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Editorial

Dear reader!

If, like me, you are able to look back on more than four decades of professional experience 
in the world of journalism, you know how often chance intervenes in life. Both positively 
and negatively.

I was interested in cars from an early age. Later, I loved everything that drives. Even at 
school, I loved writing, but from the fifth grade onwards I was at war with maths. So what 
could be more obvious than becoming a journalist after luckily just passing my A-levels? In 
my job, it helps enormously to be curious. To go through the world with open eyes and not 
barricade yourself behind thick, high walls. To recognize a chance and to take advantage of 
it, sometimes more, sometimes less consistently.

For decades, I drove to the post office every morning to collect my mail. Today, mail arrives 
on my monitor 24 hours a day and night via the Internet. The SPAM filter on my e-mail ac-
count has turned quiet, which leads to astonishing insights with absolute regularity: How do 
these incredibly “helpful” spirits from all over the world know that beauty surgery would be 
just as advisable for me as the diligent insertion of stimulants of questionable provenance? 
I prefer to rely on my antivirus scanner here ...

In the summer of 2024, a message from a good friend unexpectedly landed in my mail-
box. Nice to hear from this brilliant person again! I immediately classified the content as 
„BREAKING NEWS“! While clearing out his parents‘ house, he had come across a box of 
old folders in the cellar! Thanks to his smartphone, he sent me a few photos of the contents 
attached. Internal Maybach files. From the pre-war period. Almost 90 years old! They ope-
ned the door to a world that I had previously only known in a very rudimentary way: the car 
industry in the „Third Reich“, in the final years just before the Second World War. 

At that time, Maybach was not only an engine manufacturer, among others for the Zeppe-
lin airships, but also an independent automobile manufacturer in Friedrichshafen on Lake 
Constance. With its luxury models, it courted the buyers of the powerful, rich and aristocra-
tic. In Germany, it competed with Mercedes-Benz and Horch, and internationally with other 
luxury brands such as Rolls-Royce and Bentley.

It is well known that to this day, hardly any company can afford to be overly selective when 
it comes to its customers. In this respect, Maybach was of course no exception in the period 
from 1935 to 1939, which I examine in this book. 

The bundle of nine original order folders from this period, which I was fortunate enough 
to acquire after making contact, proved to be not only historically extremely valuable, but 
also extremely exciting. 



The files not only document the extensive correspondence between the manufacturer, cus-
tomers and subcontractors during the construction of these fine automobiles.  They are also 
a fascinating portrait of the automotive industry in an era that we have fortunately long 
since left behind us.

My study of the files ultimately led to the title of this book: „Maybach, the Third Reich and 
the Shah of Iran“. This illustrated book not only tells the fascinating stories that developed 
around the purchase and construction of these automobiles.

The high-resolution photographic reproductions of selected documents from these proces-
ses document the resistance - in some cases almost unimaginable today - with which the 
parties involved had to contend when building a brand-new, automotive status symbol of 
the Maybach brand.

This book also shows that excessive bureaucracy is by no means a newfangled invention 
of the Federal Republic of Germany or the European Union. But it also documents how 
clerks rebelled against powerful Nazi henchmen in ridiculously petty details and ultimately 
actually prevailed.

And that even Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer SS, who was known to be absolutely 
unscrupulous, attached the utmost importance to ensuring that his future luxury convertible 
complied down to the last detail with the applicable road traffic regulations, which were of 
course strictly German. 

Which police officer would have dared to inspect or even object to the mass murderer‘s 
vehicle on the road? But law and order obviously had to be maintained even back then!

What you are holding in your hands is anything but a simple documentation of the fasci-
nating Maybach SW 35 and SW 38 automobiles. No, there is also a surprising amount of 
humanity in these pages. Comedy features are just as much a part of it as a touch of crime 
thriller in the style of One Thousand and One Nights. As well as power games that any 
screenwriter would have been proud of.

I was astounded to learn that even powerful captains of industry were not allowed to spread 
their butts on fine leather seats, but had to drape themselves on shabby fabric covers. Be-
cause they were already arming themselves for the war looming on the horizon. The pro-
duction of boots for soldiers was considered much more important than the satisfaction of 
personal luxury desires.

It was an incredibly exciting pleasure for me to sift through the material for this book, to 
research it and to work my way into this unfamiliar subject matter. I have processed the 
extract into this informative and entertaining work.



I am happy to admit that, time and again, I have not succeeded in reporting in a strictly fac-
tual manner. No, I have always taken the liberty of evaluating and commenting ironically. I 
hope that I have succeeded in this challenging balancing act! 

In the German-language version, I have quoted the passages from the Maybach sale files 
that I cited, which were of course written in German, in their original form. This inclu-
des the numerous spelling mistakes and sometimes unfamiliar phrasing contained therein. 
Unfortunately, this was not possible for the English-language book you now hold in your 
hands.     

But I believe that I made this essential decision in your interest, for the sake of better com-
prehensibility! After all, by buying this book, you have demonstrated your interest in the 
Maybach brand as it had flourished before the Second World War.

I hope you enjoy studying this book!

Yours

Hans-Jürgen Tücherer
Journalist and author





The Genius 1.0
The story of Wilhelm Maybach

Heilbronn, February 9, 1846. Nowadays, this would probably be called a typical Swabian 
model career: August Wilhelm Maybach, the later co-founder and namesake of Maybach 
Motorenbau G.m.b.H., was born on February 9, 1846 in Heilbronn as the second eldest son.

Five years later, his family moved to Stuttgart for professional reasons, where his father 
Christian Karl Maybach, a trained master carpenter, found new work with the piano manu-
facturer Schiedmayer. 

But this time was not only hard for the family economically: His mother Luise Barbara 
Maybach developed increasingly serious heart problems and died in 1853. Just three years 
later, on March 8, 1866, his father fell victim to an accident, leaving Wilhelm, as he was 
known for short, and his four brothers as orphans. The distant relative who had helped 
Christian Karl Maybach with the daily care of his children after the death of his wife came 
up with an idea that was as unusual as it was effective.

Barely two weeks after the death of the head of the family, she published this advertise-
ment in the „Stuttgarter Anzeiger“ newspaper: „As they now have no means at all for their 
upkeep, and are also very deprived of clothes and whites, we therefore make a heartfelt 
request to charitable people to take care of the poor children with gifts of love, even the 
smallest gift is welcome.“

This initiative quickly led to success: all five children were placed in orderly circumstan-
ces, albeit separated from each other. Wilhelm was taken in by the Protestant pastor Gustav 
Werner at the Bruderhaus orphanage in Reutlingen, which he had founded.

The clergyman‘s philosophy was not only to bring up the children entrusted to him and his 
staff in a Christian manner, but also to give them a proper education. 

Fate in the person of Pastor Werner also ensured that he did not train as a baker and con-
fectioner in this institution, as was originally intended: Wilhelm Maybach‘s talents did not 
go unnoticed, and his extraordinary talent for drawing inspired the clergyman to let him do 
an apprenticeship as a technical draughtsman and designer in the attached machine factory 
from spring 1861. 

This obviously paid off, as his drawing of the “Bruderhaus” shown on the next page, which 
he drew during this time, shows. He successfully completed his apprenticeship in the sum-
mer of 1865. Maybach was now employed as a technical draughtsman, where he had an-
other fateful encounter in the fall of 1865: Gottlieb Daimler, who was only twelve years 
his senior, took over the management of the Bruderhaus machine factory and soon came to 
appreciate Maybach‘s great talent. As a result, the two worked ever more closely together.



A relationship that was not only successful professionally: he first met Bertha Habermaß, 
a friend of the bride, at his superior‘s wedding in 1867. However, it was several years be-
fore they met again, and a total of eleven years before the couple finally tied the knot on 
September 5, 1878. Less than a year later, on July 6, 1879, their son, who was christened 
Carl Wilhelm Albert, was born. Under the simplified name of Karl, he soon discovered the 
fascinating world of his father‘s design office. The next generation of Maybach was getting 
ready!

A lot had happened for the young engineer in the meantime: After thirteen extremely valua-
ble years for his personal development, Maybach, aged just 23, followed his friend Gottlieb 
to his new place of work, the Maschinenbau-Gesellschaft Karlsruhe, in September 1869. 

It is certainly worth mentioning for both of their development that they had each received 
their first patent during their time in Reutlingen. There they joined forces to combine their 
respective talents: Maybach, the man with innovative design ideas. Daimler as a genius in 
manufacturing and organizational matters. Their successful collaboration did not go unno-
ticed: in 1872, Eugen Langen poached the two and transferred them to the Rhineland to 
the Gasmotorenfabrik Deutz in Cologne. With a time lag, Maybach came first, who pushed 
ahead with the overdue expansion of the company according to his mentor‘s plans. He then 
handed over the expanded production to Daimler after he had served his notice period in 
Karlsruhe and joined the management of his new employer. Maybach then became head of 
the design office at the age of just 26.



From the very beginning, the infernal twosome from Swabia left no stone unturned in their 
new workplace. However, a certain Nikolaus Otto, who was also employed as a developer 
at this company, did not like this at all.

Which was strange, because it was precisely these two new colleagues who played a de-
cisive role in helping him to perfect the “four-stroke gas engine with compressed charge” 
he had invented and make it ready for series production. Their joint pioneering work still 
serves as the basis for our combustion engines to this day.

Wilhelm Maybach was the man with the brilliant ideas, while Gottlieb Daimler ensured 
perfect production conditions. With their qualities, they drove out the teething troubles of 
the petrol engine, which made its presentation at the World Exhibition in Paris in 1878 a 
resounding success. 

The engine was a hit, the order books filled to bursting point! After heavy losses during the 
development phase, the company‘s dividend rose to as much as 96 percent in the 1882/83 
financial year!

However, none of the parties involved were able to overcome a wide gap: While Otto pre-
ferred to build a large, stationary engine, Daimler and Maybach saw the future in a com-
pact, high-speed engine for use in vehicles. 

The permanent conflicts between these three men on the engineering side and the Board of 
Management, which always had its eye on the finances, led to the company‘s dismissal of 
manufacturing genius Gottlieb Daimler on December 28, 1881.

Wilhelm Maybach‘s reaction to this new development was not long in coming: he left the 
company of his own accord and signed a new employment contract with his trusted compa-
nion less than four months later. 

It stated succinctly that Maybach would „take up the position of engineer and designer with 
Mr. Daimler in Cannstatt for the development and practical implementation of various pro-
jects in the field of mechanical engineering which Mr. Daimler assigns to him.“ 

A monthly salary of 300 Mark was agreed, bearing in mind the currency conversion. In 
addition, a further 100 Mark per month from the interest on the capital that Daimler had 
invested for his technical genius and recorded in the written agreement: „In order to per-
manently combine the interests of Mr. Maybach with those of Mr. Daimler, Mr. Daimler 
shall set aside a sum of 30,000, in words thirty thousand, Mark for the special purpose of 
Mr. Maybach‘s participation in a manufacturing business resulting from the above projects 
in such a way that for the time being, during his own period of service, Mr. Maybach shall 
receive 4% interest annually from the above sum of 30,000 Mark, that is 1,200 Mark, until 
the participation with this sum is made possible in part or in full, depending on the develop-
ment of the business to be established.“



If Maybach were to die within five and a half years, „in addition to the salary and profit 
share due, Mr. Daimler must pay his family the sum of 10,000 Mark once, and 5,000 Marks 
once in cash after a further five years.“ An agreement that not only documented in writing 
how important Maybach was to Daimler, but also how convinced he was of his new plans 
for independence.

Immediately after his six-month notice period expired, Gottlieb Daimler and his family 
moved into a house he had bought in Cannstatt in July 1882. There was a greenhouse in the 
garden, which he had converted into a workshop.



After the end of his own employment contract, Wilhelm Maybach followed him to Stuttgart 
two months later. Together with Daimler‘s assistant Karl Linck, he was one of three people 
who had access to this new „development center“. The outstanding new component of their 
project at the time was the fuel: gasoline instead of gas, for which a pit was subsequently 
dug in the garden for a large tank. 

The German author Dr. Kurt Rathke described this arrangement in his biography of Wil-
helm Maybach, published in 1953, as „the first filling station and the first garage in the 
world“.
 
On the way to mass production of a small, high-speed engine, the development of a perfect-
ly functioning ignition turned out to be the biggest hurdle. Their solution was a so-called 
„glow tube“, which automatically ignited the mixture at top dead center of the piston. The 
patent for this was granted under the number 28 022 on August 24, 1884. A principle that 
would go on to dominate the design of high-speed petrol engines for around 15 years.

Nowadays, it would probably be called a „home office“: Back then, it was a makeshift 
solution because the new workshop had not yet been completed: at the beginning of the 
Stuttgart era, Wilhelm Maybach worked on the design of their new, compact petrol engines 
in his apartment on the Ludwigsburger Strasse.

To build the first prototypes, the company worked with Heinrich Kurtz, likewise based 
in Stuttgart, a firm which normally produced bells in its metal foundry. The first finished 
single-cylinder four-stroke engine was delivered to Maybach‘s home on August 15, 1883. 
Mounted on a wooden block. Not really beautiful, but functional!

Three months later, the next, somewhat larger sample arrived. Maybach‘s speed was enor-
mous: in January 1884, the next evolution finally arrived in his home office, for the first 
time with a round, closed housing. Its upright shape quickly earned this small engine the 
nickname „Standuhr“, which translates into English as “grandfather clock”.

Finally, it was time to move the experimental engines into the glass house of the Daimler 
Villa. This is where the first practical tests took place. However, it became increasingly 
clear how different the characters of the two partners were: Gottlieb Daimler was always 
at full throttle and looking ahead to mass production. Wilhelm Maybach, the sober desig-
ner, concentrated on optimum technical function and flawless reliability. Tough but always 
constructive discussions were part of their daily routine.

While Maybach wanted to continually optimize his engine, Daimler pushed to sell the new 
development as quickly and widely as possible. His goal was to maximize profits; after all, 
his own money was also invested in this project. He imagined how it could be used to pow-
er not only carriages, but also agricultural equipment, two-wheelers, commercial vehicles, 
locomotives, boats and much more! He also had the vision that their new drive would re-
place horses and cattle as a means of traction in agriculture.





Karl Maybach
The engineer and his luxury car brand

Köln-Deutz, July 6, 1879. There were and still are quite a few children whose attempt to 
follow in the footsteps of a brilliant father fails miserably. But this was undoubtedly not 
the case for Karl Maybach, the son of Wilhelm Maybach. This was probably due in large 
part to the fact that his father took his offspring into the company at an early age and thus 
familiarized him with technology from an early age.

But let‘s go back to the beginning: on July 6, 1879, almost exactly ten months after her 
marriage to the designer Wilhelm Maybach, his wife Bertha gave birth to their first son Carl 
Wilhelm Albert in Cologne-Deutz. However, his name was then spelled with a „K“, except 
on the birth certificate. The family did not stay in the Rhineland for very long. Just as Wil-
helm Maybach had followed his protégé Gottlieb Daimler to the Deutz gas engine factory 
in 1872, they also decided together around ten years later to quit there and return to Swabia. 

A decision that was influenced not only by ideas regarding the future direction of the com-
pany that differed strongly from those of the company management, but also by the constant 
and annoying disputes with Nikolaus Otto, who was also employed as a design engineer at 
Deutz. And did not want to tolerate any other gods of technology next to him.

The duo moved to Cannstatt, which was given the title „Bad“ after the Nazis seized power 
on January 30, 1933 because of its 19 mineral springs and is now a district of Stuttgart. 
Wilhelm Maybach‘s new employer Gottlieb Daimler had bought a villa there with a large 
greenhouse in the garden, which they converted into their „development center“. Before 
they were able to move into their new company, the inventor Maybach had not remained 
idle and had developed their first own internal combustion engine in his home not too far 
away in Ludwigsburger Strasse, which was often called the „grandfather clock“ due to its 
vertical design. 

His son Karl was there right from the start. From an early age, he loved accompanying 
his father to the office of the gas engine factory, which was practically his first adventure 
playground. Which is why in the fall of 1886, at the tender age of just seven, he was one of 
the earliest co-drivers of the first Daimler automobile, which was still based on a converted 
carriage. At first they rolled up and down the garden of the Daimler villa, followed by test 
drives on the roads in and around Cannstatt. Karl‘s future development was undoubtedly 
also predetermined by these fascinating experiences. 

Wilhelm Maybach knew from his very own experience how important a good education 
was, so he sent his son to secondary school in Cannstatt, where he graduated with a middle 
school diploma in 1897. He had already started his first work-related internship at Daimler-
Motoren-Gesellschaft. The son was fortunate in his examination for the then compulsory 
military service, which he was spared due to unfitness.



On November 1, 1897, he began a two-year internship at Maschinenfabrik Esslingen, a 
leading manufacturer of steam locomotives and heavy machinery at the time. In the spring 
of 1900, Karl Maybach began his training in the mechanical engineering department at the 
Königliche Baugewerkschule in Stuttgart, where he earned further valuable qualifications 
for his future career as a technician. His graduation there with the grade „good“ was not 
outstanding, but proved that he was on the right track.

He was undoubtedly strongly influenced by his extremely close relationship with his father, 
who allowed his son to participate in all his developments at close quarters. Hadn‘t practice 
always been a much better teacher than theory? Above all, because he was able to learn 
from a true master of his trade, who was constantly inventing new things that could not yet 
be found in any textbook. Karl Maybach experienced the development of engines and the 
vehicles powered by them first-hand. What could have been better for him?

Karl Maybach (left) with his parents and siblings at home in Cannstatt.

His father had meticulously planned the wide-ranging training and soon sent his son out 
into the world, first in 1902 with a barely dried mechanical engineering diploma to the arms 
and machine manufacturer Ludwig Loewe & Co. in Berlin. Where he spent the next six 
months learning industrial production according to the principles of the leading models in 
America at the time.

His next stop was Neubabelsberg near Potsdam in 1902. Max von Duttenhofer, the Chair-
man of the Supervisory Board of Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft, had co-founded the Cen-
tralstelle wissenschaftlich-technischer Untersuchungen there at the turn of the year 1888/89.



Even then, standing still meant falling behind, and so the eager young talent‘s next stops 
were Lausanne in Switzerland and Oxford in England. At these two locations, the young 
Maybach acquired language skills in French and English, which he continued to cultivate 
throughout his life.

In 1904, the junior returned to his Swabian homeland. Karl returned to work at Daimler-
Motoren-Gesellschaft and thus in his father‘s company, where he worked for three years 
as a test engineer and, after Wilhelm Maybach‘s return from his long convalescence, also 
as his direct assistant. Naturally, he was also involved in his father‘s pioneering designs of 
the time. 

Through his work, he also came into contact with motorsport, which was already so im-
portant for building up the brand at the time. In his first year of service, he accompanied his 
father, who was still convalescing at the time, to the most prestigious car race of the era. 
Their journey was comparatively short because the Gordon Bennett race that year was held 
in the hilly Taunus region of Germany. The reason for this was that the annual competitions 
were always held in the country from which the previous year‘s winner‘s racing car came. 
In 1903, a year earlier, the Belgian Camille Jenatzy had won the race in Ireland in a Merce-
des-Simplex 60 hp entered by Daimler dealer and racing team owner Emil Jellinek. 

Their competitors had much more powerful engines, because just three weeks before the 
race, there was a huge fire at the Daimler factory on Seelberg in Cannstatt. Not only did the 
fire destroy all the workshops and production facilities, but it also wiped out almost 100 
cars in various stages of production, including all three race cars with 90 hp four-cylinder 
engines that were built especially for this competition. This forced the Mercedes factory 
drivers to compete with three significantly inferior racing cars borrowed from customers, 
with only 60 hp engines. Jenatzy was not deterred by this, however, and completed the 
592.72-kilometer course in just 6:39 hours in his Mercedes racing car borrowed from Ame-
rican Gray Dinsmore. This corresponded to an average speed of 89.184 km/h, which was 
enormous for that time. It was a convincing triumph over the competing vehicles, which 
were up to 40 horsepower stronger.

At their home race in Germany on June 17, 1904, Emperor Wilhelm II and his wife, along 
with a large delegation of German aristocrats, appeared at the start in Bad Homburg. All 
spectators, including father and son Maybach, naturally expected a superior Mercedes vic-
tory. But they were far off the mark: Camille Jenatzy lost a lot of time twice with refueling 
problems, which cost him much more time than the approximately eleven minutes he lost to 
French winner Léon Théry in a Richard-Brasier with ten horsepower less at the finish line.

At the latest one year later, when they attended the last race held under the name of Ame-
rican newspaper publisher Gordon Bennett, the two Maybachs realized even more impres-
sively that they urgently needed to upgrade their technology: their three Mercedes cars had 
only crossed the finish line in fifth, seventh, and tenth place. A new, more powerful engine 
was urgently needed!



The Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft factory in Untertürkheim.

After Wilhelm Maybach resumed his work at Daimler-Motoren-Gesellschaft at the end of 
1904, he and Karl set about developing a more powerful six-cylinder engine with a displa-
cement of eleven liters for the Mercedes racing cars in the new year. Their goal at the time 
was 120 horsepower. Once the engine was running and installed in the vehicle, Karl took 
over the test drives with great enthusiasm. Obviously, the new power pack worked as ex-
pected: During a test drive in the northern Black Forest, a policeman caught him speeding 
in the municipality of Dobel. At least in his opinion, because he estimated that the Mercedes 
had been thundering through the small village at a „massive“ twelve kilometers per hour. 
The police officer literally considered this to be a „speeding orgy“ and imposed a fine of 
twelve marks. Alternatively, the young speeding Maybach was threatened with two days in 
prison. Unfortunately, it is not known what punishment the dynamic driver opted for at the 
time ...

The two engineers were extremely successful with their six-cylinder in-line engine, even 
though the short-stroke engine, with a stroke of only 120 millimeters and cylinder bores 
of 140 millimeters, fell short of the originally targeted performance goal by more than ten 
percent, delivering “only” 106 hp at 1,500 rpm. By the fall of 1906, testing of this engine 
was mostly done.

Because Karl Maybach had experienced firsthand how his father‘s relationship with the 
management of the company they both worked for had steadily deteriorated, he sought a 
new field of activity in consultation with him. Thanks to his language skills, this led him to 
Saint-Ouen near Paris in September 1906.



He joined the Société d’Atelier de Construction, which had enticed him with what was, at 
the time, the perfect challenge for the heart and mind of an engineer: “Build a car engine 
with at least 150 hp!” He threw himself into the task with great enthusiasm! And with the 
active support of his father! A task that would be much easier today thanks to telephone, 
email, and Zoom conferences than it was at the beginning of the 20th century.

Karl Maybach test driving a prototype of the Société d’Atelier de Construction.

At that time, their correspondence lessons were still conducted by letter. It is said that the 
two generations exchanged more than 250 letters at the time. And not just about technical 
details and ideas for perfecting engine production. 

Karl Maybach deeply hated having to learn from afar how badly his father was treated at 
home in the company for which he had conceived so many groundbreaking ideas. The son 
could not bear to see how badly the genius, who was praised in France as the „king of de-
signers“, was treated.

All this did not pass unnoticed by his son, which in turn did not escape his father‘s attention. 
He had a keen sense of analyzing the regular letters from Paris word for word. He pulled 
the emergency brake before his own problems could also wear down his son Karl‘s nerves. 
He and his wife already had enough to suffer from the mental disability of their younger 
son Adolf.
Wilhelm Maybach had therefore devised a new plan for himself and Karl in the meantime: 
he believed that Opel was the right address for their ideas, and so he asked his son to return 
home as soon as possible in a letter dated June 4, 1908. 



The Maybach SW series
A success story in three acts

Berlin, February 15, 1935. The 25. Internationale Automobil- und Motorrad-Ausstellung 
(25th International Automobile and Motorcycle Exhibition) in Berlin, or IAMA for short, 
was the perfect stage to present the new Maybach SW 35 to the public for the first time. 

As I was able to tell you in the portrait of Karl Maybach on the previous pages, the boss and 
namesake of the Friedrichshafen luxury manufacturer was never suspected of having made 
a pact with the Nazis. But of course, as a businessman and pragmatist, he was also intelli-
gent enough to recognize the realities of the time and understand that the representatives of 
this unjust regime were also potential and financially powerful customers for his automobi-
les. Above all because, as you will see in the following pages of this book, the Nazis knew 
how to make the German Reich pay for their noble, mobile vehicles.

As the trade fair was held at the Kaiserdamm exhibition grounds in Berlin, the self-confes-
sed car fan Adolf Hitler naturally took the opportunity to personally open what was proba-
bly the world‘s most important motor show in 1935. Unfortunately, I do not know whether 
his visits to the stands of the German car manufacturers, which of course attracted a lot of 
attention, were as meticulously timed back then as they are today for a German Chancellor 
at the International Motor Show, which has long been held only every two years. 

Well, let‘s be honest: hasn‘t what is now called the IAA degenerated into a modern joke of 
the automotive industry? Imagine it‘s the IAA in Munich, spread all over the city. Hardly 
any of the major manufacturers are still exhibiting, and car fans are staying at home en 
masse! Missed the point, set, grade six!

I digress, because I wanted to tell you that the „Führer and Reich Chancellor“ also paid 
a visit to the Maybach stand this year and had Karl Maybach explain the exhibits to him, 
including, of course, the new SW 35. Incidentally, the photo on the left is from the „Naro-
dowe Archiwum Cyfrowe“, or NAC for short, the „National Digital Archive“ in Poland, 
where around seven million contemporary historical documents and photos are scanned 
every year. What a great job! Many thanks for this unique document of contemporary his-
tory, which of course I didn‘t want to withhold from you!

However, Adolf Hitler remained loyal to his personal favorite brand with the star on the 
radiator grille even after the presentation of the new Maybach automobiles by the company 
boss. He is probably most often associated with the Mercedes-Benz 770K in the „Large 
Open Touring Car“ body variant from 1939, which was his preferred car for public appea-
rances on the roads of Germany. With a gigantic 7.7-liter in-line eight-cylinder engine with 
supercharging and 230 hp. The body was armored, with the exception of the folding top 
made of fabric, of course, and a 30-millimeter-thick armored glass windshield.



A Maybach SW 35 rolling chassis from 1935 (above and below).



But back to the new Maybach model series with the designation „SW“, which was primar-
ily due to the perseverance of development engineer Eugen Stump. Since 1932, he had been 
working hard on the idea of a new, „small“ model series, which was to be positioned below 
the company‘s twelve-cylinder models. His unwavering commitment finally paid off when 
the Board of Management finally gave the green light for this new development, which 
featured a number of technical innovations.

First of all, there was the move away from the previously used conventional rigid axles to 
„Schwingachsen“ („swing axles“). However, this special type of independent suspension 
was not a Maybach invention, but was also used by competitors Mercedes-Benz and Horch. 
At the front, there were double wishbones with coil springs and a transversely mounted leaf 
spring. The rear axle relied on independent suspension based on the „swing axle“ principle 
with a robust cross tube with a transverse leaf spring mounted above it and one coil spring 
per wheel.

The Maybach engineers refined this design on numerous test drives, many of them in the 
nearby Alps, thereby achieving greater driving comfort. However, it is said that the suspen-
sion tuning was far from perfect at the beginning. 

The first SW 35s allegedly followed every rut in the road and required a quick-reacting 
driver when braking hard from high speeds, because the vehicle tended to skid sideways if 
the pilot did not countersteer immediately. This was a delicate problem, which may have 
been caused by the fact that Maybach still relied on cable-operated brakes, which were 
quite tricky to adjust.

Much less controversial, however, was the new low-bed box frame, which was designed 
for significantly greater torsional rigidity and whose core was made of wood and then 
encased in sheet steel. There were variants with two different wheelbases for the various 
body types, either 338 or 368 centimeters long. As with all other Maybach series before, 
Friedrichshafen continued to focus on offering a ready-to-drive rolling chassis with engine, 
transmission, and electrical system ex works at prices starting at 13,800 RM.

The customer could then select a coachbuilder of his choice for the bodywork or have one 
suggested by the Maybach sales offices in Berlin, Dresden, Frankfurt/Main and Cologne. 

Most of the cars in the SW model series were probably fitted by Hermann Spohn Karos-
seriebau in neighboring Ravensburg. The range of possible variants was quite impressive: 
the customer could have a two-seater convertible or coupé built as well as a four-door con-
vertible with up to four seats. 

The range of saloons extended from the simple saloon with four to five seats to the long 
Pullman variant with a total of six seats, with an optional partition to the driver‘s cabin, to 
the Landaulet with a folding top over the last row of seats. Even beyond this, there were vir-
tually no limits to the imagination of the clientele, as can be seen in the following chapters 
on the individual orders for SW-Class vehicles.



In the 1930s, there were more than 100 companies of various sizes in Germany alone that 
specialized in making bodies from sheet metal according to the wishes of the future owner 
and, last but not least, having the interior fittings made by their own saddlers. There was 
usually less of a limit to the variety of ideas here than in the choice of materials: The closer 
the time moved towards the world war, the more restrictive the specifications were. Leather 
for seat upholstery had to be approved by the state. After all, this material was needed in 
large quantities for the production of soldiers‘ boots, rifle straps and much more armaments 
...

In addition to Spohn, Autenrieth in Darmstadt, Deutsch in Cologne and Erdmann & Rossi 
in Berlin, who were of course the obvious contact for diplomats, high officials and Nazi 
functionaries in the capital, were also sought-after addresses for the design of a Maybach. 
Gläser in Dresden specialized in high-quality convertibles with technically sophisticated 
and easy-to-operate folding roof designs. Hebmüller in Wuppertal also built particularly lu-
xurious and spacious Pullman limousines in addition to convertibles. The Sudetendeutsche 
Karosseriewerke Ig. Th. Petera & Sohne in Hohenelbe in the Giant Mountains (Krkonoše), 
today Vrchlabí in Czech Bohemia, appear in the files available to me as the executive co-
achbuilder for a convertible for one of the absolutely most important Nazi celebrities.

Accordingly, almost countless different body variants were produced during the six-year 
production period of the Maybach SW models. This number increased even further after the 
Second World War, as many a badly damaged car was rebuilt with a completely new body. 
There were also the two Maybach limousines that Karl Maybach had built in the 1950s 
with SW 42 components that had survived the war. One of them even had a self-supporting 
pontoon body.

Back to the technology of the time: some customers of the predecessor models had often 
expressed their displeasure with the six-cylinder engines with 6,992 cc in the W 6 DSG, of 
which around one hundred were built. It was followed by the even more unsuccessful DSH, 
which stood for „Doppel-Sechs-Halbe“ („Double-Six-Halfs“), with only 40 units sold. Its 
5,181 cm³ engine tended to overheat under full load. 

Karl Maybach and his engineers therefore decided to develop a new, „small“ engine called 
the HL 35 for the new SW series. With 140 hp at 4,500 rpm, this new six-cylinder engine 
with a square 90-millimetre bore/stroke ratio nevertheless produced 20 horsepower more 
than its two predecessors, despite its comparatively small 3,434 cc cylinder capacity. And 
thus delivered a liter output of 40 hp, which at the time was usually reserved for thorough-
bred sports engines. The design was based on the company‘s own proven Maybach aircraft 
engines. An eight-bearing crankshaft rotated in the cast iron cylinder block with „wet“ 
cylinder liners. Ten liters of engine oil, for which a consumption of 0.2 liters per 100 kilo-
meters was estimated, provided the pressure circulation lubrication. The cylinder head had 
spherically shaped combustion chambers with overhead intake and exhaust valves, which 
were actuated by an overhead camshaft. Two Solex 35 MMOVS dual updraught carbure-
tors were selected for the mixture preparation at that time.



A 1938 Maybach SW 38 saloon with bodywork by Spohn.

A Maybach SW 38 sedan built by Spohn with a roll-top.

A 1936 Maybach SW 38 convertible with bodywork by Gläser.



Maybach SW 35 with streamlined bodywork by Spohn (above and below).





VIN 1660: Maybach SW 35 Cabriolet 
for Graf Berghe von Trips

Horrem, September 28, 1935. „Graf Berghe von Trips in Burg Hemmersbach near Horrem, 
Cologne district, orders a Maybach = 6 cylinder = 3.5 liter = touring = chassis type „SW 35“ 
from MAYBACH MOTORENBAU G.M.B.H. FRIEDRICHSHAFEN A.B. through V.B. 
Cologne. A 4-seater, 4-window, 4-door convertible, bodywork made by Spohn.”
 
This was written on the above-mentioned date on the order form, which the company‘s own 
sales office in Cologne forwarded to the Maybach headquarters on Lake Constance. This is 
the oldest order in the collection of files from the Swabian automobile manufacturer that I 
have taken over. The German aristocratic title “Graf” is translated into English as “Count.”

No first name, no birthday. „Data protection“ in the Third Reich or perhaps simply respect 
for the nobility? The name of the buyer is probably familiar to you as a car fan, but in this 
case it was not the racing driver Wolfgang Graf Berghe von Trips. He collided with his rival 
Jim Clark in a Lotus at the Italian Grand Prix in Monza on September 10, 1961, with the 
Formula 1 World Championship title right in front of him.

On the straight to the Parabolica curve, which still exists today. In a merciless high-speed 
duel at around 240 km/h. Was the German post-war racing idol perhaps over-motivated as 
the world championship leader at that moment? At the last Grand Prix of the season, lea-
ding the overall standings? It was also the home race of his Ferrari racing team. 

The rest is sad racing history: the German crowd favorite was thrown out of his monopos-
to. Broken neck, dead! The debris from the racing cars involved in this crash could not, of 
course, be kept out by the wire mesh fence along the track. They hit 15 spectators and 60 
others were injured. The most serious accident in Formula 1 history to date.

Von Trips‘ team-mate, the American Phil Hill, became the winner of this Grand Prix on 
Sunday, one point ahead of the German and probably the saddest world champion of all 
time ...

However, the Maybach Cabriolet mentioned in this chapter was of course not ordered by 
the German racing legend von Trips, who incidentally came from the same area as a certain 
Michael Schumacher decades later. 

When the purchase contract for the SW 35 Cabriolet was signed in the early fall of 1935, 
Wolfgang was still a young boy at the tender age of just seven. It was his father, Eduard 
Reichsgraf Berghe von Trips, who had decided to purchase this piece of jewelry. Despite 
extensive correspondence, not once on the 61 pages of this file is the first name of the aristo-
cratic buyer noted, who in turn only signed his order briefly and succinctly as „Graf Trips“.







A book like this, which dives deep into history, takes a lot of puzzle work and wouldn‘t be 
possible without the help of insiders and helpful people in the right places. My first contact 
was the “Gräflich Berghe von Trips‘sche Sportstiftung” (Count Berghe von Trips Sports 
Foundation), which has been cherishing and nurturing the memory of the German racing 
hero for decades. Jürgen Schneider and Jörg-Thomas Födisch were extremely helpful, with 
the latter recalling having once seen a photo of Count Eduard in this convertible.

His tip to contact the archives of the city of Kerpen in the Rhineland was worth its weight 
in gold. There, I came in touch with city archivist Susanne Kremmer and her assistant Paul 
Ziegler, who are extremely passionate about their work and contradict every prejudice that 
circulates about public service! 

On the same day, at 5:52 p.m. to be precise, I received an email from Mrs. Kremmer with a 
scan of a “liability claim report by Eduard Graf Berghe v. Trips” documenting that he had 
been involved in an accident at the wheel of his Maybach at 12:30 p.m. on May 18, 1936. 
Mystery solved! Chapeau!

However, the Swabian luxury car manufacturer was far more concerned with the transfer of 
the advance payments than with the complete naming of its client. The first 5,000 Reichs-
marks, abbreviated to „RM“, had to be transferred to Maybach‘s account one month after 
the purchase contract was signed, and the same sum was then due as a second installment 
another month later. The remainder of RM 10,850 was agreed as payable on delivery, which 
was agreed for December of the same year or January 1936.

On the way to the finished luxury car, however, there was still a lot to be arranged, as the 
equipment of the open-top four-seater was only listed in very general terms in the order: 
Dark blue paintwork, leather upholstery. Which of course left plenty of leeway for both 
parties.

Let me remind you at this point that there were no smartphones or e-mails back then. Alt-
hough telex machines were introduced in Germany as early as the 1930s, the documents in 
my possession do not contain a single telex in the correspondence of Maybach Motorenbau 
G.m.b.H., and faxes were only tentatively introduced by the German postal service in 1979.

But what is written endures, and so the sales file for this vehicle contains numerous docu-
ments that would cause our slick, cell phone-loving car salespeople today to gasp in aston-
ishment, just as much as the discerning buyers. 

Letters and documents were sent by post, which at that time probably took no longer than 
a letter within Germany often does today. If it was very urgent, it was sent by courier, or 
occasionally there was a short telegram, because every word in this form of communication 
cost extra money!

Graf Berghe von Trips was obviously a tough negotiator. In modern call center jargon, his 
name would probably be accompanied by a „Difficult customer!“ note in the computer. 



At that time, internal correspondence between the sales office in Cologne and the head 
office stated: „It took long negotiations before we came to a conclusion, not only because 
of the deal itself, but because the customer was only able to decide to spend such a high 
amount on a vehicle after long hesitation and persistent persuasion. We were therefore 
forced to offer him a small concession by promising him the free delivery of a device for 
trailer attachment, a folding luggage rack and the arrangement of the front seats so that they 
can be folded back, as can now be seen on many standard cars. - In view of the full catalog 
price achieved, we hope that you will agree to this promise, especially since these extras 
hardly account for 1% of the price, and the customer makes the down payment despite the 
long delivery time.“

Let‘s build a bridge to the present, lean back in our reader‘s chair, and be a little surprised! 
Let‘s assume that, as a fortunate contemporary with a generous budget for your personal 
fleet of vehicles, you were to order a current Maybach limousine in the year 2025.

In plain language, this is a Mercedes S-Class from the W 223 series. However, it does not 
feature the star emblem, but instead has Maybach emblems all around, a different radiator 
grille, and a wheelbase that is 18 centimeters longer than the extended S-Class version. This 
not only creates wider doors for easier access to the two rear seats and, crucially, a third 
window on each side of the vehicle, but also, of course, even more space in the rear seats in 
a superbly exclusive interior.

But then you wouldn‘t be able to pick up your new jewel on four wheels, built down to 
the very last detail according to your wishes, just four to five months later at the exclusive 
Center of Excellence at Mercedes-Benz in Sindelfingen, Germany. Despite state-of-the-art 
production methods, powerful manpower and enormous know-how! And all kinds of state-
of-the-art software and communication options that make the usual dictation and typists 
obsolete.

In 1935, on the other hand, this comparatively short production time was entirely possible, 
which was partly due to the production processes used by car manufacturers at the time. 
„Do what you can really do yourself!“ This was the prevailing motto at the time. Maybach 
produced the engines, gearboxes and differentials at the Friedrichshafen plant. These were 
then „married“ there to the steel low-slung box frame, which was also welded there, inclu-
ding the bulkhead, water cooler and other necessary units. In addition, the fuel tank inclu-
ding all lines, ready laid and connected, as well as the vehicle electrics including lights, 
permanently wired. 

The SW models described here had the new swing axles that gave the series its name, which 
offered improved handling and significantly more ride comfort compared to the rigid ax-
les used in the previous models. Brakes, wheels and tires were fitted and the ready-to-run 
rolling chassis could be transported to a company specializing in the construction of car 
bodies. Where there were tinsmiths who were true artists in their trade. Where there were 
tinsmiths who were true artists in their field. And most craftsmen in this field today can only 
dream of their sheet metal working skills.



VIN 1693: Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet
for General Wilhelm Liese

Berlin, February 18, 1936. When Graf Berghe von Trips picked up his Maybach, the his-
tory of which I have told you about in the previous chapter of this book, he complained that 
his convertible, delivered in February 1936, was still a Type SW 35 with a “mere” 3.5-liter 
inline six-cylinder engine of equal power. Quite obviously, the switch to the successor mo-
del with a larger engine that he had mentioned was already a present reality at that point.

In a letter dated February 18, 1936, the offer for a four-door, six-seater SW 38 Cabriolet of 
the new model with a long wheelbase was sent to the Reichskriegsministerium (Reich War 
Ministry), Department Wa B 6 3a, in Jebensstrasse in Berlin-Charlottenburg. „Price of the 
car ex works Friedrichshafen, unpacked: RM 18,640.“ 

As can be seen from the new type designation, the engine was upgraded in the course of this 
model update with a newly developed crankshaft with a ten-millimeter longer stroke, in-
creasing the displacement from 3,434 cm³ to 3,815 cm³. In addition, the compression ratio 
was reduced from 7.1:1 to 6.5:1 in this redesign, probably because it was already obvious 
at the time that fuel quality would deteriorate due to raw material shortages.

This may explain why the new engine‘s rated power output remained unchanged at 140 hp 
despite its larger displacement. The maximum torque specifications for engines, which are 
increasingly promoted today, did not exist at that time.

On March 12, 1936, a letter from their sales office in Berlin prompted the Maybach sales 
department in Friedrichshafen to open an order file for a new SW 38 Cabriolet with a six- to 
seven-seat body for General Liese from the Reich War Ministry (RKM). Without having a 
written order in hand at that time, the factory immediately got to work after receiving this 
letter.

They relied on the assurance given by Hauptmann (Captain) Wider at RKM, who, in a 
personal conversation with Director Steinbach, who was negotiating on behalf of the Ber-
lin sales office, had assured him “that the order would definitely be placed and that it had 
already been finalized in writing at the office.”

This would certainly not have been the case for every customer, but the General was by 
no means a lightweight in the armament machinery heading for the next war. After all, he 
served as head of the Weapons Office from January 1, 1934, to February 28, 1938. In this 
undoubtedly very powerful position, he was apparently also allowed to order an open luxu-
ry-class official car for himself.







Wilhelm Friedrich Maximilian Kurt Liese, born on May 6, 1882, had cho-sen the open-top 
Maybach as his perfect car in early 1936. As docu-mented in the extremely comprehensive 
file on this order, the then 54-year-old officer, who at that time held the rank of Generalleut-
nant (Lieu-tenant General), or simply general for short, proved to be an extremely deman-
ding customer from the outset. He had special requests and a clearly defined delivery date: 
May 15, 1936! From the very beginning, he made it uncompromisingly clear to his staff that 
his new official vehicle had to be delivered to him by that date at the latest. 

This was an extremely ambitious delivery deadline, because at that time the Maybach fac-
tory did not even have a finished rolling chassis with a long 3,680 millimeter wheelbase 
and fully assembled drivetrain in stock. This could have been sent directly to coachbuilder 
Spohn in Ravensburg, where work on the bodywork could have started immediately.

Just as non-negotiable for the customer as the delivery date was: maximum seating comfort 
on all seats, even on the front passenger seat, right in front of the partition wall to the rear, 
which was rather unusual for a convertible but absolutely desired by the General! For those 
sitting in the front row, was this even the forerunner of the wind deflector that was actually 
only established in the nineties of the last century? 

According to the extensive correspondence, the soldier, whose position was highlighted by 
gold-colored shoulder straps with a silver star on his uniform, loved to sit in the front, next 
to his driver. Naturally, it was also very important to him that the passenger seat was not 
only as comfortable as possible, but also as adjustable as possible

„Urgent“, „Important!“ This was stamped in capital letters on the letter from the Maybach 
branch in Berlin, which was sent to the headquarters on Lake Constance on March 14, 
1936. Four pages of details about the General‘s future automobile, mentioning the offer 
made on February 18 of the same year, which is illustrated at the beginning of this chapter. 
The front windshield was to be made of safety glass, while the other windows were to be 
made of Sekurit glass.

The desire for “fresh air heating with two air vents” and independently operating winds-
hield wipers is entirely understandable. Because smoking was not as widely condemned at 
the time as it is today, ashtrays and cigar lighters naturally had to be fitted in the driver’s 
and rear seats.

Mr. General obviously liked to travel by car, which naturally raised the question of how to 
stow his luggage safely: „Well-organized luggage storage, including drivers.“ Apparently, 
the officer wasn‘t just thinking of himself! 

„The RKM is expecting suggestions from you. The idea is that there should be two inner 
suitcases for the general and a small suitcase for the chauffeur. As the inner cases in our ve-
hicles are fortunately large enough, this point is perhaps easiest to solve by taking one large 
case and providing two smaller ones underneath. But perhaps you have better suggestions.“











A saber is good for rattling, and so the general also wanted a built-in holder for this light 
cutting and stabbing weapon typical of officers. The Maybach representatives in Berlin 
replied to Friedrichshafen: “Whether this issue is resolved by attaching a recess to the 
rear wall of the driver‘s seat or simply by a loop through which the sabers can be inserted 
upright is up to you.”

„Two medium-sized pendulum indicators (normally only used on buses).“ Watch out, here I 
come! From the perspective of the 21st century, the desire for „well-sealed doors“ reads just 
as strangely as the demand for „weather and rainproof paintwork that does not show water 
droplets after prolonged exposure to water.“

„Electric clock in the rear.“ Maybach identified this as a potential problem and decided that 
„if necessary, only an ordinary clock would be fitted.“ The fenders, presumably the front 
ones, were to be fitted with „two pins for flagpoles, removable“.

„Stabilus installation“. I am happy to admit that I had never heard of this term before, but 
my research quickly revealed that this brand name refers to a renowned German manu-
facturer of suspension components that still exists today. It was founded in Koblenz in the 
1920s and conquered the market from 1934 onwards, primarily with its innovative suspen-
sion stabilizers. 

General Liese had apparently heard good things about this development and wanted this 
innovation for his new Cabriolet. However, Maybach was not very convinced by this idea 
at the time: „We remarked that this would not be necessary for the design of our swing-axle 
model and that we did not even know whether this was possible at all for this model. Hptm. 
(Cpt.) Wider wants to consult us about this and will probably do without it.“ German lan-
guage, difficult language!

For this reason, the Maybach sales department also omitted this option from the written an-
nouncement of the impending order to coachbuilder Spohn. However, all other items were 
forwarded to the subcontractor virtually unchanged in order to inquire about the additional 
costs incurred. 

The answer from Ravensburg was not long in coming. On four pages, the Spohn compa-
ny, which at the time advertised the „SPECIALTY: PREPARATION OF INDIVIDUAL 
EXECUTIONS“ in red on its letterhead, worked through each of the 19 points in detail and 
priced them in, minus a 20 percent discount for Maybach Motorenbau GmbH, of course.

However, there was still a need to discuss the comfortable seat design for General Liese. 
Where were the details of his body measurements from Berlin?





VIN 1698: Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet
for N.S. Gemeinschaft Kraft durch Freude

Berlin, June 6, 1936. Was this what was known at the time as anticipatory obedien-
ce? Or simply total trust in the “National Socialist system”? On the aforementioned 
date, the authority with the meaningful name “Kraft durch Freude” (Strength Through 
Joy) signed the order for a Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet. This in itself would not rai-
se any eyebrows, because we already learned in the previous chapter that Nazi repre-
sentatives liked to have fancy luxury cars at the expense of the state. Did the “mone-
tary advantage” for the private use of a company car have to be taxed even back then? 

The truly astonishing thing about this order, however, is that Maybach was already going 
full throttle with this car weeks before the ink was dry under the written order. As early as 
May 12, there was a lively correspondence between the manufacturer in Friedrichshafen 
and its preferred coachbuilder Spohn in nearby Ravensburg concerning chassis number 1 
698. To give you a better understanding of this, let us first take a closer look at the adjacent 
order.

On June 6, 1936, the N.S. Gesellschaft Kraft durch Freude, department „Amt für Rei-
sen, Wandern und Urlaub“, ordered a four- to five-seater SW 38 Cabriolet from Maybach-
Motorenbau G.m.b.H., which was originally supposed to be dark blue. At any rate, this is 
what can be seen from this order, which interestingly, with the exception of the signature 
of the official representative, was filled in by hand in pencil. This addition, which was also 
handwritten, can certainly be considered extremely unusual: „The order is only valid if 
the dimensions of the driver‘s seat are adhered to as agreed. Left pedal will be relocated.“ 
There are also details such as the lateral positioning of the two spare wheels on the front 
mudguards or the request for two interior suitcases, a Bosch fog lamp, a „rear-view mirror“ 
and a reversing light. 

Of course, the price of RM 19,035, which was defined as payable in cash on delivery, was 
also of particular importance. And then something else that you can‘t even dream of as a 
new car buyer today: „Delivery time: approx. end of June 1936“, i.e. just over three weeks 
after the contract was signed! A thoroughly optimistic promise, but this was probably due 
to the fact that the production machinery had already been fired up around three weeks be-
fore this purchase agreement was ratified, as described at the beginning. After all, the future 
owner was a big name in the NSDAP. Bodo Lafferentz was born in Kiel in 1897, where he 
completed his doctorate 31 years later at the local university on the subject of „Economic 
Plan and Price Regulation“. Five years later, on May 1, 1933, with his party membership 
number 2,594,441 hot off the press, he was appointed head of the „Amt für Reisen, Wan-
dern und Urlaub“ („Office for Travel, Hiking and Holidays“). This was a subdivision of 
the National Socialist organization „Kraft durch Freude“, or „KdF“ for short, which was 
founded in the same year. This in turn was subordinate to the even more powerful DAF, the 
„Deutsche Arbeitsfront“ („German Labor Front“). 



In the years that followed, Dr. Lafferentz‘s office developed into the largest tour operator in 
the world. Which, of course, had absolutely nothing to do with a free market and a superior 
offer. Despite its success, this state-owned company was not self-supporting, although eve-
ry employee, employer or civil servant organized in the „Deutsche Arbeitsfront“ was auto-
matically a member of KdF, for which they had to pay a monthly fee of at least RM 0.50. 

Their manpower was just as welcome: more than 100,000 volunteers kept the business run-
ning at the time. But it still had to be subsidized by the Reich with a lot of money.

This meant that the wealthy bigwigs at the top, such as Dr. Bodo Lafferentz, were able to 
spend taxpayers‘ money on luxurious official cars, which in the mid-1930s easily represen-
ted the equivalent of four to five single-family homes or a luxury villa in the capital.

In contrast to today‘s generation of politicians and top officials, it is striking that the elite at 
that time loved to be seen in open-top cars. And their special requests demanded a great deal 
of flexibility and patience from suppliers, even though the delivery deadlines were usually 
extremely short.

For example, the SW 38 Cabriolet described here with chassis number 1 698 was initially 
specified in dark blue in the order, then a paint finish in oxide green was planned, but this 
was changed to black by hand when the order was placed in writing on June 6, 1936. Only 
the leather color for the interior could not be changed due to time constraints, so the green 
originally ordered for this car was retained.

As already mentioned, the obviously tall customer had made the order dependent on the 
seating position being made to measure for him. Which was specified in a letter from coach-
builder Spohn to the Maybach sales department in Friedrichshafen „mit deutschem Gruß“ 
(“with German greetings”): „The prescribed dimensions can be achieved by modifying the 
following parts of my bodywork: Installation of a new extended platform as a support for 
the front seats. Manufacturing of new seats to achieve the lower dimensions; other running 
rails must also be installed. Fabrication of a new dashboard frame. As mentioned above, all 
dimensions are achieved, with the exception of one: from the bulkhead to the lower edge of 
the dashboard, this is only 490 instead of 510.“ Do you understand that?

Unfortunately, it is not clear from the following lines whether a mobile team of panel beat-
ers from the Maybach factory was sent to nearby Ravensburg to carry out the necessary 
modifications. 

In any case, Spohn expected active assistance from the factory in order to implement the 
new seating position: “On your part, you would have to make the following changes: Raise 
the steering wheel and dashboard by 2 cm. Make the rear transmission tunnel as low as 
possible so that the seats can be moved forward far enough.”







These changes were not free of charge, of course, as can be seen in Spohn‘s letter: “My 
work will incur modification costs of RM 110.” He also pointed out that time was ex-
tremely tight: “However, it is not possible to hold the car back any longer, as this would 
disrupt the delivery schedule and further changes would result in another car being 
cancelled.”

This was, of course, immediately forwarded to the sales office in the capital, which sent a 
telegram the very next day stating that the “Arbeitsfront deal was settled” and that the car 
was now to be painted black.

In a letter dated the same day, the future owner‘s expectations were further clarified, inclu-
ding several digs at the competing market-leading car manufacturer from Zwickau: „Dr. 
L a f f e r e n t z insisted that the order form should again state that the order would only 
be valid if the dimensions could actually be achieved. This is a precautionary measure on 
the part of the customer, as he had encountered considerable difficulties with the previous 
Horch purchase years ago.“

At the same time, the concept of “Kraft durch Freude” was extended even further on the 
buyer side by coming up with the idea of making even more intensive use of the demons-
tration car provided by Maybach, as the Berlin office explained in another letter dated the 
same day. This approach clearly demonstrates the extent to which these people were using 
the power they had been given.

You can read about this in the letter shown in full on the next page. In short, the request was 
to be granted use of the vehicle provided for a trip from Berlin to Friedrichshafen, where 
“Dr. L,” as he was abbreviated in this letter, was invited together with a Mr. Tschentscher to 
enjoy a Zeppelin flight to Frankfurt am Main the following day.

But that wasn‘t enough: they also expected the car to be driven from there to the Hessian 
state capital, from where the two gentlemen then wanted to drive back to the river Spree, of 
course in this borrowed car. However, Maybach Berlin was anything but pleased with this 
and submitted an objection.

In response, the other side brought out the “big Horch axe.” Allegedly, the much more ge-
nerous competitor had provided them with its 100 hp model free of charge for eight days 
a year before. At the time, the Arbeitsfront allegedly only had to pay for the fuel itself to 
drive the car.

With the mediation of Maybach Berlin Director Steinbach, the two parties finally agreed 
that the fine gentlemen could drive the Maybach to Friedrichshafen, but that the car should 
be transported back to the capital immediately because it was urgently needed in Berlin for 
further customer demonstrations and test drives.





VIN 1984: Maybach SW 38 Pullman Limousine 
for I.G. Farbenindustrie Aktiengesellschaft

Berlin, August 17, 1937.  In the 1930s, the clientele for Maybach‘s luxury cars naturally 
consisted not only of aristocrats and Nazi dignitaries. Industrial magnates also enjoyed dri-
ving one of these status symbols from the shores of Lake Constance. Or being driven, as is 
more likely to be the case with the car that is the subject of the following story.

The I.G. Farbenindustrie Aktiengesellschaft in Berlin had ordered a four-door SW 38 Pull-
man Limousine with six to seven seats, six windows, and a partition wall with an opening 
and closing window between the driver‘s compartment and the passenger compartment for 
its director Otto. The designated passenger was thus a “recurring user,” having previously 
used a Maybach, although the exact model is not revealed in the documents available in 
this file.

But first of all, I would like to introduce you to I. G. Farbenindustrie AG. Even back then, 
the abbreviation „I. G.“ normally did not stand for “Industriegemeinschaft” (“Industry As-
sociation”, but for “Interessengemeinschaft” (“Interest Group”), which was not really cor-
rect, as it was actually a German chemical and pharmaceutical group established in 1925, 
which was made up of six industry giants that were also anything but small: Agfa, BASF, 
Bayer, Chemische Fabrik Griesheim-Elektron, Chemische Fabrik, formerly known as Wei-
ler-ter Meer, and Hoechst. 

In the era of German National Socialism, this company developed into the largest company 
in the whole of Europe, not least due to many expropriations, or, as it was called at the time, 
above all the „Aryanization“ of Jewish companies. The merger also became the world‘s 
largest chemical and pharmaceutical group, which at the time ranked fourth in the list of all 
global companies behind the American industry giants General Motors, Standard Oil and 
US Steel. In Germany alone, the almost-monopoly operated around 200 plants at that time. 
In addition, it held stakes in 400 German companies and, surprisingly, in 500 other compa-
nies in allied countries. From a historical perspective, however, the German mega-corpora-
tion is primarily associated with its involvement in Nazi crimes, whether in everyday life or 
in military operations during World War II. The number of employees, which rose to around 
189,000 by 1944, included an ever-growing, huge number of forced laborers.

The deadly products produced by the gigantic company in its various factories spread 
throughout the “Reich” included the poison gas Zyklon B, which was used to kill millions 
of people in the concentration camps, and the chemical warfare agents mustard gas, tabun 
and sarin. Nitrates for the production of explosives as well as metals, rubber and plastic 
were also extremely important for armaments. Due to the huge shortage of crude oil in 
Germany, their hydrogenation plants for the production of synthetic fuels also played an 
important role. 



Because of their largest production plant, this gasoline was called “Leuna gasoline” at the 
time. Among the many crimes was the shocking fact that I. G. Farbenindustrie AG not only 
built the Buna plants for the production of synthetic fuel in Auschwitz, but also invested its 
own money in the construction of the Auschwitz III Monowitz concentration camp to house 
the involuntary workforce for the construction and operation of the fuel manufacturer.

The „Eastern Tax Aid Ordinance“ of December 1940 also provided a tax credit of around 
600 million Reichsmark (RM) for these investments in Auschwitz. However, the plant was 
unable to resume production in many areas. In this context, it is also interesting to note that 
the original Buna plant in Auschwitz is still in operation today and is by far the largest syn-
thetic rubber factory in Poland.

Another financially lucrative line of business for I. G. Farbenindustrie AG during the Nazi 
era was supplying the German Wehrmacht with uniform items, steel helmets, and mess kits.

In order to cultivate relations with the Nazi leadership, which today would simply be called 
“lobbying,” the company established a “Wirtschaftspolitische Abteilung” (WiPo) (“Econo-
mic Policy Department) in 1933, which was intended to exert as much influence as possible 
on legislation, tax laws, and foreign trade policy. 

This is consistent with the fact that, immediately after the Nazis seized power, 400,000 RM 
were paid into the NSDAP party coffers. By the way, this happened exactly one day after 
the Reichstag fire on February 27, 1933.

And because it was well known that “full pockets are good for stinking,” another 500,000 
RM were paid into the SA‘s industrial donation account, which was called the “black fund.” 
And to ensure that the brown vassals did not have to freeze, I. G. Farbenindustrie AG also 
donated 200,000 RM in the winter of 1933/34 for the purchase of coats.

As is well known, one hand washes the other and so, in return, a sales and minimum price 
guarantee for 350,000 tons of synthetic petrol was agreed with the new government, which 
saved this „poor“ company from a loss of around 300 million RM. 

One of the absolutely unselfish quid pro quos was that the private company also acted as 
a kind of „think tank“ for the Third Reich, providing it not only with plans but also with 
princely paid employees who were able to exert their influence in the government in favor 
of their company. 

It was therefore no surprise that all I. G. Farbenindustrie AG plants were classified as war-
essential and life-supporting businesses and thus enjoyed special privileges. It was not 
without reason that the company had acquired a 25 percent stake in „Wirtschaftliche For-
schungsgesellschaft“ (WIFO) (“Economic Research Society”). As a kind of “kickback,” 
construction costs for new production facilities were refunded and lucrative license fees 
were granted for future armor production facilities.



Around two thirds of all products manufactured by the Group were classi-fied as „essential 
to war effort“ at the time. And the company continued to grow rapidly as a result, as nume-
rous companies in the occupied terri-tories were „incorporated“ into I. G. Farbenindustrie 
AG.

At that time, the company also operated its own department for combating industrial espio-
nage and illegal trading, which is hardly surprising. As historical documents show, its emp-
loyees were known to have been aware of the gassing of Jews in Auschwitz.

Another shocking facet of I. G. Farbenindustrie AG is the fact that prisoners in the Sach-
senhausen concentration camp were used in the so-called “shoe runner commando” to test 
shoes. They had to repeatedly march a 700-meter route with different surfaces, often co-
vering a distance of 40 kilometers a day. Those who collapsed from exhaustion were then 
mercilessly executed.

After the war, the group was then divided into twelve independent companies, of which 
BASF, Bayer and Hoechst still operate successfully worldwide today. It was not until 1952 
that the legal winding-up proceedings began, which were to continue for more than six de-
cades. Although bankruptcy was filed at the end of 2003, it took until October 31, 2012 for 
I. G. Farbenindustrie AG to be deleted from the commercial register.

But let‘s go back 75 years and take a look at the history of how a black Maybach SW 38 
Pullmann was created for this company, which was still highly respected at the time. What 
stands out at first glance on the order form shown before is the detailed list of special re-
quests, of which I would like to repeat just a few selected items here: “Hydronalium strip, 
leather upholstery for the driver‘s seat, dark Russian green fabric upholstery for the interior, 
Bosch wide-beam headlights, ‘Sonne’ („Sun“) fresh air heating.” Whatever the latter may 
have been exactly...

And as an additional unit, an „electric reserve fuel pump“ so that the no-ble saloon did not 
break down on the road. There was also a clause on delivery: „If the car is not delivered by 
us, we will refund you RM 200 for the delivery costs“.

What is also striking about this order is the comparatively long estimated delivery time of 
around three and a half months compared to the vehicles described in the previous chapters. 
And all this at a price of 19,343.50 euros. Which seems quite reasonable compared to the 
convertibles presented so far.

As can be read in the letter from the Berlin sales office accompanying this order, Maybach 
Director Jean Raebel was also directly involved in this process. But that is not actually the 
most surprising fact about this high-profile deal. 









I was more surprised that the partition wall, which ensured privacy in the passenger com-
partment, only costed an additional 200 RM. The same amount was charged for the afo-
rementioned heating system. Two chrystal ashtrays cost only 15 RM at the time, and the 
end-to-end windshield only 33 RM.

Of course, we don‘t know how carefully or carelessly I. G. Farbenindustrie AG treated its 
executive cars, but this note suggests something rather unpleasant: „The delivery of the car 
is somewhat urgent for I. G. in that Director Otto is to continue driving it until the new SW 
38 is delivered. You know that this car is in dire need of overhaul and should actually have 
been handed over to us for repair in August. We have since carried out various repairs and 
hope that it can remain in service until delivery.“ Which does not necessarily sound very 
optimistic to an observer like me.

And then a little bit of chess for those in the know: “Now that chassis 1978 is being used 
for the above order and chassis no. 1984 for the order presented to you yesterday for Allge-
meine Baugesellschaft Lorenz & Co., Berlin – Wilmersdorf, the next available chassis for 
us is no. 1990, which is scheduled for delivery on November 10.” Everything sorted out?

Command back, was the message from the headquarters in Frie-drichshafen on August 21, 
1937. As in the German card game “Schafkopf”, the upper hand prevailed over the lower 
hand in the real world of car sales, the top also trumped the bottom, as can be seen from 
this passage in the letter accompanying the order confirmation to the Berlin sales office: 
„According to the agreement made with you on the telephone, chassis no. 1 9 8 4 will now 
be used for this order, contrary to your explanations, after chassis no. 1978 has already been 
allocated to “Reichsminister” (“Reich Minister”) Dr. G o e b b e l s .“ Which makes it clear 
that the unscrupulous propaganda chief was also a customer of the luxury manufacturer 
Maybach.

The next setback came on page 2 of the vehicle specifications, when it came to the desired 
leather upholstery for the driver‘s seat: “However, leather can only be used for the driver‘s 
seat compartment if we receive approval for this from our supervisory authority. Otherwise, 
the entire vehicle must be upholstered with Corduroy fabric.”

Now, we would all assume that a bit of leather would not be a problem for one of the Nazis‘ 
favorite companies, right? Far from it, as was explained just a few days later in a letter from 
coachbuilder Spohn, who had been awarded the contract to build this Pullman car: „To 
my regret, I must inform you that the “Überwachungsstelle für Lederwirtschaft” (“Leather 
Industry Supervisory Authority”) has again rejected my application for approval of leather 
upholstery in the driver‘s compartment of the above vehicle, as it is a limousine, so that 
the entire vehicle must now be upholstered with corduroy. I kindly ask you to inform the 
customer accordingly. With German greetings! Hermann Spohn.“





VIN 2007: Maybach SW 38 Sport-Cabriolet  
for Reichshauptamtsleiter Fritz Tittmann 

Treuenbrietzen, September 28, 1937. You‘ve never heard of this small town in Bran-
denburg? But perhaps you know its most famous and, in the truest sense of the word, 
most hard-hitting son! Henry Maske was born on January 6, 1964, in Treuenbriet-
zen and won the International Boxing Federation (IBF) light heavyweight world tit-
le on March 20, 1993, with a unanimous points victory over American “Prince” 
Charles Williams. The athlete, dubbed the “gentleman boxer” by the media, sub-
sequently defended this belt ten times until his defeat against Virgil Hill in 1997.  

Nevertheless, it casts a negative light on Wikipedia‘s editorial methods that another resident 
of this town is not listed on the online encyclopedia‘s website, even though he has undoub-
tedly achieved a certain, rather dubious amount of prominence: Fritz Tittmann, member 
number 12225 of the NSDAP since July 25, 1925, moved from Saxony to Brandenburg 
after losing an internal party power struggle in the late 1920s. 

In March 1933, he was elected first councilor and thus deputy mayor in Treuenbrietzen. 
However, because the mayor who had actually been elected did not exercise his office, 
Tittmann was appointed provisional honorary mayor of this municipality, located about 60 
kilometers southwest of Berlin, in April 1934. He held this office until 1941 and was also a 
member of the Reichstag from 1933 to 1945.

After Adolf Hitler came to power, he also became “Reichsbeauftragter” (“Reich Commis-
sioner”) of the NSDAP for Berlin, Kurmark and Silesia, and was thus a member of the staff 
of the Führer‘s deputy Rudolf Hess. At the same time, he was also “Reichshauptamtsleiter” 
(“Head of the Reich Main Office”) of the “Deutsche Arbeitsfront” (DAF) (“German Labor 
Front”). As if all this had not been reprehensible enough, on April 20, 1938, the Führer‘s 
birthday, the career Nazi rejoined the SS, to which he had already belonged for two years 
from 1930 with the membership number 3925. As “SS-Oberführer”, he acted as „Bevoll-
mächtigter für Volksdeutschenfragen und Vertreter der Volksdeutschen Mittelstelle in der 
Reichsorganisationsleitung der NSDAP“ („Plenipotentiary for Ethnic German Affairs and 
Representative of the Ethnic German Central Office in the Reich Organizational Leadership 
of the NSDAP“) and was also „Special Plenipotentiary for Ethnic German Affairs“. On July 
1, 1941, Heinrich Himmler, “Reichsführer SS”, appointed Tittmann „Reichskommissar für 
die Festigung deutschen Volkstums (RKFDV)“ („Reich Commissioner for the Consolida-
tion of German Nationality“) for the NSDAP and the DAF. On October 22, 1941, Tittmann 
was appointed “SS and Police Leader” (SSPF) for the Nikolayev General District in occu-
pied Ukraine. There he recruited ethnic German deserters from the Romanian army on his 
own initiative and put together his own battalion with them. An unauthorized action that 
deeply angered the Romanian dictator Ion Antonescu and led to Tittmann‘s transfer as SS 
leader to the staff of the “Höherer SS- und Polizeiführer” (“Higher SS and Police Leader”) 
(HSSPF) for Southern Russia, Hans-Adolf Prützmann, in August 1942. 



There, too, he developed a life of his own that was frowned upon, and in September 1944, 
because he had allegedly used SS personnel for his own private purposes, he was dismissed 
by Himmler and sent to Italy to organize the construction of fortifications against the Allied 
forces. However, he never began this deployment due to health reasons and returned to his 
hometown in Brandenburg, where he allegedly died on April 25, 1945, at the age of 46. 

Various versions circulate about his death: The official announcement was that he fell fight-
ing the Red Army for his town. However, it is also said that he blew himself up in his house 
in the Frohnsdorf district together with his wife, three children, mother-in-law and sister-in-
law. Allegedly, the bodies were never found, so the legend circulates that he and his family 
managed to escape from the Russians and disappeared forever.

However, he was obviously still very much alive when he ordered an SW 38 Sport-Ca-
briolet from Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H. on September 28, 1937. He had chosen the 
variant from Gläser in Dresden for its bod-ywork, but that was not the only point in which 
Fritz Tittmann‘s order dif-fered from other open SW 38 models whose order folders are 
available to me.

On a „long“ chassis with a wheelbase of 368 centimetres, he wanted a body in a two-to-
ne paint finish with a „deep dark blue“ body and black fenders. The body was not only to 
have a longer hood with steering extending further to the rear, but also a special rear section 
with a luggage compartment extended to the rear to provide space for customized luggage, 
which was also part of this order.

However, my investigations into the previous vehicles raise the question for me what the 
desired black leather upholstery in the interior was all about. Wasn‘t this luxury already 
taboo at that time?

What is even more striking about this order form, however, is that it was not issued to the 
office, but directly to „Herr Reichshauptamtsleiter Fritz Tittmann“ in, misspelled, „Truen-
britzen i.d.Mark“. However, this was already put into perspective with the next document 
in this file: On the stationery with the swastika of the „Reichsleitung der Nationalsozialis-
tischen Deutschen Arbeiterpartei“ (“Reich Executive Committee of the National Socialist 
German Workers‘ Party”) followed a written order dated October 1 from the adjutant of 
„Fritz Tittmann, M.d.R. (Member of the Reichstag), Reichsinspekteur (Reich Inspector)“.

So even back then, there were plenty of orthographical errors on both sides of this business, 
just as there was obviously a general lack of clarity in the truest sense of the word as to what 
title this Nazi figure actually held that week...

What is interesting about this letter is not so much the request that “the car should be deli-
vered immediately,” but rather the passage stating that “the contract should be concluded on 
the same terms as the contracts you have already concluded with the offices of the Deutsche 
Arbeitsfront.” I noted with a smile that either the customer himself or his assistant wanted 
the latest Maybach brochures to be sent.







Whether it was a thirst for news, propaganda, or music, a “radio” was on the wish list, along 
with a three-tone horn and an illuminated nationality badge. The writer, whose signature 
was illegible, concluded with a firm “Heil Hitler!”, which was probably less due to the ad-
mittedly rather small imprint in Gothic script at the bottom of the letterhead, which reads: 
“Formulae of politeness are omitted in all official party correspondence.” Would anyone 
really have expected anything like decent, human manners in the NSDAP at that time?

However, a letter from Maybach‘s accounting department dated October 6, 1937, is truly 
astonishing: „Dear Mr. Tittmann! We hereby confirm with sincere thanks the receipt of the 
payment of RM 6,000 transmitted to us via our sales office, which amount we have credited 
to your account and used as the agreed payment for the order kindly placed with us for the 
delivery of a ‘MAYBACH car, model SW38’.“

According to a memo dated November 4, 1937, Tittmann had handed over a check for 
this amount to the Berlin sales office, which was cashed at the Reichs-Kredit-Ges. Berlin 
in favor of the Maybach factory and was obviously good. A considerable partial payment 
just one week after the order was placed? The thrifty Swabians in Friedrichshafen certainly 
popped the champagne corks to celebrate this joyful moment!

On October 20, 1937, the first order confirmation was finally sent to the customer - to his 
private address! It not only listed the price for this sports convertible at RM 21,748.50, but 
also some interesting details. For example, an additional RM 500 was charged for the pro-
duction of the body by Gläser instead of Spohn, as was usually the case. An extra RM 1,000 
was charged for the chassis with a wheelbase of 368 centimetres and hood and steering in 
correspondingly longer versions.

The desired Telefunken radio system, including installation and interference suppression, 
was also not cheap, costing RM 470 at the time. The „Landstrassentriophon“ („country road 
triophone“), i.e. the three-tone horn, costed a further RM 200. In addition, they obviously 
had a premonition that it would not be easy to fulfill the special wishes of the deman-
ding customer regarding the modified luggage compartment with its custom-made interior 
trunks.

In a letter dated October 29, the Berlin sales office then sent the final confirmation, which 
once again named the buyer in person: „You are receiving the official order form from the 
buyer today, but please note that this order is in the name of Mr. T i t t m a n n  personally 
and not in the name of D.A.F.“ Which raises the perfectly legitimate question of where this 
man got so much money to buy a luxury car. At that time, you could have bought several 
single-family homes for the same amount...

On November 2, Gläserkarosserie G.m.b.H. was asked to provide the net prices for the vari-
ous special requests “by express courier!” and included a sketch of the extended rear variant 
on the vehicle with chassis number 1797, which had previously been built for a certain Dr. 
Hupfauer.



VIN 1641: Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet  
for the Oberkommando des Heeres  

Berlin, Mai, 27, 1938. I am probably not alone in thinking that just about anything was 
possible in dictatorships like the Third Reich, and still is today. But I had never heard the 
term „Montan-Schema“ („Montan scheme“) before I started reading the sales file for this 
used, white Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet with Adriatic blue fenders, dark blue soft top and 
gray-green leather interior. Do you feel the same way? In short, a “Montan scheme” in 
Germany in the 1930s served to conceal armament activities that were strictly prohibited 
by the Treaty of Versailles.

A considerable number of new companies were founded specifically for this purpose at 
that time. Officially, they were privately owned, but in reality they were completely con-
trolled by the Nazi regime, which also generously financed them. One of these companies 
was “Nordbau – Norddeutsche Motorenbau GmbH,” founded on July 18, 1935, in Nieder-
schöneweide, a suburb in the southeast of Berlin. This factory produced high-performance 
engines that were declared for civilian use.

Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H. acted as the official owner, and of course they also brought 
in the engineering know-how for the six- and twelve-cylinder engines that would actually 
power tanks. A win-win situation for all involved! However, it can be assumed with certain-
ty that this “branch” of the Swabian company was in fact controlled by the “Heereswaffen-
amt” (“Army Weapons Department”) and thus by the “Oberkommando des Heeres” (OKH) 
(“Armed Forces High Command”).

How did I discover this interesting fact? Of course, it was not unusual in itself that the ve-
hicle sold had previously been used as a demonstration car by the Maybach sales office in 
Berlin and was offered to the “Oberkommando des Heeres”, Department Wa B 4, in a letter 
dated May 27, 1938. What puzzled me, however, was the subject of this letter: „Business 
car for the company Nordbau - Norddeutsche Motorenbau G.m.b.H.“ Why would the OKH 
want to order a luxury car, even if it was second-hand, for a company? Bribe payments ge-
nerally worked in the opposite direction even back then, didn‘t they? 

My research on the internet then led me to find the name of „Nordbau“, with details of its 
shareholders from Lake Constance, on the Wikipedia page that deals with the „Montan-
Schema“ phenomenon described at the beginning. This nickname is derived from the „Ver-
wertungsgesellschaft für Montanindustrie m.b.H.“ (“Society for the Utilization of the Coal 
and Steel Industry Ltd.), which had already been founded in 1916 and was taken over by 
the Bavarian steelworks „Maxhütte“ six years later. In turn, after the Nazis seized power, 
95 percent of the share capital of the company acquired years earlier was transferred to the 
Geräte- und Apparate-Handelsgesellschaft mbH, which then managed these shares as an 
unofficial trustee in the interests of the Heereswaffenamt (HWA). 







The company, often referred to as “Montan GmbH” for short, officially specialized in lea-
sing industrial properties that were, of course, also suitable for the production of weapons. 
But that was only the publicly visible cover for its top-secret business: in reality, it was or-
ganizing the restructuring of Germany’s weapon industry, which was still officially subject 
to strict restrictions.

After I had identified this company and its background, and also discovered its close links 
with Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H., I also recognized the real reason for this order: 
„Nordbau“ obviously needed a representative vehicle for its management. They understan-
dably resorted to a model from the official shareholder. 

It was also very fortunate that this „demonstrator“ was quickly available: „Delivery can be 
made in approx. 8 days.“ And with a net price of 9,800 Reichsmark, which was about half 
the former new price, it was a real bargain. 

It can be assumed that Maybach was anything but unhappy to be able to sell this presu-
mably well-used demonstration car to the state for good money. With a net and a double 
bottom, of course: „As already briefly mentioned, the car is used. However, it is currently 
being completely overhauled by us and we are therefore in a position to grant the maximum 
guarantee of 4 months stipulated by the Deutsche Automobil-Treuhand-Gesellschaft for the 
car.“

On June 30, the Berlin sales office of Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H. then received a file 
note on „Order No. 6/Vb 214-o11o/38“ for „1 used convertible type Maybach SW 38, 4-5 
seats, 4 doors, 4 windows, 3.8 liters, 140 hp, with chassis no. 1641, 6 tires, with leather 
upholstery. Paintwork as standard“. And don‘t forget the important addition due to the scar-
city of raw materials at the time: „No iron and steel will be supplied.“ 

A standardized form for the „Offer for delivery of motor vehicles“ was also sent as an 
attachment. There were four copies, three of which were to be returned to the OKH, meticu-
lously completed by Maybach with all the relevant details, while one copy, as shown here, 
was filed in the sales folder. 

Equally interesting are the ten pages entitled “Special conditions for the delivery of chassis 
and superstructures for motor vehicles, motorcycles, trailers, and tractors.” Like the file 
note itself, they were also printed in the “Fraktur” font, which was still heavily promoted 
by the regime in Germany at the time.











The Maybach sales department file on the order from Reichsführer SS Himmler.

Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler.



VIN 2150: Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet  
for Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler 

Berlin, September 29, 1938. Manufacturers of luxury cars such as a Maybach are known 
to be not able to choose their customers. This was just as true during the Nazi era as it is 
today, because in Untertürkheim, Mercedes CEO Ola Källenius probably bit the top of his 
office desk in anger when, on August 10, 2024, photos and film footage of North Korean 
dictator Kim Jong Un were released around the world, showing him, despite years of UN 
sanctions, in a highly polished black Mercedes-Maybach GLS 600 facelift version, which 
had only been available since September 2023.

He had the luxury SUV rolled out of his armored luxury train during his visit to the Uiju re-
gion, which had been severely devastated by flooding. This was an entirely understandable 
choice, as it is reasonable to assume that the then 40-year-old autocrat did not want to get 
his feet soaked during his inspection of the suburbs and therefore decided against using his 
two other Maybach luxury limousines of the armored S 600 Guard type, admittedly older 
models, in favor of greater ground clearance and wading depth. He had previously used the-
se vehicles to be chauffeured through his capital Pyongyang with his equally unscrupulous 
colleague from Russia, Vladimir Putin.

In fact, there should be no Maybach cars in that country, except perhaps in the form of mo-
del cars. This is because UN Resolution 1718 has explicitly prohibited all the member states 
from exporting luxury goods of any kind, including cars, to North Korea since October 14, 
2006. But as we all know, where there‘s a will, there‘s a way...

Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H. did not have to struggle with this kind of problems in the 
1930s, because their Berlin sales office was, so to speak, at the pulse of the times and, of 
course, also served the Nazi henchmen in the German capital. Whether willingly or not is 
open to question. This also included the absolute top echelons of this oppressive regime, 
which, in the truest sense of the word, included “ authorities” such as Reichsmarschall 
(“Reich Marshal”) and passionate art robber Hermann Göring, as well as “Reichspropagan-
daminister“ (“Reich Secretary of Propaganda”) and the nation’s loudmouth Joseph Göb-
bels.

Their „Führer“ Adolf Hitler, on the other hand, preferred the Mercedes-Benz brand. Howe-
ver, there is also a legend that His Excellency Bhupinder Singh, the Maharaja of Patiala in 
India, was personally presented with a Maybach Zeppelin DS 8 by Hitler during a visit to 
Berlin. The story of this expensive gift is told by his grandson Raja Malvinder Singh in his 
book “The Automobiles of the Maharajas”: „My grandfather Maharaja Bhupinder Singh 
traveled to Germany in 1935 and asked to see Adolf Hitler, who very reluctantly granted 
him ten to fifteen minutes. They struck up a conversation, one thing led to another, and 15 
minutes turned into 30, then 60. The Führer asked my grandfather to stay for lunch and as-
ked him to come back the next day and then on the third day.“ But that‘s not all!



On the third day, he gave him German weapons like Lignose, Walther and Luger pistols and 
a magnificent Maybach.‘‘ Back in India, the Maybach was kept in the ruler‘s huge garage 
along with a fleet of other expensive cars, including 27 Rolls-Royces, at his Moti Bagh 
Palace residence in Patiala and was re-gifted in 1957.

In return, the German potentate probably hoped that the regent of this province in British 
India would stop supporting the British and could persuade other rulers to do the same. Ho-
wever, there is also a legend that this vehicle was not bequeathed to him by Hitler himself, 
but by the German Wehrmacht command.

Whatever may be true, it seems that this Maybach was later followed by three SW 38 mo-
dels on the subcontinent. It is said that Hitler also donated to other rulers who could benefit 
him: he allegedly gave two more Maybach luxury cars to the King of Nepal and King Far-
rukh of Egypt. This was also done in order to derive political benefit from these gifts.

But let us now leave these distant sideshows and turn our attention to one of the greatest 
butchers of humanity of all time: Heinrich Himmler, “Reichsführer SS” (“Reich Leader of 
the SS”), head of the German police, and undisputedly one of the main architects of the 
Holocaust, which alone cost more than six million people their lives. Born on October 7, 
1900, in Munich, little Heinrich grew up in a middle-class, Catholic home.

During the First World War, he volunteered for military service but did not see action on the 
front. After the war, he studied agricultural sciences and became active in nationalist circ-
les. Early on, he developed a deep aversion to anything „foreign“, especially Jews, Slavs 
and other minorities - coupled with an almost esoteric preference for Germanic myths, 
occultism and a racist-biologistic world view. 

A world view that made him attractive to the National Socialists. Himmler joined the 
NSDAP in 1925, and in 1929 Hitler appointed him Reichsführer of the SS, which at the 
time was still a small sub-organization of the SA. Subsequently, the Bavarian consistently 
developed the SS into an elite organization - fanatically loyal to Hitler, racially indoctrina-
ted and militarily disciplined. 

After the „Nacht der langen Messer“ („Night of the Long Knives“) from June 30 to July 1, 
1934, in which the SA was eliminated, the SS rose to become the dominant power within 
the National Socialist security apparatus. Himmler subsequently took control of the entire 
police force, including the “Gestapo” (“Secret State Police“) and the “Sicherheitsdienst“ 
(“Security Service”) (SD).

As early as March 13, 1933, as acting police president of Munich, he had ordered the ins-
tallation of the Dachau concentration camp, followed by others throughout the Reich, all 
of which were under his command and, thanks to his ruthless organizational skills, beca-
me a fundamental tool in the implementation of the so-called „Endlösung der Judenfrage“ 
(“Final Solution of the Jewish Question”), the industrially organized genocide of European 
Jews.



But that was far from satisfying Himmler‘s hunger for power. In 1939, he initiated the 
formation of his own military units, which were not subordinate to the Wehrmacht. The 
much-feared Waffen-SS not only provided the guards for the concentration camps, but was 
also deployed on all fronts. By 1945, this force had grown to no less than 38 divisions with 
915000 men!

What made Himmler particularly sinister was his banality. He was any-thing but a charis-
matic speaker like Hitler or a decadent bon vivant like Göring. He was a pale, inconspicu-
ous man with rimless glasses, a sensi-tive stomach and a pedantic sense of order. He did 
not drink alcohol, did not smoke, was a vegetarian and liked to talk about herbal medicine. 

In his diaries, notes about mass shootings are mixed with private remarks about his chicken 
farm or his feeling unwell after eating—a ghostly normality amid systematic murder.

His contempt for humanity was of a cold, rationalized cruelty. He had millions deported, 
imprisoned, enslaved and murdered, but at the same time spoke in his speeches about „de-
cency“, which supposedly meant carrying out such „difficult tasks“ not out of personal 
hatred, but „out of a sense of duty“.

On August 25, 1943, Hitler also appointed him “Reichsinnenminister” (“Secretary of the In-
terior”). When the Third Reich was finally collapsing in the sixth year of the war, Himmler 
attempted to position himself as a mediator between the Allies and a “new Germany” – 
without Hitler‘s knowledge. When the Führer found out, he publicly dismissed his former 
companion. After Hitler‘s suicide on April 30, 1945, Himmler tried to hide and escape per-
secution by the Allies. On May 22, 1945, he was recognized and arrested by British soldiers 
in Bremervörde. To escape responsibility, he committed suicide with a cyanide capsule the 
following day.

Compared to other leading Nazis, relatively little is known about Himmler‘s personal fleet 
of vehicles, which was in keeping with his unassuming, almost bourgeois personality. Ne-
vertheless, for him, as for many Nazi officials, the ownership and use of prestigious vehic-
les was part of the public display of power.

He liked to use a Mercedes-Benz 770 W150, also known as the „Big Mercedes“, as his 
official car. This armored, luxurious vehicle was popular with the Nazi leadership and was 
also used by Hitler, among others. 

The 770 was regarded as a status symbol and was produced in small numbers - with bul-
letproof windows, reinforced chassis and often as a convertible to show off to the people at 
parades. The fact that Himmler also used this type of car demonstrated his proximity to the 
insignia of power, despite his emphatically ascetic self-presentation. But he and the depart-
ments under his command also owned various Maybach automobiles. And I don‘t want to 
put any blame on this brand for that. As I mentioned at the beginning, inhuman potenta-
tes around the world have themselves chauffeured around in cars of practically all luxury 
brands or sometimes even drive them themselves. 



It may be some consolation to outsiders that they live in constant fear. No, not of a potential 
breakdown, but rather of an assault. Even today, there is no armor that can withstand every 
attack! Regardless of the protection class, it‘s all just a question of the caliber used...

It is therefore all the more surprising that, despite the constant threat of assassination, Hein-
rich Himmler also had the German people buy him a convertible. On September 29, 1938, 
the Maybach office in Berlin confirmed the order for an open-top, four-door, four- to five-
seater SW 38 for Himmler, who was 38 years old then.

At that time, its bodywork was already under construction at Gläser in Dresden, where the 
interior was also to be manufactured on behalf of the Maybach factory. The price for the 
complete vehicle had previously been set at 19,607 Reichsmarks (RM), with delivery pro-
mised for the end of the following week or the beginning of the week after.

A maximum of two weeks to build a Maybach? That would have been simply impossible 
if this order had not been tackled more than two months earlier. As an “exhibition or stock 
car.” With a short 338-centimeter wheelbase. But obviously already designed as a ministry 
car, as this note in the “equipment instructions” dated July 23 of the same year for “chassis 
no. 2150” reveals: “A flagpole is to be delivered to Gläser for assembly.“

This was the start of the sales file for the „Reichsführer der SS im Reichsinnenministerium, 
Berlin“ (“Reich Leader of the SS in the Reich Ministry of the Interior, Berlin”). It was 
addressed to Gläserkarosserie G.m.b.H., which, according to its letterhead, specialized in 
„luxury car bodies ∙ series production ∙ one-off production ∙ repairs“. Established in 1864 
as the company „Heinrich Gläser, Sattlerei und Wagenbau“, the Saxons also produced car 
bodies under the direction of Emil Heuer from 1903. 

Alongside coachbuilder Spohn in Ravensburg, which was the most obvious outsourcing 
option for the bodywork production of Maybachs due to its proximity to the factory in 
Friedrichshafen and thus took a large proportion of the orders, Gläser was also one of the 
most popular suppliers for German Maybach buyers, presumably due to the much shorter 
distance to the capital Berlin.

In a letter dated July 27, the equipment for the rolling chassis, which was to be delivered 
from the factory in Friedrichshafen to Dresden in mid-August, was specified in more detail: 
„Paintwork: dark blue as per attached sample / trim: silver / upholstery: red leather as per 
sample A 3391 SZ / soft top: black rubber fabric as per sample Herzog-Coupé 872 / head-
lining: beige cloth.“

On September 17, the Berlin sales office received the message that this convertible was to 
be completed around a week later and then picked up from Gläser. The car was not even 
finished when it was offered to Himm-ler ten days later. He was obviously very keen on this 
convertible be-cause, as mentioned earlier, his office turned this offer into an order with-in 
just two days.









VIN 2182: Maybach SW 38 Pullman  
for Kaiserlich-Iranische Gesandtschaft

Berlin, March 7, 1939. Were they half pushed, half fell, or can this renunciation simply 
be called an act of raison d‘état? Whatever the case, Maybach presented itself at the 29th 
International Automobile and Motorcycle Exhibition (IAMA) in Berlin in Hall 1 in 1939. 
The six- to seven-seater SW 38 Pullman limousine on display at booth 26 was sold during 
the exhibition to Hackethal-Draht- und Kabel-Werke AG in Hanover for 21,509 Reichs-
mark (RM).

This order was not only welcomed by the luxury car manufacturer in Friedrichshafen, but 
also by its general agent for northern Germany, J.A. Schlüter Söhne in Hamburg, who had 
earned a respectable commission of RM 3,243. Unfortunately, the documents available to 
me do not reveal how this was made up of an 18 percent commission on an order value of 
RM 13,800 and 10 percent on a further RM 7,590. What I find absolutely hard to unders-
tand, however, is the fact that on February 24, 1939, the broker was charged 171.12 for 
the export promotion surcharge “HANDEL“ (”trade“). But the Hamburg agent was only 
responsible for selling this car to Hannover, wasn‘t he? Which was definitely in Germany 
at the time and not abroad.

But in the end, this car ended up in different hands: Hackethal director Reusch himself 
traveled to the agreed pickup location at the Maybach sales office in Berlin on March 7, 
1939. After a discussion with the Maybach representatives, he authorized the resale of the 
new black Pullman. This happened even though the head of the transport company Berlit & 
Happe was already on site to ship it to Hannover.

However, this change of heart was not because the industrialist suddenly no longer liked the 
car that had been intended for his personal use. A letter sent on the same day to the Maybach 
factory in Friedrichshafen explains this somewhat surprising change of plan: “After we had 
once again outlined the situation we found ourselves in as a result of the envoy’s persisten-
ce, Mr. Reusch agreed to unblock the car in the interests of German exports.”

The “Kaiserlich-Iranische Gesandtschaft”) (“Imperial Iranian Legation”) in Berlin, the em-
bassy of this country in Germany, insisted on the immediate delivery of precisely this May-
bach SW 38 Pullman limousine for its then 19-year-old Crown Prince Moḥammad-Reża 
Pahlavī. He was later crowned Shah of Persia on September 17, 1941, after his father, Reza 
Shah Pahlavi, had been forced to step down by the British occupiers of Iran and sent into 
exile in Greece.

In March 1939, the son had married the Egyptian princess Fausia of Egypt, chosen for him 
by his father, in Cairo. At the age of just 17, she was considered the most beautiful woman 
in her country. The wedding ceremony was later repeated in Tehran according to the Shiite 
rite and one of the wedding gifts was to be this German luxury limousine. 









The vehicle, showcased as an attraction at the Maybach booth in Berlin, was equipped with 
everything that could possibly be packed into a SW 38 Pullman. The exact specifications 
were documented in the order file, available in two versions: the detailed invoice from the 
coachbuilder Spohn in Ravensburg, who handled the body construction and the entire in-
terior with numerous custom requests. They charged exactly 6,110.50 RM to the Maybach 
factory for this work. The manufacturer’s calculation listed a selling price of 20,800 RM. 
By the time of the presentation in Berlin, the price tag had increased by an additional 709 
RM to the aforementioned 21,509 RM.

Unfortunately, there is no record of what concessions were made to the wire manufac-
turer, now suddenly a second-ranking buyer, in return for his willingness to cooperate. 
Perhaps he was granted a discount and/or other benefits as compensation for the addi-
tional waiting time for the next Pullman, which was specially made for him. Howe-
ver, he was also reportedly happy to have an SW 38 Pullman built entirely according 
to his personal wishes, as reported by Berlin to the factory: „The car no. 2182 pur-
chased at the exhibition was, in any case, a little too generously equipped for him. He 
wanted to do without the radio and sliding seats, as well as a few other minor details. 
However, Mr. Reusch made it an explicit condition that the delivery date of 8 weeks 
offered by you for this new order would not be exceeded under any circumstances.“ 

And then there was also a special detail in the same letter regarding future trips for this May-
bach in the Middle East: “We will report to you separately tomorrow on the further steps 
that are necessary to prepare the above-mentioned car for the Iranian legation (to change 
the vehicle registration document and existing registration, shorten the pistons, etc.).” To 
cut the pistons to further reduce the compression ratio from the normal 6.5:1? Because Teh-
ran is located at an altitude of almost 1,200 meters above sea level, while Friedrichshafen 
is only 400 meters above “normal sea level,” as it is correctly called today? Because the 
oxygen content of the air is lower for this reason? Or because of the quite different outside 
temperatures? 

According to the internet, the average annual temperature in the Iranian capital in 2024 was 
18.3 degrees Celsius. In Friedrichshafen, the average temperature during the same period 
was 11.3 degrees. Almost 90 years ago, long before significant global warming, it may have 
been colder, but the difference was probably similar... Or was this precautionary measure 
based on the assumption that Maybach considered the fuel quality in the country of the big 
crude oil producer to be inferior and wanted to protect the engine from damage caused by 
knocking or pinging under heavy load?

Back then, it seemed totally logical to retrofit the 3.8-liter inline six-cylinder engine with 
shorter pistons for lower compression. To avoid dangerous problems caused by poor-qua-
lity fuel, electronic engine management was not yet available at that time. This technology 
allows our current cars to be “fed” with special mappings to delay the ignition timing and 
enrich the mixture, which helps to prevent engine damage. And, of course, there were no 
sophisticated sensors in the past that would have automatically taken such safety precauti-
ons on their own.



From left to right: Göring, Keitel, Himmler and Hitler.



VIN 2192: Maybach SW 38 Cabriolet
for General der Artillerie Wilhelm Keitel

Berlin, March 23, 1939. In this final chapter, I will tell you about an order that Maybach-
Motorenbau G.m.b.H. was able to secure at the last edition of the „Internationale Automo-
bil- und Motorrad-Ausstellung“ („International Automobile and Motorcycle Exhibition“) 
(IAMA)  in Berlin at the beginning of 1939. It was for an SW 38 Cabriolet with four doors 
and four to five seats, which was delivered to the Oberkommando des Heeres (Army High 
Command) on April 6, 1939. It was to serve as the new, prestigious official car for the hig-
hest-ranking soldier in the German Wehrmacht.

General der Artillerie (General of the Artillery) Wilhelm Bodewin Johann Gustav Keitel, 
as he was known by his full name, was born on September 22, 1882, in Helmscherode near 
Gandersheim, as the oldest son of Lower Saxony landowner Carl Keitel and his wife Apol-
lonia, and grew up in the bosom of his family. Because his father did not yet want to give 
up farming, the young man decided to pursue a military career. After graduating from high 
school in 1901, he joined the Prussian army, as was customary for the sons of landowners 
in the region. However, unlike many other young men from good families, the young Keitel 
did not choose the cavalry, but rather the horseback field artillery.

In 1909, he married Lisa Fontaine, whose parents owned the Wülfel manor and brewery in 
Hannover, and had six children with her, one of whom died at an early age. In 1910, he was 
promoted to first lieutenant. At the beginning of World War I, he was hit by a shrapnel frag-
ment in his right lower arm. After his recovery, he returned to his regiment as a captain and 
battery commander. In the spring of 1915, Keitel joined the General Staff without having 
undergone the usual training. In 1916, he became First General Staff Officer of the 19th 
Reserve Division, and in 1918 he was transferred to the Flanders Naval Corps, also as 1a. 
He served on various battlefields in the west and east and received twelve honors during the 
war, including the Ritterkreuz des Königlichen Hausordens von Hohenzollern mit Schwer-
tern (Knight‘s Cross of the Royal House Order of Hohenzollern with Swords). 

After the war ended, Keitel remained in the military and was transferred to the Reichswehr 
of the Weimar Republic. In 1923, he was promoted to Major, and four years later, Keitel 
was appointed „Kommandeur der II. Abteilung des 6. (Preußischen) Artillerie-Regiments“ 
(„Commander of the II Division of the 6th (Prussian) Artillery Regiment“) and promoted 
to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in 1929. Until October 1933, he was deployed in the 
“Reichswehrministerium” (“Reichswehr Ministry”), where he played a key role in the il-
legal restructuring of the Reichswehr. 

Due to illness, he followed Hitler‘s ascent to power on January 30, 1933, from a sanatorium 
in what was then Czechoslovakia. After his recovery, Keitel returned to active duty. Alt-
hough officers were officially required to remain politically neutral, he sympathized with 
National Socialist ideology. 



He met Hitler in person for the first time in July 1933, but surprisingly did not join the 
NSDAP until 1944, even though he had been awarded the “Golden Party Badge” already in 
April 1939. The disadvantage of his late entry into the party was corrected by backdating 
the entry date of the party member No. 7,039,699 Keitel to March 1, 1939.

Exactly five years earlier to the day, he had been promoted to Major General and, in October 
of the same year, he was commissioned to form the 22nd Infantry Division. From October 
1, 1935, he served as “Chef des Wehrmachtamts im Reichskriegsministerium” (“Chief of 
the Wehrmacht Office in the Reich War Ministry”). There, Keitel wanted to optimize coope-
ration between the army, navy, and air force through a joint command staff. However, his 
plan failed due to resistance from the generals of these three branches of the armed forces, 
who did not want to see their power restricted. Despite this failure, he was promoted first 
to Lieutenant General on January 1, 1936, and then to General of the Artillery on August 1 
of the following year.

The Blomberg-Fritsch crisis in February 1938, which was also mentioned in the chapter 
on General Liese‘s Maybach SW 38, ultimately led to a fundamental change in the com-
mand structure of the Wehrmacht, as the Reichswehr had been officially named since 1935. 
Keitel‘s ideas had not been forgotten, and so in 1938 he was made „Chef des Oberkom-
mandos der Wehrmacht“ („Chief of the High Command of the Wehrmacht“) (OKW). This 
office replaced the office of the „Reichskriegsminister“ („Reich Minister of War“), which 
Hitler had pro forma taken over himself. As Chief of the OKW, Keitel reported directly to 
the Führer and worked closely with „Oberst“ („Colonel“) Alfred Jodl, who organized the 
„Wehrmachtführungsstab“ („Wehrmacht Command Staff“).

The officer‘s responsibilities included recruiting soldiers and procuring military equipment, 
espionage, caring for prisoners of war and wounded soldiers, and the administration of the 
Wehrmacht and the territories in which it was active. He carried out the Führer‘s orders and 
acted as the executive interface between Hitler and the Wehrmacht throughout World War 
II.

As head of the OKW, Wilhelm Keitel, who was promoted to “Generalfeldmarschall” (“Ge-
neral Field Marshal ”) in 1940, was part of Adolf Hitler‘s inner circle of power. He was the 
ideal tool for the regime, a frighteningly loyal executor who took orders and carried them 
out ruthlessly. 

During the Second World War, he signed numerous criminal decrees, including the “Kom-
missarbefehl” („Commissar Order“) in 1941, which instructed that political commissars 
of the Soviet Red Army were not to be treated as prisoners of war, but were to be shot 
immediately without trial by a court martial. Or the “Nacht-und-Nebel-Erlass” (“Night and 
Fog Decree”) of the same year for the prosecution of crimes against the Reich and resis-
tance against the German occupying power in the occupied territories. Keitel’s signature 
appeared on numerous documents that caused the deaths of millions of people through the 
Wehrmacht.



He probably signed his last official document on the night of May 8-9, 1945. At the Soviet 
headquarters in Berlin-Karlshorst, he signed the un-conditional surrender of the German 
Wehrmacht together with Admiral Hans-Georg von Friedeburg, “Oberbefehlshaber der 
Kriegsmarine” (“Commander-in-Chief of the Navy”), and Colonel General Hans-Jürgen 
Stumpff, representing the wounded „Oberbefehlshaber der Luftwaffe“ („Commander-in-
Chief of the Air Force“), Ritter von Greim.

On May 13, 1945, soldiers of the British army arrested Keitel in Flensburg and took him, 
together with other high-ranking Wehrmacht officers and representatives of the NSDAP 
hierarchy, to POW camp no. 32, also known as Camp Ashcan, in Bad Mondorf, Luxem-
bourg. 

In August 1945, he was transferred to Nuremberg, where he wrote his memoirs while in 
custody. These were published later in 1998 under the title “Mein Leben – Pflichterfüllung 
bis zum Untergang” (“My Life – Fulfilling My Duty Until the End”) and are considered 
highly controversial due to his lack of acknowledgement of guilt.

After the end of the war, Keitel was indicted along with 23 other major war criminals in the 
Nuremberg Trials before the International Military Tribunal. On October 1, 1946, the for-
mer highest-ranking soldier in the German Wehrmacht was found guilty on all counts and 
sentenced to death by hanging. Together with nine other convicts, Generalfeldmarschall 
Wilhelm Keitel was executed in Nuremberg on October 16, 1946.

But the then 56-year-old head of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (High Command 
of the Armed Forces) certainly had no idea that his end was on the horizon when he trea-
ted himself with a new car in 1939. Interestingly, however, it was ordered by the Ober-
kommando des Heeres (OKH), founded in 1935, which had not been subordinated to the 
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW), established only three years later, but was only 
authorized to pass on Hitler‘s directives to the OKH. Keitel commanded this agency, which 
was already in the process of being dissolved, only at the end of the war, from May 1 to 13, 
1945, to be precise. 

The explanation for the cross-agency purchase transaction is provided by the letter from 
the Maybach office in Berlin dated March 23, 1939, shown at the beginning of this chapter: 
“The formal processing of the or-der will be handled in the usual manner by the „Heeres-
waffenamt“ („Ar-my Weapons Office“).” In peacetime, this was still subordinate to the 
“Oberkommando des Heeres”, which is probably why all correspondence relating to this 
Keitel convertible was not conducted with the “Oberk-ommando der Wehrmacht”. Perhaps 
the OKW did not have its own de-partment for motor vehicles at the time and therefore 
delegated their pro-curement to another authority ... It is also worth mentioning in this 
context that Keitel‘s organization had set up a command center for the Oberkommando 
der Wehrmacht in the “Maybach II” bunker complex. This shelter was built on the grounds 
of the so-called “Forbidden City” in Zossen, Brandenburg. Could this name explain their 
commander‘s possible passion for the luxury Swabian brand and the decision to choose this 
new car?



Technical draw
ing by Petera for the M

aybach SW
 38 C

abriolet for the IA
M

A
 1939.



Wilhelm Keitel was not known to be a car enthusiast in the classic sense like Göring, for 
example, who allegedly owned several custom Maybachs, or Hitler, who had made the 
„Volkswagen“ one of his most important civilian projects, but naturally preferred to be 
chauffeured in luxurious Mercedes-Benz limousines and convertibles. For official trips wit-
hin Berlin or to the Führer‘s headquarters, General Keitel preferred to use a Mercedes-Benz 
320 Pullman limousine from the W 142 series, comfortable but not overly luxurious. This 
model was the standard motorization for many high-ranking officers at the time. 

There is no evidence that Keitel also drove this car himself, as his position naturally gave 
him a driver at his disposal at all times. In contrast to today, open-top vehicles at that time 
were rarely used for leisure purposes, but were utilized for presentation purposes at parades 
and for troop visits.

The story of this cabriolet began with a request from the coachbuilder IG. TH. PETERA & 
Söhne to provide it with a Maybach SW 38 rolling chassis. On this basis, the coachbuilder, 
which had never been used by the factory before and which had been founded as a coach-
builder in the 19th century, wanted to build a redesigned version of the SW 38 open-top 
model.

It was then presented at Petera‘s own stand at the 29th edition of the IAMA in Berlin, which 
was held from February 17 to March 5, 1939. This was the first time the manufacturer had 
collaborated with this company, which was based in the small town of Hohenelbe in what 
was then the Sudetenland, which had belonged to the “Reichsgau Sudetenland” since the 
invasion of German troops in 1938. The aim in Friedrichshafen was to test a potential new 
subcontractor for coachbuilding.

In a letter from Maybach-Motorenbau G.m.b.H. to the potential partner, dated Novem-
ber 12, 1938, we read: „We have not yet had the opportunity to work with your esteemed 
company and are unable to form an opinion about the quality and design of the bodies you 
manufacture, which is why we ask you to agree to the reservation we have made. We hereby 
give our consent for you to exhibit the assembled car at your own stand at the Berlin Motor 
Show at the beginning of next year.“

The conditions were clearly defined: “We will, of course, endeavor to sell the car as soon as 
possible, and we also request that you try to sell the entire car, whereby the price we have 
set as the final fixed price must be respected under all circumstances. We reserve the right 
to finalize the sale ourselves.”

Since, of course, everything was about money even back then, the price was also fixed in 
advance: „The selling price will be our chassis price of RM 13,800 plus the body price, 
which must include a 20% discount for us. We will determine the final price after you have 
specified all optional extras to be included at net cost and taking into account the price you 
quoted in a.) for the 4-seater convertible without a partition wall.“ And because Swabians 
are known for not giving anything away for free: ”We will pay you for the body after the 
car has been sold.“



The illustrated book
“Maybach, the Third Reich, and the Shah of Persia”

is available exclusively on Amazon.


