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Hans Gustavsson opened the trunk of 
his 780 and reached for the suitcase 
of a friend he was dropping off at the 

Sheraton Hotel in Gothenburg. (Ed: Today 
this is the Radisson Blu on Södra Hamn-
gatan where Volvo puts you up for the OSD 
program.) Suddenly two scruffy strangers 
jumped into his car. A thousand thoughts 
rushed through Hans’ mind. Who were they? 
Valet parking? But why would two guys get 
into his car, and why weren’t they wearing 
hotel uniforms? His mind snapped back to 
reality when the car sped off with squealing 
tires, the unlatched trunk lid bobbing.

Hans immediately realized his custom-
built 780 had been stolen. He frantically 
shouted, “That’s my car! It’s been stolen!” A 
porter ran after the speeding 780, but it was 

moving too fast. Another porter raced to a 
phone and called the police. Hans took mat-
ters in his own hands and jumped into a taxi, 

shouting, “Follow that white car! They’ve 
stolen my car!” The taxi driver struggled to 
keep up with the 780 as it darted through 
traffic in downtown Gothenburg. Weaving 
between lanes, it cut over towards the free-

way on-ramp. In the tangle of traffic, Hans 
could see his special car disappearing.

This was no ordinary automobile. It was 
a unique Volvo 780 that Nuccio Bertone had 
built as a thank-you for Hans’ friendship and 
partnership. It was sleek, fast, and meant a 
lot to Hans. He had served as Volvo’s vice 
president for product planning and develop-
ment, had been the project leader for the en-
tire 700-series, and had overseen the Bertone 
partnership to build the exclusive 780 since 
the beginning of the program in 1983. Hans’ 
relationship with famous designer Nuccio 
Bertone and his team extended back to 1977 
when they first met and collaborated on the 
262C—the “chop top” 240.

Hans had been involved in the contract 
negotiations with Bertone, which dragged 
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This is the third in a series of articles 
on the history of the Volvo Bertone 
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launch at the Geneva Motor Show in 
March 1985 (Rolling March-April 
2015) and the 1986 press launch in 
Monte Carlo (Rolling July-August 
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Hans Gustavsson with his custom-built Bertone 780, parked in the Volvo Museum warehouse.
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on for months, from the very beginning. He 
recalls the days of hour-long talks needed to 
secure the agreement. The most memorable 
gatherings took place at Nuccio’s chalet in 
Sestriere, the Italian ski resort. Volvo presi-
dent Håkan Frisinger (1983-1987), Roger 
Holbacker, head of Volvo Anchorage, and 
Paolo Caccamo, executive level leader at 
Bertone, were all present at the signing. The 
hardest part of the negotiations was not the 
design; it circled around the cost and pricing 
of the big expenditures, such as tooling. Hans 
explains, “It was all about finding the right 
business case for Volvo and Bertone.” The 
contract launched an eight-year relation-
ship between the two companies that lasted 
until December 1991 when the 780 project 
concluded. Hans was involved in every step 
along the way.

A year after the 780 launch in March 1985, 
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Nuccio had called Hans and said he wanted 
to do something really special for him. Hans 
accepted the generous offer and requested 
a 780 in a striking pearlescent white. In the 
80s, pearlescent paints were still difficult 
to produce and it was not possible to paint 
in that exclusive color in any of the Volvo 
plants. To complement the exterior, he chose 
an interior that was equally unique—a warm 
burgundy, hand-stitched leather upholstery. 
This was quite different from Volvo presi-
dent Pehr Gyllenhammar’s red 780, which 
Volvo had custom-ordered for his 50th 
birthday.

The interior was not the only distinctive 

element. Hans had a friend in Volvo’s engine 
department install the same 250 hp 4-cyl-
inder engine that was found in the Group 
A race cars. This engine was significantly 
more powerful than the 188 hp Turbo+, 
which Volvo declared to be most powerful 
engines at the time.

It was this very special car that was now 
rocketing down the freeway, leaving Hans 
and the taxi driver far behind. The smart 
cabbie radioed the police and gave a minute-
by-minute update on the location of the 
stolen car. “We are now passing the Ullevi 
sports complex and entering the freeway. 
This guy is driving like mad! Hurry!”

Hans Gustavsson announcing the Bertone 780 at the Geneva Motor Show in 1985.

Paolo Caccamo, Nuccio Bertone, and Hans Gustavsson. The car on the right is a 
1974 Lamborghini Bravo concept car designed by Bertone.
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The 780 entered the freeway and sped 
up. The taxi fell further behind and soon 
lost sight of the stolen car. Hans and the cab 
driver heard the police discussing on the 
radio setting up a barricade, deploying spike 
strips across the road, to stop the 780.

Two cop cars, with lights flashing 
and spike strips between them, created a 
roadblock that they hoped would stop the 
thieves. The driver didn’t see the strips until 
it was too late and cut the wheel hard to the 
right to avoid them. He then steered towards 
a small side-road, hoping to make an escape. 
But he was going too fast and the hard right 
put the car into a tailspin towards the grass 
median. It bounced, went airborne, and came 

crashing down on its side, rolling four times 
before stopping on the other side of the free-
way with all four tires blown out. Once an 
elegant masterpiece, now a heap of junk.

Shattered glass and torn trim pieces were 
everywhere. Built to the highest crash-
worthiness standards, the roof and pillars 
had done their job and kept the passenger 
compartment intact. The new state-of-the-art 
airbag had deployed and saved the driver, 
who scrambled out of the car when the 
car came to a stop. He stumbled a few feet 
before being tackled by a Swedish police of-
ficer who was in no mood to chase him. The 
stunned accomplice in the passenger seat 
quickly surrendered. The heist was over.

Hans and the cab driver arrived moments 
later. Hans worried about his briefcase that 
contained critical Volvo strategy papers. 
When the car was stolen, Hans had been 
dropping off his colleague Joe Nicolato after 
a series of secret meetings with Bill Hoover, 
VCNA vice president of marketing, at the 
Torslanda plant. If the four barrel rolls had 
thrown the case from the car as it cart-
wheeled, these sensitive papers might be 
scattered along the roadway with his other 
possessions. He did not want these papers to 
fall into the wrong hands.

As Hans scrambled to grab the papers, 
the police stopped him. He was not allowed 
to disturb the crime scene and would have 
to wait until the next day to pick up his 
briefcase and papers at the police station. He 
told the officers he was angry at himself for 
not being able to catch the thieves himself, 
but they assured him he done the right thing. 
Turned out the thieves were armed with guns 
and knives and were “really bad guys,” ac-
cording to the cops.

Word quickly spread to Italy of the stolen 
780 and its ultimate demise on the freeway. 
In the days that followed, Nuccio called 
Hans and reassured him, through his transla-
tor and senior management team leader 
Paolo Caccamo, that he would build another 
780 just like the first. A few months later, the 
second 780 arrived. Hans was overwhelmed 

Hans’ 780 is equipped with a 250 hp 4-cylinder Group A race car engine.

The clock in the instrument cluster was replaced by an early, very unique trip com-
puter that showed fuel consumption, average speed, miles to empty, and distance 
covered—now standard on all Volvos.
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with gratitude for Nuccio’s generosity.
The replacement 780 was two years newer 

and came with a number of 1990 model 
year improvements, including the enhanced 
rear seat access switch. It also showcased 
upgrades Hans had ordered and installed.

In 2004, when Hans retired after 36 
years of faithful service, Volvo presented 
the custom-built 780 to him as a gift for all 
of his hard work. Until then, the car had 
technically been a company car, despite 
Hans’ exclusive use of it. A few years later, 
Hans decided such a rare car belonged in the 
Volvo Museum.

When I visited Hans in 2015, he was 
eager to show me the car, which is stored in 
a warehouse next to the museum, along with 
an amazing array of Volvo history. Parked 
nearby is a Jakob in mint condition, a P1900, 
a former 850 race car, several concept cars, 
and the prototype second-generation 780, 
which was never put into production before 
the program ended in 1991. (I plan to write 
about his car in a future article.)

Hans’ 780 is in as good condition as the 
day he got it. It still beautifully reflects the 
pearlescent white. It sports a set of exclusive 
17-inch Polaris wheels, offered in the late 
80s, as one of the only options one could 
get on the 780 from the Volvo accessories 
catalog. Today they are prized as some of the 
most desirable wheels by rear-wheel-drive 
Volvo aficionados. Hans’ 780 just turned 
over 100,000 kilometers (62,000 miles). 
As if the paint and engine were not unique 
enough, it also features a manual M-46 four-
speed transmission with overdrive, an option 
only available for European-bound 780s, 
as well as the super-rare 780 prototype trip 
computer.

In 1985, when Hans stood at the podium 
of the Geneva Motor Show at the official de-
but of the 780, he mentioned many attributes 
of this new top-of-the-line model. He point-
ed out that all 780s would be equipped with 
a trip computer that supplied the driver with 
information regarding fuel consumption, 
average speed, miles to empty, and distance 
covered. For various reasons, this computer 
never went into production, but Hans had 
one. All 780s have a plate to the right of 
the cigarette lighter, where the planned trip 
computer was meant to go. Volvo’s decision 
to cancel the computer left designers without 
enough time to reconfigure the center stack, 
so they left it blank—until the final run of 
780s, that is. For the 1991 model year, the 
plate bears Nuccio Bertone’s signature.

Today, Hans’ 780 is used fairly often and 
it’s still one of his favorite cars. Every two 
years, he participates in Svenska Kungs rallyt 
(the Swedish King’s Rally) on the island 
of Öland in southern Sweden off the Baltic 
coast with his 780. This biannual event is 

hosted by king Carl Gustaf and queen Silvia 
and was first held in 1996 to mark the king’s 
50th birthday.

The owners of some of Sweden’s finest 
classic cars drive the 120-kilometer (75-
mile) route. The king always drives his 1946 
Volvo PV60, which he received on his 50th 
birthday. (When not in use it can be found in 
the Volvo Museum.) One of the highlights 
of the rally is the stop at Solliden, the royal 
summer residence, where the king and queen 
welcome the drivers. Hans’ wife, Marianne, 
proudly rides along with him as they drive 
the route.

Reflecting on the 780 project, Hans 
acknowledges that the original production 
goal was never met, since only some 8,500 

units had been produced by the end of the 
program. Hand-building a car was far slower 
than anticipated and breaking into the up-
scale market in the U.S. proved difficult.

Still, Hans insists, “I was with Volvo Cars 
for 36 years. I was there when we passed the 
$10,000 mark, the $20,000 mark, and the 
$30,000 mark. Each time people said our 
cars wouldn’t sell at that price, but each time 
they did. We set the bar high with the 780 at 
$43,000 and it was an outstanding prod-
uct, but we didn’t have the right customers 
walking into the dealers. It was like IKEA 
trying to sells high-end furniture—it simply 
doesn’t appeal to their average customer and 
wouldn’t stay in the catalog for long.”

Hans goes on to explain what he calls the 

The Volvo car phone was high-tech at its time. Today it seems ancient. Notice the 
control knob next to the cigarette lighter for the trip computer. On the 1991 model, 
the empty plate that goes here on regular 780s was adorned with Nuccio Bertone’s 
signature.
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“780 X Factor.” The 780 was an attempt to 
penetrate the premium car segment. Even if 
the 780 didn’t sell enough to make it profit-
able, it was more about marketing the brand. 
“Advertising isn’t about getting your money 
back, it’s an investment in the brand—the X 
factor.”

He compares the 780 to another market-
ing effort he led. For years, Volvo had been 
involved in motorsports, but in the early 
90s Volvo Car president Roger Holtback 
said Hans’ team needed to phase out their 
involvement in racing or else he would have 
to let 25 Volvo employees go since they 
were way over budget. Hans was determined 
to keep Volvo in racing and use it to promote 
the brand. In the process he hoped to bring 
in the funding.

The 850 had just been launched in 1993 

and the wagon version was new in 1994. He 
had an idea and called Tom Walkinshaw at 
TWR, the auto racing and engineering firm 
that Volvo had worked with previously. Hans 
explains, “I brought Tom to Gothenburg and 
explained we wanted to race with the new 
850 Turbo wagon. He looked at me with 
a puzzled expression and said, ‘Are you 
crazy? Who races in a wagon?’”

Hans insisted that Volvo needed to 
promote the wagon and knew that racing it 
would get more press than doing it in the 
typical sedan. Tom got the point and agreed 
to help with the design and planning. The 
850 wagon went on to win big on the BTCC 
circuit.

Hans says, “Richard Rydell winning for 
us, got us more TV coverage than any other 
team. The stands at the races were soon 

filled with blue jackets and Volvo flags, 
which were not there before. To make a long 
story short, there is no question that the 780, 
much like racing the 850 wagon, promoted 
the brand in a favorable way and we learned 
a lot along the way. The 780 showed what it 
would take to meet the demands of custom-
ers who were willing to pay for a premium 
product, and in the process we positively 
reinforced the brand for years to come.”

Today Hans continues to spend time 
around Volvo’s headquarters in Gothenburg 
and can often be found helping to restore 
one of the rare Volvos in the museum col-
lection. Needless to say, he is more cautious 
about dropping off his car with hotel valets 
and the side window of his 780 displays a 
“Volvo Guard Alarm System” sticker to dis-
courage any future thieves. He’s grateful for 
the years he spent working on the 780 proj-
ect, the lessons he learned that affected fu-
ture Volvo production and brand promotion, 
and especially the friendship and generosity 
of Nuccio Bertone and their partnership that 
spanned more than 15 years. n
Davies Owens lives in Boise, Idaho and can 
be reached at info@780coupe.com.

Queen Silvia and King Carl Gustaf at Solliden, the royal summer residence, with his 
1946 Volvo PV60—a gift on his 50th birthday (ordinarily found in the Volvo Mu-
seum).

The royal couple greets Marianne Gustavsson, Hans’ wife.

Svenska Kungsrallyt (the Swedish 
King’s Rally) is not a road rally but 
a scenic drive for classic cars on the 
island of Öland. There are stops along 
the route with tricky questions, ma-
neuver tests, etc. The cars in this year’s 
rally varied from a 1923 Ford Model T to 
a 2015 Tesla Model S.

Do You Own a 780?
Register it on www.780coupe.com and 
join the discussion with other 780 owners 
around the world to find support for parts 
and repairs.
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