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ario Panizza, the 780 project man-

ager, watched as the cars rolled off

the assembly line. It was a moment of
pride, especially as the engines turned over for
the first time and the cars sprung to life. Each
vehicle had been filled with a few liters of gas
for testing and transportation, but there was
still a lot to be done. One of the workers drove
a black 780 into one of the two small “cabins,”
located inside the factory. They looked like
tiny green buildings with a door at each end.

The rollers under the rear wheels spun
faster and faster as the driver revved the en-
gine to make sure everything was working
properly. A fan blew air into the grille to keep
the cooling system from overheating. The
exhaust pipe was hooked up to a hose con-
nected to a computer that checked the emis-
sions levels were in the correct range. Once
the test was completed, the driver backed out
of the cabin and pulled into a small adjacent
area for the leakage test.

At the flip of a switch, water sprayed onto
the car from all sides. It resembled a high-
pressure carwash. The driver stayed in the car,
looking for water leaking through the sunroof,
windows, or doors. It was rare for this happen,
given the painstaking efforts taken to install
the seals by hand.

Above—Final inspection area.

Final Inspection

Shiny after their first wash, the cars were
parked in a long line waiting for the final
inspection. Every car was also fully audited
along the entire building process.

Mario caught up with Sven-Gunnar Jo-
hansson in the final inspection area, where
they met Mr. Finiguerra, who was responsible
for this process. He opened the door of a 780
to point out the extra effort taken to protect

A 780 on the rollers in the test cabin.
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the interior during shipping. The seats were
covered by thick plastic and the floor lined
with cardboard to protect the carpets. Even
the steering wheel had a sticker covering the
airbag. These luxury cars must arrive at their
destinations in absolute impeccable condition.

Only on rare occasions would anything be
discovered during the inspection. Even then,
it would be relatively minor, such as a small

adjustment to the doors or hood to ensure [>
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The leakage test.

consistent gaps and alignment. At worst, a
small paint scratch that had to be buffed out.

Mr. Brighenti was the chief auditor. He
signaled to Mario and Sven-Gunnar to come
over and look at something. The gap between
the hood and the driver’s side fender was
slightly narrower than on the opposite side.
He had one of the workers loosen the four
bolts that held the hood to adjust the gap,
while paying extreme attention to not scratch-
ing the bolts with the wrench. Volvo expected

this level of scrutiny. His team would work
up to two hours on each car to check every
gap against the specifications.

Afterwards, the team drove the cars on a
small “test track” inside the factory. It wasn’t
much of a track, but enough to listen for
noises and vibrations. The drivers would then
take the cars on a 15-minute drive on public
roads to continue the testing.

Elevator Ride
One last adventure awaited the 780s before

they were shipped to their final destinations.
After the inspection, they had to be brought
to the other side of the plant, which meant
crossing a busy road. Dodging traffic in these
new cars didn’t seem like such a good idea,
so Bertone devised a special system, where
they were loaded into an elevator, one car at
a time. They were lifted 30 ft. and transferred
to an enclosed conveyor belt that transported
them across the road. There another elevator
brought them back down to ground level. It
was a special operation to behold, and jour-
nalists often highlighted the system in their
articles. Maserati, who owns the factory to-
day, still uses it for their Quattroportes.

On the other side, the 780s were held for
transportation by truck to European dealer-
ships or to the port in Ghent, Belgium for
worldwide shipping.

Shipping and Distribution
In 1989, there was a paint problem with cars
shipped to the U.S. Dealers complained about
damaged paint, often so bad that the cars had
to be repainted. Reine Sandqvist was tasked
with solving the mystery. Armed with a video
camera, he filmed the cars in the factory park-
ing lot as they were loaded onto the trucks.
He then followed them all the way to Ghent,
recording every mile of the journey, yet saw
no damage. But when he walked the holding
lot in the harbor, he discovered the problem.
The cars were sometimes left sitting for up
to two to three weeks, waiting for their ship
to come in. That was enough time for acid
rain and air particles to ruin the paint, given
the levels of smoke and air pollution in Ghent
at the time. Volvo solved the problem by ad-
justing the transportation schedules to better
coordinate the cars’ arrival at the port with
the ships’ departure dates.

Volvo Bertone 780 by the Numbers
Bertone built an average of nine cars per
day during the five-year production period.

The overpass with the ingenious enclosed system designed by Bertone to move the 780s across the road to the staging area for

transportation.
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That was well below the original plan, which
called for 30+ cars per day. A combination of
lower demand and the time required for hand-
building reduced the number to single digits.

The figure for the total number of cars pro-
duced has varied. Up until now, most sources
stated 8,518 units. Sven-Gunnar Johansson
counted 8,951 units, however, when he re-
cently went through Volvo’s archives, where
he had access to more updated documents.

Volvo intended the U.S. to be the largest
market, and the numbers show it. The total
number of cars distributed there was 5,670.
Oman and Chile received only one car each.
Occasionally new cars were traded between
countries before being titled. David Little,
who brokered sales in the early 90s, recalls
negotiating a sale of five 1991 780s from
a U.S dealer to Germany, where the model
originally was not distributed.

Today, 780s are sold from the U.S. to all
parts of the world, especially the Netherlands.

The End Has Come

In 1989, Volvo put the 780 team under a new
internal organization called Specialty Cars.
Sven-Gunnar recalls this organization as a
group of engineers and marketing people
who collaborated on how to boost sales. Cars
built from 1989 and forwards were under the
watchful eye of this group and were designat-
ed as Series 2 to differentiate them from the
1986-88 ones. Volvo was hoping the renewed
effort would increase sales.

Despite valiant efforts by the Volvo and
Bertone teams, the 780 never hit the targeted
sales. In hindsight, it might be blamed on the
engine choices, which were not powerful
enough to put the car in the true luxury sports
coupe class. Others have said that maybe
Volvo should have let Bertone handle more
of the styling.

According to Bob Austin, former head of
marketing for VCNA, it was simply too ex-
pensive for the typical Volvo buyer in the late
80s. If you had the extra $15,000 to spend,
you would most likely go to a Jaguar or
BMW dealership, where you’d get the status
to match the price.

VCNA made their own good faith effort

Distribution numbers by country.

Turin at times experienced severe weather, including hail, with the Alps not too far
away. Leaving the 780s sitting outside unprotected in the parking lot waiting to be
shipped was not a good idea, so netting was installed as protection.

to enhance the image of the car and boost
sales. The introduction of the Turbo+ Kit in
1991 increased power to a whopping 188 hp,
which made it the most powerful Volvo built
to date according to Volvo.

They also created the Volvo 780 Concept
Car, which was showcased at the 1990 New
York Auto Show (see the Mar/Apr 2018 issue
of Rolling), but it wasn’t enough.

As a final push, and to further position the
780 for collector car status, Volvo made a few
changes in the 1991 model year. All cars got a
limited slip differential and factory rear sway
bar. A CD-changer was mounted in the trunk
and a new high-security radio was launched.
On U.S bound cars, a Nuccio Bertone signa-
ture plaque was placed in the blank slot next
to the cigarette lighter, originally intended
for the trip computer that never made it into
production.

In the end, only 448 1991 model year cars
were produced, with just 363 coming to the
U.S., despite a press release promising a lim-
ited series 0f 400 cars. So, if you have a 1991,
it is an especially rare 780.

Winding It Down
The closing of the 780 program caught ev-
eryone by surprise. Despite slower sales, it

Country No. Country No. Country No.
U.AE. 16 Spain 44 Oman 1
Argentina 8 Finland 10 Puerto Rico 9
Austria 34 France 231 Portugal 22
Belgium 122 Italy 1,382 Sweden 396
Canada 347 Japan 416 Taiwan 5
Switzerland 79 Kuwait 11 u.s. 5,670
Chile 1 Netherlands 46 TDS 74
Denmark 13 Norway 14 Total 8,951

For more production details, see www.780coupe.com.

seemed the 780 was selling and Volvo had
already begun retooling for the 1992 model
year. A prototype had been built and produc-
tion was slated to begin summer of 1991. The
prototype, with its 850-styled bumpers and
updated 760 interior, today sits in storage at
the Volvo Museum in Gothenburg. (It will be
the topic of a future Rolling article.)

Chris Constanzo, in charge of final assem-
bly quality control, vividly recalls the last
780 produced December 7, 1990. He made
a copy of the audit report, which he kept
and brought to our meeting at a Turin hotel
in 2015. At the top, written in red, his note
says, “Fine 780 ultima.” It was a 1991 MY
with the VIN ending in 011680. (Does any-
one know what happened to this car? It’s a
mystery where it ended up.) Even though the
highest VIN number recorded ends in 11750,
the cars were not always produced in sequen-
tial order. Sometimes cars were pulled aside,
which changed the order they were produced.

On the same day, December 7, Sven-Gunnar
wrote a memo to the Volvo team with copies
to Mario and Paolo Caccamo, Bertone CEO,
with the subject Last 780. It read, “From Ma-
rio, this night the last 780 has been produced.”

Volvo and Bertone went through the parts
catalog page by page. Parts would need to be
available for the next 20 years. What parts
should the suppliers continue to produce?
What parts should Volvo stock? Should seat
motors, for instance, be available as indi-
vidual parts or just as complete seats? Should
redesigned components, such as the switch

to slide the front seats forward, be stocked in [>

The Nuccio Bertone signature plaque,
which was added to the 1991 U.S. 780s.
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[ ] =] 780 parts, especially body and

trim pieces. Should a supplier
ever have to go back and re-
make a damaged tool, they
would be needed. It was de-
cided that the models should
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be kept until 2001. Unfortu-

nately, no one knows what be-

i came of them after that.

5 The Legacy
missliad 7 A Lot was certainly learned

during the five-year produc-

tion run. Bertone made 1,000s

of adjustments after receiving

change orders from Volvo en-

gineers, dealers, and custom-

ers. Ante Wendel, reliability

engineer with Volvo, recalls

e
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one of the stranger ones from

a customer who reported that,

“The car stopped a .38 caliber

bullet that went through the

B-pillar and ricocheted off the

seat frame after being fired

from six feet away.” Volvo re-
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sisted the temptation to use it

in its advertising. Other feed-

back was less dramatic, but

ultimately helped improve the

car over the years.
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The final audit report from December 7, 1990, saved by
Chris Constanzo. Notice his handwritten note in red,

“Fine 780 ultima.”

both the old and new configuration or just the
new one? Warehousing is expensive, so each
part had to be justified.

Karin Malm Ribarits oversaw the account-
ing. She was asked to put together a report
detailing the profitability of the car. It was
the first time she had done something of this
scope. It was all done on paper and she had
no choice but to calculate all the numbers by
hand. No Excel spreadsheets in those days.

Bertone had a greater interest in the 780
than any other car in their 70-year history. It
had brought them from just a coach builder
to being responsible for an entire car. They
also provided 50 percent of the funding for
the project. In the end, the 780 was profitable,
but not at the level anticipated when the car
was first conceived in 1982.

No sooner had Karin completed the finan-
cial analysis before she was called upon to
travel, together with colleagues from Volvo
and Bertone, to suppliers in Italy, Germany,
and Norway to negotiate the cancelation of
contracts.

Other decisions involved the resin models,
stacked triple-high on shelves in a corner of
the factory. They were used, long before the
days of CAD files, to make the tools and in-
jection molds needed to produce all the unique
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The members of the Ber-
tone and Volvo teams were
part of a unique group of
highly skilled people, who
brought together two cul-
tures to create a product primarily aimed at

the U.S. market. Their passion would bond
them in a friendship for life. (See the Nov/
Dec 2019 issue of Rolling for an article about
their 35th reunion.) Almost to a person, they
have said how working on the 780 project
was the most fulfilling part of their careers.

Hans Gustavsson, the Volvo project leader
who presented the 780 to the world at the
Geneva Motor Show in 1985, calls the re-
markable 780 X Factor the main legacy of
the project. The model may not have sold as
many units as planned, but it undoubtedly
promoted countless production and engineer-
ing discoveries that were transferred across
the brand. It also helped extend Volvo’s reach
into a more upscale market segment. One of
the sales brochures declared:

The Volvo Bertone 780 is the perfect
synthesis of Italian design and Swed-
ish quality. This exclusive two-door
vehicle, built by Bertone in Italy, was
from the very start given not only a
high technological content and high-
class interior but also a level of equip-
ment embracing everything that the
discerning customer is entitled to de-
mand and that normally has to be or-
dered separately.

He insists the legacy of the 780 can be
found in the countless lessons learned that are
now integrated into Volvo’s building prac-
tices and procedures. The legacy of hand-
making the Volvo 780 is in the soul of every
modern Volvo as are the people who were a
part of this amazing moment in automotive
history. H
The first four parts of this series can be found
in the previous issues of Rolling.

Davies Owens lives in Boise, Idaho and can
be reached at davies@780coupe.com.

A short video, shot inside the Bertone factory
by Volvo's Jan Dahlstrom, can be found on
the 780 Coupe website at the bottom of the
page (www.780coupe.com). It shows the au-
dit team checking a row of 780s. Photos and
videos were rarely allowed by Bertone, thus
it is remarkable for even this clip to survive.

The resin models used to make the special tools and injection molds needed for

parts production, especially body and interior trim pieces.




