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As Dave Hill retires and Tom Wallace takes over as Corvette's chief, Gary Witzenburg sat down with both men
to talk about the car, its past, and its possible futures. Photos provided by Gary and General Motors.

s a new decade

dawned in 1970

it wasn't a great
time for the tiny Corv-
ette team at Chevrolet
Engineering HQ with-
in the vast GM Tech
Center in Warren,
Michigan. Corvettes
were winning on Am-
erica's racetracks but
sagging in sales, partly
due to quality prob-
lems with the flamboy-
antly styled C3 that
had debuted, a year
late, for 1968. The
country was heading into a recession, and ex-
orbitant insurance rates and ever-tougher
safety and emissions standards were threaten-
ing to kill off performance cars entirely.

. Inside the modest Corvette Engineering of-
fice, Chief Engineer Zora Arkus-Duntov was
fighting mightily just to keep his 17-year-old
adolescent alive. At that time his group num-
bered just four engineers, a secretary, and a
youthful trainee—yours truly. With its repu-
tation for shoddy workmanship drizzling ice-
cold water on its image (and, by extension,

(that of Chevrolet), the existing Corvette was

_conspicuously unprofitable and in serious dan-
ger of elimination.

Seemingly weekly, Zora would trudge off
to a product meeting to defend the car and its
importance to Chevrolet and/or lay out ag-
gressive plans to fix it and get to work on his
proposed next-generation C4—a car he envi-
“ioned as a spectacular mid-engined GT that
would take on the world's best. Each week he
returned grumpy and depressed, having re-
ceived no budget or approval for his C4 pro-
gram and little encouragement that the C3
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Both Hill (I) and Wallace hold bachelor's degrees in

engineering. Hill also brings a masters in mechanical
engineering, Wallace an MBA from Stanford.

would even survive. I recall that a particular
award plaque on a filing cabinet in our office
was the silent symbol of our program's future:
When it faced outward, they told me, Corvette
would live. When someone turned it toward
the wall, its neck was on the block.

Zora managed to save Corvette, steadily
improving it and keeping it alive until his
retirement in 1975. The car's sales had im-
proved but its future looked no less bleak. Fed-
eral safety, bumper, and emissions rules had
taken a huge toll; the model was still un-
profitable; and, most tellingly, no next-gener-
ation program was approved or budgeted.

The daunting challenge of replacing the
aging C3 fell to Dave McLellan, Zora's capa-
ble replacement. Dave finally got the job done
with the introduction of the much-improved
C4 nine years later.

Former Cadillac engineer Dave Hill suc-
ceeded the retiring McLellan nine years after

that, in 1993—a time
at which the once-
mighty General was
painfully recovering
from a near brush
with bankruptcy. For
Corvette, it was déja
vu: The car had fallen
back into so-so sales,
" zero profits, and a
questionable future.
As we know Hill
met the challenge head-
on, beginning with a
crash-course in quality
and refinement for the
C4. He followed up
with the brilliant, successful, and (finally) prof-
itable CS for 1997, then capped of his tenure
with an even-better C6 for model-year 2005.

At the end of '05 it was Hill's turn to retire
and Tom Wallace's to take the tiller. Along
with Hill's Corvette responsibilities, Wallace
was inheriting the related role of VLE (vehi-
cle line executive) for GM Performance Cars,
a title that brings the XLR and other machines
into his purview. Wallace comes to the job
from a long and successful run as VLE for
Midsize GM Trucks and has spent decades as
an avid sports-car enthusiast and racer.

Bob Lutz, GM's global product czar, spoke
highly of both men when Hill's retirement was
announced last October. "Dave Hill has taken
the Corvette to new heights," Lutz enthused.
"He is a true car guy who will take his right-
ful place among the legends of Corvette lore,
[and] Tom [Wallace] was Dave's choice, too.
That should tell you all you need to know."

Shortly before Hill's official retirement on
January 1, 2006, we sat down with both engi-
neers inside the Tech Center for a wide-rang-
ing discussion of Corvette affairs.
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As VLE for Performance Cars, the top Corvette jab also
includes responsibility for XLR—and, with Wallace's
arrival, the twin Pontiac Solstice/Sati ky roadsters.
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That got people really motivated around not
only needing to do a great new Corvette but
also needing to have a successful business—
or we wouldn't be here. Probably in compar-
ison to some other sports cars, we really have
to do a good job on profitability. It's not a cha-
rity car—[we] have to get the job done for the
shareholders, and we do.

CM: So it's true that Corvette never made
money until the C5¢

HILL: Let's just say that making it a success-
ful business was a major challenge. We had no
money in the engineering budget; the organi-
zation would give us money for paper and
pencils, computer time, and headcount, but
no budget to build anything. Then [Chevrolet
General Manager] Jim Perkins schemed a mil-
lion dollars out of his promotional budget for
us to build a car. He said, "I'll give you this
budget and you guys go off and build a car to
show if your ideas will work." That enabled
something wonderful to start happening.
Instead of building some auto-show dreamcar
we [could] build a proof-of-concept Corvette.
That was all it took. In 90 days we built a
ground-up car that represented this exotic new
design. The young people on the team even
named it "CERV IV."

Then we took [members of GM's] Strat-

. egy Board for a demonstration drive and sold

the program, because we not only had this
breakthrough car that was completely differ-

ent from the existing Corvette, we also had a .

positive business case. That was February '93.
The CERV IV showed that we not only could,
but had to reinvent the Corvette. We wound
up building a second one—one automatic and
one manual—and the first one is in the Corv-
ette Museum now. They were disguised with
C4 bodies stretched for a nine-inch-longer
wheelbase but were radically different under-
neath. Perkins took a chance on that because
he violated some rules, and the gumshoes were
after him trying to find out where that money
went and where this money came from.

CM: Tom, what do you see as your biggest
challenge going forward?

WALLACE: Well, several people have said,
"Don't screw it up!" [Seriously], I've been liv-
ing in a Z06 and I can't find anything wrong
with it. It's just so awesome that it's going to
be tough to make it better. But that's what we
do here—make things better.

My first challenge will be moving in with
the team. It's an awesome team that's been
together for a while, and you can see the prod-
ucts that they do. Second, I want to learn more
about how the customers feel. I know what I
like in a Corvette, but that's not nearly as
important as what Corvette loyalists like.
What do they think, and what do they want
when we do the next one? [Somehow] we've
got to make it better.

HILL: All cars today are so robust that they
last for years and years. So the only way you
can pry somebody out of their two-year-old
one is that they've got to have the new one.

WALLACE: The segment we're in is a pretty
tough segment, and there are formidable com-
petitors who want to knock us off. The leader
always has a target on his back. If you don't
make it better—both the current vehicle and
the next evolution—you'll go backwards.

CM: A year-plus into the life of the C6, what's
on the list of things to fix or improve?

HILL: We have a very active continuous-im-
provement process. We review the data every
week to eliminate the "things gone wrong"
and gather the "what would you do to make
it better?" Tom's got the right attitude: Go out
and get the hot breath of the customer, learn
what the customer wants, then try to scheme
how you can get it all done.

By combining both business and engineering savvy,
Hill gave Corvette its most productive era to date: Two
platforms and a new engine family in under ten years.

CM: Okay, but what's actually on the list?

HILL: Well, we need continuous improvement
on the Z06 manual transmission for gear rat-
tle and synchronizer engagement. We made it
better than it was, but not as good as we want
it to be.

WALLACE: The first time you try a wide-
open one-two shift in the Z06, it takes your
breath away and you say, "Oh boy, I'm going
to get myself in trouble." The second or third
time you do it you say, "Wait a minute, this
thing's really under control." If you take the
stability systems off you really need to know
what you're doing—anything with 505 horse-
power can get you in trouble—but leave the
systems on and it's incredibly fast, incredibly
nimble, and I think lightyears ahead of the CS
Z06. That's why I don't yet know how to
make it better. Yes, there are a few little things
to look at, but they're more customer-comfort
than performance. Performance-wise I think
the thing is just about perfect.

CM: There was some early criticism that the
C6 wasn't different enough from the CS.

HILL: Some said "I thought they'd do more,"
but once people saw and drove the car they
were startled by how much better it is. We're
proud of the way the new car has come out,
and we have very happy customers. [But] as
Tom said, we always need to be dissatisfied;
we can't wait to...make it better, because we
live in an extremely competitive environment.

CM: What do you see as Corvette's strongest
competitors going forward?

WALLACE: The high-volume one is the Nis-
san 350Z, which isn't nearly the vehicle [the
Corvette] is. You can take the base C6 and
compare it to a lot of vehicles, while the Z06
is up in the $200-300,000 Porsche range.
Most articles I've seen have said the Z06 beats
the Viper hands down. I can't wait to see some
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