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FROM TOP: the Amphicar has 
become a cult icon. OPPOSITE: 
Owner Marco Schuh cruises 
down the Rhine River. 

custom & classic
AMPHICAR

N
ein, nein!” The two 
anglers are visibly 
agitated as they drop 
their fishing rods 

and gesticulate wildly. Marco 
Schuh just laughs, waves at them 
and continues to accelerate the 
convertible sportscar along a 
concrete boat ramp towards the 
Rhine before diving into the river 
with a huge splash.

What at first sight looks like 
stunt from an action movie is 
actually normal for the Amphicar. 
Owner Marco pushes the clutch 
pedal, shifts the land transmission 
into neutral and, with a second 
gearlever, engages the two nylon 
propellers at the rear. The vehicle 
is driven through the rear wheels 
by a unique two-part land/water 
transmission. It was built by 
Hermes, which also manufactured 
gearboxes for the Porsche 356,  
and allows the wheels and 
propellers to be operated 
independently or simultaneously. 
The land transmission is a four-
speed-plus-reverse unit and 
very similar to the one used in 
the first-generation Volkswagen 
Beetle. The water transmission 
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Water
cool
Just one non-military 
amphibious vehicle was ever 
put into commercial pro-
duction: the amphicar. We 
cruised in one on the rhine

DID YOU KNOW?
The Amphicar was assembled at 
plants in Lübeck (the city’s gate 
features on the vehicle’s steering-
wheel knob) and later in Berlin by 
Industrie-Werke Karlsruhe AG 
(IWK), a subsidiary of Deutsche 
Waggon und Maschinenfabriken 
GmbH (DWM), the same firm that 
produced Luger pistols during World 
War Two.

The Amphicar has the highest-
placed rear fins of any production 
car. Yes, even higher than those of 
a 1950s Cadillac.
 
Because it has good traction and 
generous ground clearance, it is 
great on snow. 
 
The body is made of steel, so rust 
is a problem.

The car left the factory with 
complete maritime equipment, 
including water-navigation lights 
and an electric bilge pump to 
expel water from the cabin.

0-100 km/h Top speed (land/water) Mass Length Width Height Ground clearance Fuel consumption (land/water)
27,3 secs 112/11 km/h 1 050 kg 4 343 mm 1 549 mm 1 524 mm 245 mm 9,3 L/100 km/3,5-12,0 L/hour FAST FACTS
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 The watercooled (!) 28 kW 1,2-litre 
engine came from a Triumph 

Herald, many body parts were 
sourced from Borgward, the 

braking and suspension systems 
are Mercedes-Benz items and the 

transmission internals and fuel 
system from a Porsche 356. 

Amphicars originally came with 
white-knob Blaupunkt Frankfurt 
radios, which are much sought-

after by Porsche 356 owners and 
other German classic-car 

enthusiasts.

The cars came in four colour 
options: Regatta Red, Lagoon Blue, 

Beach Sand and Fjord Green. At 
least one black version was made, 

as well as some Emerald Green 
ones for the Berlin Police.

In the US, the Amphicar was 
referred to as the 770 because it 

reached 7 mph on water and  
70 mph on land.

Optional spare parts included 
anchors, flares, paddles, fire 

extinguishers, AM/FM short wave/
marine-band radios and even a 

shower that connected to the  
bilge pump.

Amphicar was owned by Quandt 
Group, which today still owns a 

controlling share of BMW.

Design costs amounted to about 
US$5 million in the late 1950s.

DID YOU KNOW?

AS soon as the very first cars drove on land, people tried to make them 
swim. Hanns Trippel (1908-2001) is widely regarded as the father of the 
swimming car. He was an industrial designer and started his career as a 
race driver. He wasn’t successful at going fast but had an idea that a 
vehicle with a streamlined shape, much like that of a racing car, should 
work on water. He added a propeller to his sportscar and made it 
watertight. His first water demonstration was in September 1934 … 
and the car didn’t sink.

In December 1935, his second prototype was shown to Adolf Hitler. 
After their meeting, Trippel secured sponsorship from the German Army. 
Several prototypes, culminating in the Trippel SG6, soon followed. It was 
first produced in the German town of Homburg/Saar before moving to the 
Bugatti factory in Molsheim, France, after Ettore fled the invading Nazis. 

During WW2, the army needed more torpedoes, so manufacturing of 
these replaced Trippel’s efforts at Bugatti. The army also started 
favouring another car manufacturer that tested the water, too. The 
Volkswagen Schwimmwagen was smaller than the Trippel and more 
agile, while the fact that it was based on the Beetle made spares widely 
available and inexpensive. Altogether 15 000 VW Schwimmwagens were 
constructed, compared with about 800 Trippels. The American Army 
responded with an answer to the Schwimmwagen in the shape of the 
Jeep-based Ford GPA. 

After the war, the French imprisoned Hanns Trippel for war 
profiteering. He was released after three years and kept tinkering with 
amphibian-vehicle projects and even designed a tiny sports coupé with 
gullwing doors. He sold this door layout to Mercedes-Benz for DM5 000. 

has two gears, one for forward 
and the other for reverse.

Time magazine once voted 
the Amphicar as one of the 
50 worst cars of all time. But 
despite having been described as 
slow in water and on the road; 
as a combination of a lousy 
boat and a lousy car; or as the 
peacetime descendant of the 
Nazi Schwimmwagen (based 
on the Beetle and still the most 
numerous amphibious car), today 
the Amphicar is a sought-after 
collector’s car. 

Of the 3 878 units produced 
(fewer than 100 of them in 
right-hand drive) between 1962 
and ‘67, approximately 2 000 
have survived. About 600 of 
these remain useable on the road 
and water. Roughly 3 700 were 
exported to the United States. 
However, the Amphicar can only 
be seen as a commercial failure 
either because it was too niche 
or too expensive; the company 
originally predicted sales of  
40 000. To strengthen demand, 
it lowered the initial pricing 
of US$2 800-3 300 to about 
US$900 in the final years.  
Today, an Amphicar in good 
condition will set you back at 
least US$80 000 (about R650 000). 

“Watch now; the front wheels 
act as rudders,” Marco says as 
he turns the steering wheel. The 
car appears to be watertight, too. 
The two doors have rubber seals 
round their edges “just like a 
fridge” and a second door handle 
to pull them tight. 

HIstOrY Of ampHIbIOUs cars
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Marco drives into the Rhine River ... 
cue much dropping of fishing rods 
and wild gesticulation.

The Amphicar can do 112 km/h on 
land and 11 km/h on water.

WOrlD WIDe Wet
The owner of the Amphicar you see 
in the photos, Marco Schuh, offers 
cruises on the Rhine in the vehicle. 
Visit www.kultauto.de; 

For a list of all swimming cars, head 
over to www.schwimmauto.de;

Two sites dedicated to the Amphicar:  
www.amphicar.com and 
www.amphicars.com
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mODerN-DaY ampHIbIaN
In 2004, entrepreneur Richard Branson took an hour and 40 
minutes to cross the English Channel in a Gibbs Aquada (pictured 
below). In doing so, he smashed the previous record of six hours 
held by the Amphicar. The Aquada, which resembles a previous 
generation Mazda MX-5, can reach 160 km/h on land and 50 km/h 
on water. See www.gibbsamphibians.com

Before we took to the water, 
Marco did a visual check of all 
the vital parts. According to 
him, the most important thing 
to remember is to ensure the 
hood and bilge plugs are secure. 
Without them, the car will 
immediately flood and morph into 
an aerodynamic anchor.

On the banks of the Rhine, 
people are left aghast at the sight 
of the little car in the middle of 
the river. After being stuck in 
traffic for an hour on the way 
to the water, we’ve got space 
here. I’m behind the wheel and 
instinctively brake when a gigantic 
barge approaches and causes tidal 
waves to wash over the bonnet 
and splash water into the car. 
Marco laughs. “We’re in the water 
and it’s a boat now, so you’ll have 
to throw the props in reverse.”

Unlike other Amphicar owners 
who transport their cars on 
trailers to amphibious and 
other gatherings, Marco and his 
girlfriend drive. Even across the 
Alps. Once, at the top of the old 
Gotthard Pass, they came across 
a glacier lake in the middle of 
a Swiss nature reserve that was 
surrounded by snow-capped 
mountains. Marco handed his 
camera to his girlfriend and said, 
“Sorry, I can’t resist.” The poster-
sized photograph of the Amphicar 
on the lake decorates Marco’s 
living-room wall.

As we cruise along the Rhine, I 
start to really like the vehicle. I love 
quirky classic cars, which is why I 
own a New York Checker Taxi. An 
Amphicar would make an ideal 
companion for it in my garage back 
in Cape Town. I could pilot it round 
Chapmans Peak from Hout Bay to 
Noordhoek, or even visit Robben 
Island in my own car...      

DID YOU KNOW?
When the company went bust in 

1967, American Hugh Gordon 
bought all spares and inventory. He 
remains the best parts source. Visit 

www.gordonimports.com.   

Be careful when buying an 
Amphicar that isn’t pristine; a new 

transmission will set cost you a 
staggering US$15 000 (before 

shipping; ±R128 000).

FROM TOP: power is 
provided by a rear-
mounted 1,2-litre engine 
from the Triumph Herald. 


