coats of 
lacquer. And each seat is an absolute work of 

art. They are handmade and upholstered in 
several sections for the sake of comfort and 
softness.”
Finally in Italy

After crossing the border from France 
into Italy, the entourage of 780s made their 
way into the city of Turin by late afternoon. 
The direct drive time from Monte Carlo is 
around two-and-a-half hours, but given the 
excursions and stops most of the day had 
been spent on the road, which was exactly 
according to Volvo’s plan.

The Jolly Hotel Ligure was, at the time, 
Turin’s newest hotel. It is in the historic 
downtown district and within walking dis-
tance of the finest shops in the city, showcas-
ing handmade leather goods and old world 
art. Italians are more interested in cars than 
most other nations and a crowd gathered 
around the 780 as Neely parked in front of 
the hotel.

Volvo allowed only a brief time to rest 
and settle into the hotel. Some journalists 
gathered in the lobby, eager to share stories 
of their day. There was lots of bantering 
about speeding tickets, as the Italian police 
had figured out that journalists testing new 
cars didn’t always obey the speed limits. 
Wikeby recalled the journalists were not 
bashful about driving the cars hard. Perhaps 
they assumed they could write off the 
tickets as a business expense. The precise 
schedule soon required the journalists to get 
back in the cars and on their way to another 
memorable meal. They traveled together, 
with many shoppers turning their heads as 
the train of Bertone creations made their 
way through the streets of Turin to dinner at 
Villa Sassi.

A long gravel driveway wound up to the 
17th century manor house that once belonged 
to a royal family, but has been a restaurant 
for more than 100 years. As if lunch hadn’t 
been impressive enough, Volvo arranged for 
the group to eat at this restaurant, touted by 
many foodies as the best one in all of Italy. 
“There were so many pasta courses I don’t 
even remember getting the main event. I had 
overdosed on truffles by then, and at $40 an 
ounce Stateside I figured I’d gone through 
about the cost of a 780 by the time I lost 
count,” Neely said.

It had been a full day and the journalists 
retired to the hotel, anticipating a tour of the 
world-renowned Bertone factory and design 
studios the next morning.

The final morning of their adventure, 
the journalists assembled in the lobby and 
finished off their Italian pastries and cap-
puccinos. They then headed out for their 
six-mile trek to the Bertone factories in 
Grugliasco on the edge of town. But for Hall 
and his team, the first news of the morning 
wasn’t good. Someone had broken into their 

760 during the night. A window had been 
shattered and glass was everywhere. Hall’s 
heart sank. All their equipment, including 
the Panavision camera was in that wagon. 
He was sure it was gone. There was a long 
pause, and then his cameraman frantically 
explained that the really odd thing was that 
even though the thieves had ransacked the 
car, only the radio had been stolen! Hall 
declared, “Thank God!” It was nothing short 
of a miracle. After making a few duct tape 
repairs to the broken window, Hall was on 
his way to the factory, minus any tunes. He 
was about to meet one of the iconic giants of 
20th century automobile design in person—
the famous designer Nuccio Bertone.

Row after row of 780s, fresh off the 
production line, were parked outside the 
factory. Bertone had built an entire assembly 
plant, adding some 200,000 sq. ft. in new 
fabrication and production space exclusively 
for hand-building the 780. As cars came 
out of the factory, they were transported on 
an automated conveyer system through an 
enclosed tunnel and then lowered one story 
down by a customized elevator onto the 
parking area, where they were loaded on a 
truck and taken to the local port. It was an 
amazing operation. The journalists were im-
pressed before they even entered the factory. 

Repairing the 760 gear car with duct 
tape after the break-in at the hotel in 
Turin.

w
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Only 12 780s per day were produced, 
with nearly every operation a hands-on ef-
fort for the more than 1,500 workers. “The 
cars are built with such care that you get the 
feeling the workers are building them for 
themselves or Mr. Bertone,” Neely said. Ac-
cording to Mauro Charriere, the body shop 
manager, it took 49 hours for a 780 to move 
from the body shop to the final assembly. 
Mario Panizza, project coordinator for the 
780, spoke of the close nature of the team 
of workers and managers. Everyone caught 
the vision. He gave the example of when a 
manager and a line worker together solved 
a problem with a piece of trim that ulti-
mately required using a hair dryer to ensure 
the exact and precise fit. No quality issues 
were allowed, and that is exactly how Volvo 
wanted it.

The journalists had the opportunity to 
walk through the factory, see the ongoing 
assembly process, and meet many of the 
Bertone staff and leadership—a rare treat 
for any automotive buff. Neely noticed 
there was obvious enthusiasm between the 
journalists and the Bertone employees when 
they were together. “Carrozzeria Bertone 
has a greater interest in the 780 than any 

other car it’s built in the 70-year history of 
the company because this time it’s involved 
in the design, engineering, purchasing, and 
production, as well as supplying 50 percent 
of the development cost.”

The Bertone factory was a short distance 
from the main Bertone Stile studio where 
interested journalists were also allowed to 
see first-hand the designers at work. When 
Hall arrived ahead of the others, he had a 
few moments to wander the property by 
himself. Where else other than Bertone do 
you see some of the most famous cars in the 
world all parked in a half moon shape on the 
lawn, outside a modern studio? The tower-
ing mountains in the distance only added to 
the romance and mystery. As Hall admired 
the exclusive Bertone collection, an older 
gentleman who spoke no English walked 
up. Hall looked at him with a puzzled look. 
“No Miura?” He was referring to the limited 
edition, Bertone-designed V12 sports car 
built from 1966 to 1973 that preceded the 
Lamborghini Countach.

The man at once began calling out orders 
in Italian and it seemed men in blue overalls 
came out of nowhere. Hall saw a beautiful 
orange Miura pulled by a yard tug from a 

side building. Hall did a double-take and 
realized that the man giving directions was 
no other than Nuccio Bertone himself. From 
that moment on they became friends. Later 
Hall would host Nuccio for dinner in Florida 
when Nuccio and his wife, Lilli, travelled to 
the U.S. for the first time for the unveiling of 
the 780 at the 1986 dealers’ meeting in Boca 
Raton. This was where Hall’s much antici-
pated film of the 780 would be shown.

Hall was treated to a personal tour of the 
design facility, with Gian Beppe Panicco, 
Enzo Prearo, and Paolo Caccamo serving 
as translators. Nuccio refered to the 780 as 
the “refined image of elegance.” This was 
impressive from a man who gave the world 
not only the Miura, but also the Countach, 
the Stratos, and the Ferrari 250GT.
Final Event of the Journey

After an extensive tour of the factory, the 
journalists got back into their now familiar 
780s with a new appreciation of the manu-
facturing process and made their way to La 
Giaconera Ristoranti, where the claim to 
fame is the best lasagna in the known world. 
“There are so many layers I would bet that 
chef is related to the guy who laminates the 

Nuccio Bertone and Burton Hall at Bertone’s Stile Design Studio.
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wooden trim for the 780,” Neely declared 
after trying the dish.

After lunch, the journalists returned the 
car keys and were transported to the Turin-
Caselle Airport. Later that day, another team 
of journalists would be flying in and the 
entire process would repeat itself, in reverse, 
culminating at the Loews Hotel in Monte 
Carlo.

Volvo set out to ensure that the journalists 

would have a favorable impression of the 
new 780 and associate it with refinement, 
beauty, and old-world craftsmanship. Neely 
was impressed. It had only been three days 
since he arrived in Nice, but he had had a 
week’s worth of adventures at the wheel of 
the 780. “There is something new for the 
diehard Volvo buffs, who stuck with the firm 
for so long, but jumped ship a few years ago 
and went off to buy a Bimmer or Mercedes 

Benz. Once more Volvo has a car for them,” 
he later wrote.

Ready to depart, Hall and his team 
reflected on the spectrum of crazy and 
delightful experiences that shaped their 780 
experience. As they prepared to fly back 
to the U.S., they had their work cut out for 
them with hours of film to edit before the 
dealers’ meeting a month later. Their time 
on the French and Italian Riviera had been 
fantastic.

William Jeanes summarized his experi-
ence of the press event with the statement, 
“If there’s a better place than the south of 
France to acquaint yourself with an expen-
sive and civilized car, such as Volvo’s new 
780 Coupe, I don’t know where it would be. 
And I don’t want to know!” n
Davies Owens lives in Boisie, Idaho and can 
be reached at info@780coupe.com.
Burton Hall is the principal and founder of 
Burton Hall & Associates (www.bhallassoc 
.com).

When Hall asked Nuccio Bertone about the absence of a Miura (the limited edition 
V12 sports car that preceded the Lamborghini Countach), he had this one pulled out 
of storage.

Got a 780? Register it on 780coupe.com and 
join the discussion with other 780 owners to 
find support for parts and repairs.

Want to see some of the film footage Burton 
Hall and his crew shot and other rare footage? 
Check it out at 780coupe.com.
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