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.John Zachary De Lorean quarreled
r,r,ith a lot of things at General Motors,
but its size was not one of them. A vear
after parting rvays with GN{, De Lorean
Iet it be known that he still believed in
doing business on a grand scale. "It's
time to challenge the political hacks
who perpetuate their careers bl selling
the notion that bisness as such is bad-
ness," he told a group of managers in
Fort \\rorth. 'Iexas. "That's nonsense.
On the contrary, bigness is essential and
in many respects desirable in the corpo-
rate enterprise today "

'I'he speech, in April 1974, passed vir-
tually unnoticed. So did De Lorean's an-
nouncement lhat he uas returning to
the automobile industn,. When he left
GM in 1973 it was national 1sr^,5-"1)g
I-orean's dropout leaves GM thin on
top," headlirrcd, \'eutç',Lteek-but it u'as
not an easv act to follorv. You can get a
lot of attention by announcing that you
are givine up a $650,000-a-vearjob as a

GN{ executive, particularly if vou are
tall, st1'lish, and possessed of all-time
sales records from Pontiac and Chevro-
let. You can, however, do it onl1, once.

Some insiders believe he was fired,
but most of the media bought the offi-
cial version of the event. B,v GM's ac-
count, De Lorean left to pursue his
"longtime interest in educational,
,vouth-oriented, and other civic activi-
ties." That touch of' social conscious-
ness boosted the drama of the depar-
ture, but it was not enough to make
anvone pav much attention to the good
citizens at the National Alliance of Busi-
nessmen, where De Lorean spent the
next year. Even De Lorean apparently
had some trouble concentrating on the
NAB. Before his term \ÿas out he had
lounded a management-consulting firm,
begun work on his autobiographv, and
talked with Citroën about buying
30,000 Wankel engines a .year.

As he indicated in Texas at the close
of his NAB term, John De Lorean had
returned to desigr.ring cars. (He had
started his climb through the ranks at
GNI as Pontiac's director of advanced
engineering.) He told lTutornotite \Ieuts
that he had already started work on a

rnini commuter r,'ehicle and a two-seat
sports car. Ultimately, he corfided, his
goal lvas to manufacture "the American
equivalent of the Mercedes-Benz." True
to his or,vn prescription, he thought big,
and spoke of building half a million cars
and trucks a year.
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It u'as a brzlsh projection, so brash it
suggested that De Lolean had not iet
absorbed tl're lull implications of leaving
General Motors. There, as he likecl to
recall later, financing a $200 million
foundrr in -l'onau'anda, Ncrv York, r'r'as

actr,rnplishcd at the drop o[ e tttemo.
Former executives, âs the rcst of the

world rvell kneu', find such pro-iects con-

siderablv more diffictrlt. -I'hat is espe-

cially true rvhen thcir pro.jects it-n'olve

automobiles.
The stnrctut-e of the car business is

such that the biggest companics are also

those rvirh the lol'est costs Placed at a

price disadvantage, small makers icad a

precarious existencc in the corners o1'

the market ln the posntar historr, of the

American industr\', the loss of Hudson,
Packard, and Studebaker spcaks vol-
umes. Compared l'ith the failures of
those long-established nameplates, thc
undoing o{ nerv entrants like Kaiser-
F'razer, Tucker, and Bricklin is no more
than a sad footnote.

In the face of that history, .fohn De

Lorean's achievement is arvesome. Be-

tween 1974 and 198I he conceived, fi-
nanced, and launched a genuine, inde-
pendent. ma\s-pr( )dtlcl.ion attlo com-

pany. The vision ofjust what that would
be, horvever, changed graduallv over
thc years. The mir-ri commuter car van-
ished quickly, De I-orean concedine that

the capitalization u'ould have been pro-
hibitive. In time the proposed trucks be-

came buses, and then those, too, r"an-

ished. But the Lrvo-seatcr survi'l'ed and

prospered, although it had climbed into
the price rangc of \'lercedcs-Benz by

the tin-re it finallr rollcd onto the streets
of America.

In the sumnrer of 1981, se\rcn vears
olrt from Fort \forth. the car \§'as al Iast

a realitv. In the interval De l-orean and
his associates completed their design,
built a plant, and brought their gull-
lvinged, stainless-steel sports car to the
American rnarket. And, as f)e Lorean
had prescribed, thev did it big, with six-
figure salaries and stvlish Park Avenuc
ofEces for the staff, caviar and Con-
corde flights for the press, and at the
base of it all a new factorY that could
turn out 20.000 cars a vear.

Thcre was a Iot of mone,v invoh'ed, of
course. Ed l,apham, finar-rcial editor of
Arttomotite.\rears. is one of the ferl outsid-
ers to have ult\^'oven the tangle of cor-
porate entities and financial arrange-
ments that nourished De Lorean's
dream. "Throughout its brief historv,"
he summarized earlv in 1982, "the De

Lorean sports-car entcrprise has been

one of the most visiblc, innolativc, and

successful capital-raising ventures of the

modern automol-ive era." An accomPâ-

nying table testified that throush Au-
gust of last 1-ear-when the first cars

*'erc just beginning to trickle in to his

3.14 dealers-l)e Lorean's project had

raised a formidable $217 million.
Thc charismâtic De I-orean enjol'ed

equally phcnomenal success in recruit-
ing stafI. Within six months of the Fort
\Vorth speech he raided GNI to hire en-
gineer Bill Collins, an old colleague
lrom the murcle-car dars al Pontiac.

Coltins \\'âs no small frv: at the time he

leti hc nas head ol rhe pr<-rjecl cerllcr
for the companl"s 1977 full-sized cars.

Hc r'vas the first of a long line of high-
pol'r'ered recruits to sign up rvith De

Lorean's dream. the most illustrious of
whom rvas former Chrr"sler president
Eugenc Cafiero. -l'he,v seern to have

been attrâcted both by De Lorean's per-
sonal charisma and b,v the project itself.
One Iate recruit, former C/D executive
editor N{ike Knepper, asked several of
his colleagues u'hv the,v had taken the
risk of leaving established firms to join
Dc Lorean. "The response I got fronr
everybod.y lvhen I asked rhat question
l'as it rvas exciting, it r'r,as a challenge, it
!\,às an opportunity to make a personal
impressron on a car."

The basic shape of the car, at first
called the DMC-12, came together
quicklr'. The design concePt Collins 'w'as

given in late 1974 called for a gull-
rvinged t\,\'o-seater, u''ith the bod,v to be

made using a plastic molding process

called ERM (elastic resenoir molding),
on w'hich De Lorean ol'ned n611r pat-
ents. Workins from a rented olfice in
the Detroit suburbs. Collins established

a set «rf bod,v dimensions, which he

turned over to the stvlists of Ital Design
earlv in 1975. Bv mid-vear Giugiaro re-

turned thcm, packaged inside his not'-
farnous siher rvedge. Collins b1' then

was at n'ork on thc question of holr' to
make it move. De Lorean had originally
favorcd a Citroën-lruilt \\'ankel, but
rvhen that did not nraterialize Collins
considered ser.'eral powerplants, includ-
ing Ford's European \'-6 and a Citroën
four. The first prototvpe, completed in

October 1976, used the Citroën engine
mounted transversely amidships.'fhe
second, ten months later, set the pat-

tern for production rvith a Peugeot-

Renault-\rolvo \r-6 hung out behind the

rear axle.
Collins complained to Karl Ludvigsen

that a major difficultv rvith the proto-
t,vpes \^'as keeping them out ol the

hands of his colleague C.R. "Dick"
Brorvn. Brorvn, n'ho previouslv had as-

sembled Nlazda's American distributor-
ship, rvanted them to show to prospec-
tive dealers. In an ingenious mo't'e

Brown uas simultaneously building a

dealer network and raising capital, u'ith
each dealer required to invest $25,000
in De Lorean Motor ComPanl' 5166[.

The photogenic protot,vpes also re-

<'eir ed t onsiderable press allention.
One appeared on the cover of Cor and

Drii,,er in Ju],y 1977 .

That vear, .fohn De Lorean was still
speaking in terms of launching produc-
tion before the end of 1978. It rvas vet
another brash projection, particularlv
since at that point he had neither the

funds nor a site for a factorv. De Lorean
had, however, alreadl- made a crucial
discorer,v. He found that whencver he
mentioned an estimated employment
figure of 2000, governments ever\r-
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\\hcrc carne rushing rtith ollèrs of tax
remissions, loans, and outr-ight grants, il'
onlr he u,ould build his {actorv in their
j urisdi ction

A{ter considering sites liom Fort
\,Vorth to \\'ales, and canceling an elab-
orate deal rçith Pucrto Rico at the last
minute, De Lorean settled on I)un-
murr\', Northern Ireland. 'I'he British
goYe rnment. anxious to bu1, a little
peace in Northern Ireland. and n ith
North Sea oil income burnine a hole in
its pocket. \\'on the De Lorean izrctorv

u'ith a bid of $100 million in equitv in-
vcstment§, grants, and subsidies, later
topped br S70 million in direct and
guaranteed loans But the deal \ras not
cornpleted until Augrrst 1978. \\'hen
lactorl construction began in October.
De Lorean's target introduction date
\\'2ls rrlo\ed back toJanuarr 1980.

In the erent. the startup rtas delaved
a firll vear berond eren that rerised
date. Production began earlv in 1981,
r,r'ith the lilst sl'ripment of cars to the

t.l.S. finallr takine placc in April, seren
full rears after De I-orean's announce-
rnent that he rças returning to the auto-
mobile btrsittcss "Evert phase of suc-
r:essful cnterprise has norç bccn com-
pleted." I)e Lorean told the le,L' 7-otk

l-imcs ar that point. "\\Ihat remains nol'
is thc all-inrportant test in the
marketpltrce "

'fhe c:tt. norr called simph the De

Lorean, arrired in thc L.S. [o unheard-
of prrblicitr ''I thir-rk the onlv real analo-
g)," sa)s De Lorean marketing head
Bruce NIc\\'illianrs. "u'as the introdr.rc-
tion ol the \Iodel ..\ F-ord." Estimatcs o[
adlance s:rles at one poinL ran as high as

30.000 cals 'l'he Iirst cars to reach the
dealcrs, :rfier a firral prep at l)e L<;rean's
"qrralitr-assurance centers,'' sold at siz-
able prcmiLtms o\cr their $25,000 list
pricc. De Lot catr and tris crcation aP-

peared in acls lôr Cuttr Sark and Good-
\ ear r\rncrican Express o{Ièred golcl-
platcd I)e Lore:rns to its cardholclcrs for
a cool $8o,000 (ttre companv sa\s t\\o
n'ere actuallr sold)

By Septenrber- ever\ dcalcr had begun
to rccertc cars, and bt November thc
Iactorr's outpllt ]rad clinrbed to an an-
ntral r:rte of 20,000. As late as Janttarv
1082, nels itcnrs reported that sales

\\(re q()()(1. I lrc medi;r 1\crc oI)(( :lq:rin
acccpting De Lorcan's rersion ol'
events; in lirct, sales lrad peaked it'r Oc-
t()bcr at 720 units. lcss than lialf t]rc ratc
of procluction.

In c:rrlv 1982, as rrnsolc[ cars pilcd up
in irrvcntorr. thc companr ran oLtt ol

nronetr': it r'r'as all in stainless-steei, gull-
r,r'inged cars. Bv late Februarv the Dun-
murr,v factorv had passed into receiver-
ship, and out of De Lorean's control.

No one, at least publiclv, has pin-
pointed precisel,v where the dream went
\\'rong. Bnt an ironic hint can be found
in On a Clcru Do \'ctu Can See Gen.erol )Io-
lors. De f,orean's critique of his former
emplover. (De Lorcan himself backed

out o{'this projcct soon after the manu-
script was completed in 1975, but his

co-alrthor, J. Patrick \\'right, spent

$50,000 to har"e the book pri'r'atelr' pub-
lished in 1979 ) A major theme of the
book is rvhat De Lorean sees as GNI's
failure to introduce sisniflcant product
innovations during his tenure therc.
The irolic tolrch comes at the end,
n'herc a note from De I-orean lists a

Iv[r. De Lorean, I\zleet Mr. Durant
o It's about a mile lrom Joho Z f)e
l-orean's N{anhattan office suite to the
original General N{otors Building over on
\{'est 57th, where Billv Durant's olfice
suite used to be. Look up the east u'all
and rou'll see a confection ofcolored tile
and brick. dull and stained like arr old
man's teeth after the rveathering ol 70

vears, buf vou can still make otlt the
rvinged-w'heel svmbol and the n ords
"GENERAL N{OTORS"that
flank it. Here u'as rvhere Billv l)urant
rvheeled and dealed, with his soft-spoken
manner and his stock tickct'and his
"stand of bananas," a desk-top gagglc crl'

constanrl\ ringing phones.
Billv Durant tllz.ç General Motols. He

invented General NIotors. He rvasJohn Z.

De Lorean u,ri1 about. a (housand times
largcr and gaudier, a visionarv everv bit
as protean and controvcrsial and elusit'e
who dreanred not of brrildins automo-
biles but automobile empires and indus-
trial galaxies. Hc realized his drcam not
once but tu'ice. He might have nradc it
thrce times had not hubris, and bad rirn-
ing, brouglit hirn dorvn.

\\-illianr Crapo l)ttrant ues nrr enginccr
but à hotshot buger, .alesman in Flint,
Michigan, zrtr-cadv 4il and rlell-to-do,
rvhen he turned his talents to sellir-rg a lo-
callv br-rilt flivver named Buick '['lris rvas

190:1. Br 1908, Buick hoasted tlre u-orld's
largcst car plant and an annual output ol
8500 cars It was to be nrerelv the corner-
stone {ôr the giant holding companr Du-
rant norÿ conjured alnrost orernisht Hc
bought carcornpanies like socks: bv 1909,

his nc*,Gcneral Nlotors Corporation had

gobbted up Oldsmobilc and Cadillac and

truentv-odd othcr r:ar and accessorv mak-
ers (rr'ith Ford lured into the bag, onl1,- to
suddenlv bolt out again), and amalgamat-
ed the lot undcr one lrigh comrnand-his
Br thc end ol that vear, GNI reported a

$29 million profit but I)urant's fieervheel-
ing stvle tas rnaking the bankcrs' clamrnv
palms su eat. Br I9 I I , thc creator of their
bonanza had been cdged out.

Duran['s riposte rras to invcnt C]hevro-

Iet and rn:rke it an industrv tvunderkind
Bv I915, rvith Dul'ont strpport, he had

mancurercd himself back into comrnand
at GNI. Bahr,v davs: a personal fôrtune
reckoned at $I20 million. a fbrrner Roth-
schild mansion, Ra\rnerc, on the Jersev
shorc, the celebritl unique to mtütimrl-
Iionaires in pre-R.oosevelt Amcrica Btrt it
wasn't enough f'or f)urant Br 1921 liis tè-

relislr stuck-markct opcrations \\crc g\-
rating out of control and thrcÀtening to
rtreck GNI itselL Compan)- stock had
plummcred {iom $'100 to $12 a share

rrht n hr' \\'rs lurced to resign.
I he l)l icli'st ol paurt's lo l:li\c more

rnillions, then f)urant Motors-CN{ all
ovcr again-lèaturins the flurant, the
Star. the l-lint Six, and thc Locomobilc It
sl-rould hayc u,orked, but it didn't. Dtrrant
had lailcd to noticc that no real niche ex-

isted br now lbr another Gcneral Motors.
l)ulant N{otors stnrggled, rqancd, and af-

tcr the Clrash of '29 rv:rs finished.
Firrished too rvas its nanresake. [)rr-

ranl'\ Irr\\i')n lor rredinq in.tttttilies
rnade hirn the classic victirl o['that Octo-
her Rlack Fridav on \,Vall Street Proles-
sionally broken, he lr,as norv pr-'rsonalll..

rvipccl out \\'ithin a lcrv brief vcars, the
entreprencurial senius rhat had lounded
Gencr:rl M()tors h'as harnessecl to the
challcnge of launching a bos'ling allev in
Flint, Supporte d iu part b."- gtudging
surrs t'om Al{ied l'. Slorn and othcr [br-
mer minions, Durant died, i'irtuallv im-
poverishecl, at :rge [36 in 1947, He lies in

\\'oodlaun Clemcterv in the Btonx, zr fèrr'

short rniles frorn t.hc new Getreral N{otors
Ilrrildirrg in \.lanhattan. 
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string of costly failures with an assort-
ment of innovative products.

De Lorean's own big innovation was

the ERM plastic-molding process, which
he expected would provide great
strength, light weight, and low manufac-
turing cost. As sometimes happens with
innovations, even after years of devel-
opment ERM was apparentlv never suit-
able for mass production. At the end of
1978, soon after breaking ground for
the factory, De Lorean contracted with
Colin Chapman's Lotus Cars for pro-
duction engineering. The result rvas a

major redesign of the car, in which Lo-
tus replaced De l,orean's ERM with its
o\{n proven plastic-molding system.
That, together with the addition of a

steel frame, contributed to a 600-pound
weight gain between prototype and pro-
duction. The weight took its toll on
both fuel economy and performance:
De Lorean had promised acceleration to
match a Porsche 911, and wound up in
the ballpark u,ith the 924.

Porsche 924 performance is no unfor-
givable sin, particularlv since the De
Lorean had been projected to sell for
less. But the complexity of the
car-gull-wing doors, for one, are a

manufacturing nightmare-led to spi-
raling costs. From a 1978 estimate of
$15,000, it had climbed to a sticker
price of $25,000 at introduction. Even
dreams are subject to demand curves.
In April of this vear, Dick Brown noted
that "our markct research told us all
along that demand was directly propor-
tionate to the price."

Of course, disbelievers in the De
Lorean dream have made the same
point for years. Patrick Bedard, in a Car
and Driuer feature on the De Lorean pro-
totype five vears ago, noted that the Eu-
ropean image marques-Ferrari, Maser-
ati, Lamborghini, and Aston Martin-
"never made 20,000 of an1,thing." Like-
wise, Porsche has yet ro build as many
9lls in any one year. Overproduction
appears t.o have been the biggest stum-
bling block in the De Lorean enterprise.
The dream of a mass-produced exoticar
doesn't fit the harsh realities of the mar-
ketplace. Furthermore, u'hile history has

yet to den), I)e Lorean's assertion that
the Lamborghinis, Maseratis, BMWs,
and Mercedes-Benzes o{' the world are
"recession-proof," the current slump in
the U.S. economy has clearly rvreaked
havoc in De Lorean's sales centers.

When the Dunmurry fàctorv r'vent

into receivership in Februarv, the Amer-
ican parent companv and distribution

subsidiary $,ere not directlv affected. De
Lorean tried to raise the necessarv

cash-at first estimated as high as $90
million-to regain control ol the plant.
(In the manner of a used-car buver
sneering at his intended purchase, he

began to make uncomplimentarY re-
marks about Northern Ireland, includ-
ing allusions to a number of previously
unreported snipings and firebombings
directed at the factorl'.) In the U.S., too,
a cash shortage soon became critical,
and in March the American pavroll was

slashed by two-thirds. Something close

to a bunker mentality seems to have de-
veloped, rvith armed De Lorean agents
confronting creditors who sought to
take possession of cars. Soon after, a se-

ries of lawsuits began that effectivell'
locked up the distributorship's inven-
torv of 2000 cars.

De Lorean himself seems squarelY to
blame for his dilemma. Those closelv
involved agree that it is possible for the
company to sell u'ell under 10,000 cars

a year and still make money. Yet instead
of cutting production to those levels last
fall, when the solvency crisis might still
have been averted, De Lorean overrode
his sales and financial staffs and in-
creased production. His somewhat
sheepish explanation t,as quoted in For-

lune. "I guess \!'e got carried awa,v."
When the factory \\'ent into receiver-

ship, John De Lorean's fling wirh the

big time ended. His fantasy of pumping
out 20.000 stainless-steel bullets annu-
alh to as many clamoring customers is

no more. The awakening has been a

rude one, but it does not necessarily sig-
nal the end for either De Lorean or his

car. The De Lorean inventory and deal-
er network are both potentiallv valuable
assets, and if the factory can be pulled
through receivership, De Lorean claims,
its break-even point rvill be a modest
4000 units a year.

And even if he is no longer thinking
quite so big, John De Lorean himself
has not lost the gift for deal-making that
kept his hazardous enterprise aloft
these past eight .vears. By mid-April he

had arranged new financing that un-
locked his U.S. inventory'. (Perhaps be-

cause some dealers rvere advertising
them for as Iittle as $19,500, 600 cars
were promptly shipped.) In the same

week De Lorean announced a plan to
reacquire the factory. It lvas a costly
deal from his perspective, since it in-
volved sacrificing his majority interest
in his com.panl' by selling a large
amount of stock to a new, unnamed in-
vestor. But the tentative plan lvas suffi-
cient to delay the liquidation of the fac-

torv for at least a month. If the De

Lorean magic can be made to work just
one more time, he mav yet avoid the
collision that threatens finallv to smash

his dream.
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