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VOLVO'S ESTATE CARS - a high-capacity trip down memory lane

At the time of its launch, there was scarcely a car in existence that was more practical than
the model Volvo unveiled exactly 50 years ago, in summer 1953. Half a century and millions
of estate cars later, the concept of practicality still remains the talking point of these Volvo
cars.

The early 1950s saw much head-scratching at Volvo. To the surprise of the company’s two
founders, the Volvo PV444 had grown into a resounding sales success. The originally planned
production run of 8,000 cars was far from sufficient to meet demand, which of course was highly
encouraging. But there was a major downside to the little passenger car's modern construction: it
had a chassis-less monocoque structure. This meant that the many independent bodybuilders
then in existence did not have a small Volvo chassis on which to build small commercial vehicles
such as vans and pick-up trucks.

Duett

To solve this problem, a chassis was designed towards the end of the 1940s that in all major
respects — apart from the frame members and their cross-members — was based on the PV 444,
The new frame soon acquired a good reputation and many bodybuilding firms built both pick-ups
and vans based on the renamed 445 chassis. Production of the PV444 speeded up and so too did
the manufacture of the small chassis. So much so that in early 1952, there were 1,000 unsold
chassis in Volvo’s stocks. This was a cause of much concern, particularly for one of Volvo’s
founders, economist Assar Gabrielsson. He therefore turned to engineer Erik Skoog, one of the
people who had worked most intensively on the development of the PV 444,

Erik Skoog does not remember the precise wording of the request, but Gabrielsson was not
exactly known as a man who wasted unnecessary time on new car models. He had already
decided to build a van, so Erik simply had to get on with his drawing. Work got under way on 2
May 1952.

“I began by drawing a van, but soon realised that this would make an excellent estate car too,”
recalls Erik.

He therefore made 1:5 scale drawings for two variants. Erik Skoog was an engineer, not an
industrial designer or car designer. Yet his drawings were so thorough that only a few minor details
were changed during the model’s lifetime, apart from the windscreen which was later modernised.

On 4 July 1953, the first fully Volvo-built PV445 was ready for delivery and that first customer was
none other than Assar Gabrielsson. The car was designated 445 DH and it was an estate car, in
other words with an airy, bright interior. On 20 November, the first van version was ready,
designated the Volvo PV 445 DS.

Version three did not arrive until 19 July 1955, and it was a somewhat more comfortably appointed
estate car. Its model designation was PV 445 PH, with the last two letters indicating in Swedish
that this was a passenger-carrying estate car. With these three versions, the Duett series was
now complete.



The Volvo Duett was not a large car, but it swallowed unbelievable amounts of luggage — thanks in
no mean part to the body’s upright sides and the generous roof height in the luggage
compartment. The floor’s raised metal pressings were originally intended to carry the load, but
even the very first cars featured elegantly varnished wooden slats attached to the floor pressings
to allow the load to slide conveniently and smoothly into the car. In all other respects, the interior
trim matched that of the passenger car model.

The first model years used the Volvo 444 B4B engine, a 1.4 litre unit producing 44 bhp. In 1957,
displacement rose to 1.6 litres and power was upped to 60bhp, and this B16 engine gave the
Duett a welcome increase in power and torque. Apart from having the car delivered in primer,
customers had just three topcoats to choose between: red/beige, livery blue/beige and grey/beige.
In the mid-fifties, Volvo launched a marketing offensive in the large and attractive US market. The
company hoped for export success for the Duett too and in the English-language brochures, it still
retained its original name of Duett, but now with just one t' — Duet. The name, irrespective of the
language in which it was written, prompted the perception of this model as “two cars in one” — a
car that united practicality with pleasure and allowed dual use at both work and free time.

For 1958, a number of minor exterior changes were made to the Duett, for instance with the oval
tail lamps being replaced by rectangular units. The PV passenger-car model got a new one-piece
windscreen at this time, but Duett customers had to wait another two years for this new-fangled
innovation. In the meantime, they could console themselves with modern instruments, seat belts
as standard and a four-speed gearbox.

In 1960, the Duett name was dropped and the model was known instead as the P210. It was
available in two versions — as a van or estate car. And that is how the range remained for the rest
of the model’s career. 1962 saw the introduction of the B18 engine in Volvo’s little work-horse. 75
horsepower — that was almost twice as much as the model had had upon its introduction!

Even though the Duett was no longer called the Duett, it still remained very popular indeed.
However, when the Volvo Amazon was made available as an estate car, most people felt the
Duett's days were reckoned. Little did they know! The model’'s best-ever sales were recorded in
model year 1961, when no less than 11,744 customers signed on the dotted line. For the rest of its
life, the P210 sold a steady 7,000 or so a year — despite the availability of the far more modern and
advanced Amazon estate car.

The very last Duett — or P210 if we are to be strictly accurate — was built on 19 February 1969.
This dark-blue vehicle was driven straight to Volvo’s historic-car collection, where it still has pride
of place with just over 100 km on the odometer. All told, 97,298 Volvo Duett/P210 cars were sold.
This figure also includes the 2,915 so-called delivery chassis that were sold between 1949 and
1953.

P220/Amazon

The estate car was the third version of the Volvo Amazon. It was unveiled at the Stockholm Motor
Show in spring 1962 and it was completely different in nature to the Duett. Its combination of
comfort and load-carrying capacity was remarkable, as were several of its elegant innovations and
solutions. In true American fashion, the tailgate was a two-piece unit with the glass window
opening upwards and the lower metal panel dropping down. Perfect for lugging long planks of
wood for those most Swedish of pastimes — home extensions in town or log-cabin building in the
country. And when the time came to hoist loads onto the roof, it was convenience itself to stand on
the rear bumper’s flat, rubber-topped over-riders.

Out on the road, the Amazon estate car behaved pretty much like the two-door or four-door sedan
models since there was little difference in weight. The chassis designs, however, were different at
the rear. This was because the load compartment floor had been lowered in the estate car to
create the required load volume. The rear section therefore had a sturdy box-section beam
structure. The rear-facing support arms were reinforced and the coil springs were supplemented
with auxiliary springs. The Amazon estate car was type-approved to carry a load of 490 kilograms.
The load compartment measured 183 cm in length and 126 cm across — sufficient to
accommodate most standard-size wall panels!

Volvo had been focusing actively on car safety ever since the mid-fifties. As of 1959, all Volvo cars
were delivered with front three-point seat belts, making Volvo the first car maker in the world to
include this feature as standard. The estate car started its career powered by the B18A engine,
which was not a further development of the B16 but an entirely newly designed, five-main-bearing
engine producing 75 horsepower. A four-speed manual gearbox was fitted as standard.

The 1964 Amazon received a welcome upgrade in the form of front disc brakes. The estate car
also got a brake servo and a small but highly welcome feature: a gas-filled spring strut for the



upper half of the tailgate.

Even more important that this spring, however, were the entirely new front seats. For the first time,
the concept of ergonomics could be done true justice even though the word itself would not come
into fashion for a good many years to come. The seats were developed in cooperation with
medical experts and consisted of thick cushions of polyester foam which offered damping motion
against sturdy rubber straps. The padding was harder at the edges, giving excellent support in fast
curves.

The Volvo Amazon was built until 1969, both as a passenger car under the designations P121 and
P122, and as an estate car, the P220. A total of 73,000 estate versions rolled out of the Torslanda
factory gates during the model’s lifetime.

145

By the mid-sixties, Volvo was an established manufacturer of estate cars. Summer 1966 saw the
launch of the Amazon’s successor, and it was Volvo’s first model with a new numerical
designation. It was called the 144, and it relied largely on the tried and tested technology that had
done such sterling service in the Amazon. The rear suspension was a further development of that
found in the estate car.

The new car put the spotlight well and truly on safety. A welded, very torsionally rigid all-steel body
formed the basis, and both the front and the rear were engineered as energy-absorbing crumple
zones designed to deform in a crash. At least equally important was the braking system, which
was now of triangular split dual-circuit type with disc brakes all round.

With such a robust base, the estate car version could scarcely be anything other than a
resounding success. It arrived in 1967, and with a nod to logic it was named the 145 (series 1, 4-
cylinder engine, 5 doors). It was technically identical to the four-door sedan apart from the
reinforced rear suspension which was bolstered to handle heavy loads.

The load space was impressive, and nobody was surprised over how quickly sales got off the
ground and how steady they remained. The reason was that the Volvo 145 was not just a car that
could handle large loads, it was also a stylish conveyance. It may not have had the most thrilling or
exciting of designs, but its lines were harmonious, understated and timeless. Which may explain
why there are still thousands of 145s on roads the world over.

Volvo was now beginning to be regarded far and wide as primarily a maker of estate cars. On
certain markets, there was something of a cult surrounding the exotic “truck” from Schweden,
Sweden, la Suéde, Svezia or whatever. This cult was further nurtured when the last of the 270,000
Volvo 145 models left the factory in 1974 and the range was replaced by the Volvo 245.

245

It is probably no exaggeration to say that the 245 will never win prizes for the most attractive car
ever produced by Volvo, but it certainly was safer than just about anything else on four wheels, and
in true Volvo style it swallowed prodigious loads.

In the Volvo 245, the engineers had built in even more safety than ever before. The fuel tank, for
instance, was installed ahead of the rear axle and the steering column was a collapsible unit
which would not penetrate into the passenger compartment even in a violent frontal collision.
Volvo’s safety work was now so intensive and so successful that the 240 Series was selected as
the norm car by the American NHTSA, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.

According to the rule-book, the 245 should have lasted a bit into the early 1980s, but this estate
car showed itself to be made of sterner stuff. Neither circumstances nor age succeeded in ending
this model’s production run until 1993. In fact, even as late in its life as 1991 — just two years
before the model was superseded — the American Insurance Institute for Highway Safety noted
that the Volvo 240 was the safest car on the US market.

The Volvo 245 was launched together with the 244 and 242 and was followed a year later by the
more upmarket six-cylinder 265 models. All in all, Volvo would build almost one million of these
load-luggers.

760 and 740

All Volvo's estate cars thus far hade featured rear-wheel drive. So too did the new model series
which made its debut in 1982 in the form of the Volvo 760 GLE. This model grew into a whole
range of versions, among them the 745 — yet another estate car classic in the making.

The Volvo 745 estate car was introduced on Volvo'’s largest single market in 1985, when the wraps
were pulled off it at the Chicago Motor Show in the USA. In principle, the rear of the car was all that



set it apart from the corresponding 740 sedan model. This meant that equipment and comfort
levels had risen compared with the 245 it replaced, for instance with the entire load compartment
featuring neat and practical textile trim. Extra care was also paid to sound insulation, which added
further to comfort, and since the rear seat backrest could split-fold, the load compartment offered
hitherto unparalleled flexibility.

Thanks largely to the relatively boxy shape of the rear bodywork — something that the 745 shared
with all its predecessors — it could swallow 992 litres of luggage with the rear backrest in the
upright position, growing to 2,123 litres with the seat folded.

The Volvo 745 was sold only in the US in its first year of production, followed thereafter by the
model’s triumphant entry into the European market. Car buyers’ requirements and expectations
had been growing all the time, so demand focused more on the better-equipped and more
powerful versions. The Volvo 740 Turbo estate car was one of the fastest five-door cars of its time.
It shot to 100 kilometres an hour in just 8.5 seconds, propelled by no less than 200 horsepower.
Some things didn’t grow, however: both the 240 and the 740/760 Series were very easy to handle
thanks to their excellent turning circle of just 9.9 metres.

With its 740 and 760 models, Volvo advanced into the so-called upper middle class of cars.

In 1990, an entirely new generation of cars was launched, the 900 Series, a further developed and
improved version of the 700 Series. From the outside, the 900 could be distinguished by its
somewhat smoother, more rounded lines and more modern headlamps.

Just as the 700 Series had been available as the 740 and 760, so too was the new model
available in 940 and 960 form. What was interesting was that the cheaper 940 had to make do
with a live rear axle whereas the high-specification 960 version featured a multilink rear axle.

And all large Volvo cars were still rear-wheel drive. Or were they?

850

The short answer is no, they were not, because already in summer 1991 Volvo had presented an
entirely new model series. It was known as the 850 and it integrated a number of remarkable new
features in its design. The Volvo 850 had front-wheel drive and the engine was installed
transversely. These cars were powered by an entirely new generation of five-cylinder engines
featuring twin overhead camshafts and four valves per cylinder. The first 2.5 litre version had 170
horsepower and when the 850 Turbo in T5-R guise hit the streets with its 240 horsepower, Volvo
had for the first time in its history a car that topped 250 kilometres an hour. This impressive top
speed did wonders for Volvo’s image, primarily on the non-restricted German autobahn, but
equally important was the new Deltalink rear axle.

On certain markets, estate cars accounted for more than 60 percent of Volvo’s sales. A truly
successful 850 estate car was therefore crucial — and it arrived, but not before early 1993.

The 850 estate car may not have been as spacious as the 945, but it was remarkably flexible and
it integrated a wealth of intelligent details. For example, a pull-out two-part load net, rear head
restraints that did not need to be removed when folding the rear backrest, and naturally also a
three-point seat belt in the rear middle seat. What may have aroused the greatest attention at the
car’s launch were the long vertical tail lamps that followed the rear pillars almost all the way to the
roof.

The Volvo 850 GL/SE/GLT in estate car guise received an enthusiastic welcome and virtually sold
itself.

And it also reaped awards and accolades. In its first three years, the 850 Series received more
than 50 awards. Many of them were for the car’s design and its ride and roadholding properties,
and even more for its built-in safety, for example in the form of side-acting airbags and inflatable
curtains.

The estate car received a great deal of exposure from an unusual source when Swedish auto-
racing ace Rickard Rydell drove one to some rather impressive finishes in the British Touring Car
Championship (BTCC).

Production of the Volvo 850 estate car totalled 326,100 between 1992 and 1997.

V40

Right at the very start of 1996, an entirely new model was introduced in Sweden, a product of the
cooperation between Volvo and Mitsubishi at the jointly owned factory in Born in the Netherlands.
The car was a four-door sedan called the S40, and just a few months later this was followed by an
estate car version, the V40. These compact and attractive cars were powered by engines of 1.8 or
2.0 litres, and true to Volvo custom, safety was elevated to new heights in both models. The



S40/V40 had side-mounted airbags, a feature that no other car in this class had ever had before.
This was followed a little later by the WHIPS whiplash protection system and the SIPS side-impact
protection system.

The V40 was a compact car and thus not as spacious as the 850, for instance, but that did not
prevent junior from receiving an impressive number of prizes and awards of its own, too.

With the S40/V40, Volvo introduced a new model designation system. S stands for Sedan and V
for Versatility, that is to say flexibility. Autumn 2003 will see the launch of the first model in an
entirely new generation of cars to succeed the current S40/\V40. To date, Volvo has built about
500,000 of the current V40 model.

V70

In November 1996, Volvo presented a further development of the 850 estate car. It was called the
V70 and it had a more aerodynamically efficient front. The exterior panels were somewhat more
rounded and the interior was entirely new. The rejuvenation process involved about 1,800 new
parts, so it was far more than a cosmetic face-lift. From 1997, the V70 was available in Bi-Fuel
configuration, with the four-wheel drive Volvo V70 Cross Country being launched at the same time.
From 1996 to 2000, about 320,000 examples of this first V70 series were built. To this can be
added another 54,000 Cross Country models.

With the launch of the all-new Volvo V70 in January 2000, Volvo’s design chief Peter Horbury had
penned a completely new design language. Powerful lines with a hungry front and pronounced
haunches along with virtually concave body sides gave the V70 an appearance that was as
different as it was elegant. The car was unveiled simultaneously at the Detroit and Brussels motor
shows.

It received a rapturous welcome, and once again Volvo had produced an estate car with style,
impressive technical solutions and even greater safety. The V-shape of the bonnet can be traced
back to the Duett, and it was after all there that Volvo began its career as a manufacturer of
practical, durable and safe estate cars.

The V70 too was developed into a V70 XC Cross Country, now with an appearance that far more
clearly signalled its tough attributes — a design approach that the market was not long in copying.
Sales records show the model’s continued popularity. Figures thus far show more than 100,000
sales of the model which since 2002 goes under the name of Volvo XC70.

Today

Volvo’s latest addition in the segment for practical, spacious cars is the XC90, which was first
revealed at the Detroit Motor Show in 2002. With the XC90, Volvo Cars powered straight into a
new world: even though the XC90 is characterised as Volvo’s interpretation of an SUV, it is just as
much a practical estate car as all its predecessors were. But there is a crucial difference: it has
the ability to transport up to seven people in considerable comfort and with immense safety on fast
highways and crowded city streets — and to continue driving even when the road ends.

And that's something that couldn’t be managed by the ancestor that started it all, the Volvo Duett.

At the time of writing, almost four million Volvo estate cars have been manufactured and sold the
world over. Few if any car makes are as strongly linked with this type of car as Volvo is. And
although the Duett was far from the first estate car on the market when it was launched in 1953, it
was an unusually capable car that was characterised by the very same properties that have been
passed down the generations, refined and extended every step of the way. And that’s how it's
going to remain for a long time to come.

50210/PH-CR
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