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1962
A hobby becomes a career –  
founder Helmut Feierabend
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“You can have my Balilla for 
400 Marks, I’m going abroad”. 
That’s how it all started. 
After an accident the student 
Hubertus Wolf let Helmut 
Feierabend have the car.

A passion is ignited.

How a battered little Fiat changes the life of Helmut Feierabend.

The late 1950s, rock ‘n’ roll, petticoats, Sputnik  crisis 

– and economic miracle. Germany is full of new con-

fidence and joie de vivre, the standard of living is 

improving noticeably and people are buying fridges, 

televisions and cars – mostly from Wolfsburg. And yet: 

very few people have the money for a new car – most of 

them are happy if they can even afford a set of wheels, 

however old and battered it may be.

Even back then, mobility meant a degree of freedom 

and independence. Nevertheless, improvisation was 

still the order of the day in many areas, including 

road traffic, where the police and vehicle inspectors 

occasionally turned a blind eye. This is the only way 

to explain how the student Hubertus Wolf was able 

to roar through Würzburg like a wild beast at the 

weekends in his pre-war Fiat 508. By today’s standards 

the little two-seater roadster was probably anything 

but roadworthy, and the way in which the young man 

drove f louted all the regulations.

Where Hubertus Wolf got the Italian runabout from 

remains hidden in the obscurity of post-war history. 

All we know for sure is that the vehicle was built some 

time around 1934 and, along with the somewhat busi-

nesslike model number 508, it also had the illustrious 

name of “Balilla”.

The inevitable finally happened in 1959: the speedy 

student had a serious accident in his Balilla and the 

whole thing was a virtual write-off. However, this 

didn’t stop its owner from patching it up with plaster 

bandages and fervent prayer and setting out once more 

on his weekend jaunts. 

Then one day came the fateful encounter that would 

change the life of Helmut Feierabend forever: he 

saw the Balilla and instantly fell in love with the 

car. It ignited a passion in him that had probably 

always been there but was only brought to life by  

the Balilla.
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The delighted owners of the 
Fiat Balilla: Helmut and Inge 
Feierabend on an outing in 
1962.

And eventually completely  
“restored” after years of work.

The new purchase is temporarily 
reassembled and collected from 
the proud owner.

Helmut Feierabend just had to have the car – and 

Hubertus Wolf just had to keep it. It now became 

clear that the enthusiasm of the master metalsmith 

Feierabend was anything put a passing fad. For a 

whole year he pushed the owner to sell, haggling and 

negotiating over and over again – to no avail. Why 

the student finally gave in to the pressure is a matter 

of conjecture. Did he realise that his sticking-plaster 

repair was not a permanent solution? Did he need the 

money? Did he eventually succumb to the powers of 

persuasion of Helmut Feierabend? Did he really intend 

to move abroad, as he claimed? 

Whatever the answer: one fine day Hubertus Wolf was 

willing to sell his Balilla – for the princely sum of 400 

marks. In an era when the average monthly wage was 

around 300 marks, that was a lot of money for an old 

car and a pile of junk. Because the Balilla was noth-

ing more than this. There was no general interest in 

classic cars in those days – rather than being objects 

of desire, most vintage cars were still seen as only fit 

for the scrap heap.

But not by Helmut Feierabend. Now that the Balilla 

was finally for sale, he wanted to have it. What he did 

not have, however, was the required 400 marks. But 

he had his wife Inge, who shared his enthusiasm and 



– 7 – 

added her Christmas bonus of 250 marks to the 150 

marks they already had. This is how the Fiat 508 Balilla 

finally came to change hands and Helmut Feierabend 

became the proud owner of his first classic car.

For a man like Helmut Feierabend, a metalsmith 

by trade whose occupation entailed the loving and 

painstaking restoration by hand of old things, it was 

a foregone conclusion that he would want to bring his 

new acquisition back to its original condition in terms 

both of its engineering and its appearance. With its 

makeshift sticking-plaster repairs, the appearance 

of the Balilla was an affront for someone with his 

understanding of craftsmanship and high standards 

of quality. 

So Helmut Feierabend set to work. With no vehicle-

specific expertise, he was self-taught to begin with 

– but with the thoroughness and accuracy of the mas-

ter craftsman, with his knowledge of professional 

metalworking and with the boundless passion of the 

enthusiast.

In the quest for spare parts Helmut Feierabend and 

his wife Inge even drove to Fiat in Turin once. Even 

today, many decades later, Inge Feierabend still has 

fond memories of the warmth and hospitality of the 

Italians. The people in Turin were so thrilled that a 

German of all people had made the effort to restore 

an Italian car that they showered the Feierabends with 

generosity: as well as factory tours and sumptuous 
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The whole family helped out: each brass  
tube had to be cut by hand and individu  - 
ally soldered. Pictured from left: Thomas  
and Christine Feierabend in early 1970,  
Inge Feierabend 1985.

1 BMW Magazin 2/1992, p. 73

meals, they were given the opportunity to take the spare parts 

for their Balilla with them free of charge and to pay for them at 

a later date.

Helmut Feierabend was ready to present his debut creation to an 

enthralled public early in 1960 during a classic car event –  although 

it took a few more years before the restoration work was finally 

completed.

Helmut Feierabend was still a metalsmith by trade and, among 

other things, he made tabernacles for the church and Baroque-style 

trelliswork for the Würzburg Residenz; classic cars were more of a 

private passion. Having said that, he had already made a name for 

himself at the local motor sports club. This is how his acquaint-

ance with the American Ray von Giesen came about. Von Giesen 

was one of the first aficionados and collectors to recognise the 

special “value” of these extraordinary pre-war racing cars before 

everyone else. It was in his vehicles that Helmut Feierabend was 

able to experience his first Grand Prix Bugattis and the BMW 328. 

This evolved into a long-standing friendship with the Feierabend 

family that went beyond cars. 

One day, a customer approached Helmut Feierabend with a very 

special request. The owner of a classic Bugatti wanted him to build 

a replica of the complete radiator for this vehicle. 

And what did Helmut Feierabend do? He turned the order down! He 

was a metalsmith, not a car mechanic. But it was the Bugatti owner 

who now urged and insisted until Helmut Feierabend eventually 

gave in. This is how he later recalled his change of mind: “It makes 

no real difference whether you make a tabernacle or a Bugatti 

radiator.”1 What did matter, however, was how Helmut 

Feierabend made the radia-

tor: technica l ly and 

visually perfect and 

exclusively from 

parts he had pro-

duced himself.  



Helmut Feierabend on one 
of his first rallies with the 
perfectly restored Fiat Balilla 
1965.

Several hundred hours of 
work had to be costed out 
for a radiator.

Helmut Feierabend in  
his element: restoring  
a Bugatti 35 Grand Prix.

The customer was more than satisfied – and he didn’t 

keep his enthusiasm for Helmut Feierabend’s work to 

himself. This first-class piece of work from Würzburg 

quickly did the rounds among other Bugatti owners. 

Admittedly, there was also a  manufacturer of radiators  

in England, but these did not bear comparison with 

Helmut Feierabend’s masterpiece in terms of func-

tionality and faithfulness to the original.

This had now set the ball rolling, with more and more 

customers having radiators built for their Bugatti by 

“the metalsmith in Würzburg”. Helmut Feierabend’s 

hobby was increasingly becoming part of his job and 

it was not long before he was faced with a decision 

that had far-reaching implications. In the end, it was 

an easy one to make – and he has never regretted it: 

on 17 May 1962 he finally made his hobby his career, 

set up Helmut Feierabend GmbH and moved into his 

first business premises, consisting of one room, in 

Guttenbergstrasse in Würzburg as a sub-tenant of the 

company Bergert. The speedy student’s 

battered little Balilla had ignited more 

of a spark than anyone could have 

imagined just a few years earlier.
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1962–1990
The firm grows
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The new headquarters:  
new building in 
Wilhelm-Wien-Strasse. 
1975. 

In the old workshop in Paradiesstrasse: mealtime with  
Thomas Feierabend in the foreground.

2 BMW Magazin 2/1992, p. 74

Tradition gains  
a future.
How a backstreet workshop in Würzburg 
becomes the destination of choice for  
classic car fans from around the world.

The Bugatti radiators ensured that Helmut Feierabend’s 

firm soon became a f lourishing business, the more so 

as there was an increasing demand for his craftsman-

ship in other aspects of classic car restoration. The 

company’s founder still recalls 30 years later: “I was 

really pushed into this business.”2 It was not long before 

the volume of work was too much for one person to 

handle and new workers had to be taken on. Helmut 

Feierabend’s preferred approach was to recruit these 

from professions outside the car trade. What he needed 

were talented improvisers with lots of creativity and 

manual skills who approached the job with the same 

passion as him.

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that Feierabend 

employed two toolmakers, an electrician and an agri-

cultural machine mechanic over the course of time. And 

another metalsmith: Gerhard Kaus was one of the first 

employees – and was to remain loyal to the company 

for more than four decades. Helmut Feierabend and his 

comrades-in-arms were self-educated and self-taught 

in many areas. But this self-acquired expertise was too 

little for Helmut Feierabend. So he went back to college 

and gained the title of master technician in motoring 

and, some years later, in vehicle bodywork. From then 

on, he could justifiably call himself a “master of three 

trades” (“Meister dreier Klassen”).

The young enterprise moved for the first time in the 

midst of the start-up phase. Feierabend was given 

notice when the landlord, Bergert, was taken over by 

Volkswagen. The search for new premises bore fruit in 

Paradiesstrasse in Würzburg, where they moved into 
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“It doesn’t work without 
enthusiasm.” Helmut 
Feierabend in 1980, 
helping to design the 

“new” BMW 328 cylinder 
head.

3 BMW Magazin 2/1992, p. 73

basement rooms that were not exactly prestigious but 

sufficiently large. In 1975 Helmut Feierabend finally 

took the bold step of building his own workshop. 

He constructed the spacious, modern building in 

Wilhelm-Wien-Strasse where the firm is still based 

today, having been extended several times.

The clientele grew with the business premises. Over the 

course of the years the workshop changed its name to 

Feierabend GmbH and became a sought-after address 

for customers from all over the world. Many callers 

from America and Asia woke Helmut Feierabend in the 

middle of the night due to the time difference. Time 

and again, the owners of rare automobiles would have 

him flown in for the weekend, to prepare their beloved 

cars for a classic car rally for instance.

Although Helmut Feierabend – in complete contrast 

to his surname [Feierabend means knocking-off 

time in German] – saw the word Feierabend as much  

a foreign word as holiday, the stresses and strains of 

his job made no difference to him. Quite the contrary 

in fact, since the driving force behind his work was the 

passion and the challenge of creating from the ruins 

of a car a gleaming work of art restored to its original 

glory in terms of its engineering and its appearance. 

Coping with this task often involved preparing de-

sign drawings or sketches by hand for nights on end.  

“It doesn’t work without the enthusiasm that I’ve always 

felt for my job,” he once said in an interview, “because 

it’s just not possible to put a figure on how many hours 

you need to put into an order.”3



Bugatti Type 37 with the unmistakable engine design

Two illustrious names 
beginning with B.
Why the Bugatti and BMW marques had 
an enduring influence on the thoughts 
and deeds of Helmut Feierabend.

The first customer to order a radiator for his Bugatti 

did not simply pave the way for Helmut Feierabend’s 

career. He also triggered an enthusiasm for this luxury 

brand, which became even stronger the more Helmut 

Feierabend was involved with it. Because the bril-

liant designer Ettore Bugatti did more than simply 

create automobiles with revolutionary technology 

between 1910 and 1947. Born into a family of artists, 

he also had a finely developed sense of aesthetics that 

focused on more than just the outward appearance 

of his vehicles.

Helmut Feierabend recognised the highest stand-

ards of workmanship in Bugatti vehicles, 

in which form and function comple-

mented one another perfectly. Regard-

less of the expense, Bugatti, whose  

factory was located in Molsheim in 

Alsace, had each individual part made 

from the finest materials and then pol-

ished, marbled and pared until it was 

not only functional but also a mas-

terpiece from an aesthetic point 

of view.
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This near-artistic streak in the work of Ettore Bugatti found its 

lifelong counterpart in Helmut Feierabend. To some extent the 

metalsmith in him also recognised himself in this strong appeal 

to the discerning eye. It was a kind of natural affinity, which also 

extended to the quality of master craftsmanship and technical 

resourcefulness. Decades after his first encounter with the Bugatti 

marque, Helmut Feierabend still waxed lyrical about a mechanical 

differential brake, which ensured that brake power was evenly 

distributed long before the invention of the hydraulic brake.

Long after other manufacturers had gone over to series production 

and the use of more efficient production systems, Bugatti persisted 

in using costly labour-intensive methods to make its cars. With 

consequences: after the Second World War the company was un-

able to cope with the economic upheavals and the destruction of 

factories. On top of this, after the death of the company’s founder 

in 1947 the design engineering was no longer state-of-the-art and 

now struck many people as too extravagant. Bugatti was forced 

to cease operations in 1963.
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A Bugatti 46 S that has just been restored, with a trailer 
for his Grand Prix Bugatti. 

Bugattis were among the most expensive cars of the 

1920s and 1930s. Buyers were captivated not only by the 

engineering and design, but also by the uncompromising 

sporty style, particularly as most models were sports or 

racing cars. The 8-cylinder engines with three valves 

and overhead camshaft – a technological sensation in 

those days – had quite unique characteristics and an 

unmistakable sound. The gearshift was firm but precise, 

and a very light touch was required to handle the vehicle.

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the name 

 Bugatti cast a spell over automobile enthusiasts around 

the globe long after the end of the company. One of 

these was Helmut Schellenberg, an entrepreneur from 

Sinsheim, who had been a racing driver before the war. 

In the mid-1960s, he found out that there was a 1927 

Type 35 C Bugatti racing car in Marseilles. For four 

years Helmut Schellenberg tried to persuade the owner 

to sell; he phoned repeatedly, travelled to Marseilles 
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Helmut Schellenberg 
(1911–2002). The racing 
driver and Bugatti fan 
became a fatherly friend 
to the Feierabends. This 
picture was taken during 
the Oldtimer Grand Prix 
at the Salzburgring in 
1981. 

and wrote letters. He finally succeeded. At the end 

of the 1970s, shortly before Christmas, he was able 

to travel to the South of France to collect his dream 

car – although it was in a lamentable state.

Helmut Schellenberg immediately entrusted his Bugatti 

to the up-and-coming automobile restorer Helmut 

Feierabend, whom he had only recently met. In him he 

found not only an accomplished expert who was always 

on hand with help and advice, but also a friend. United 

by a common passion, a close friendship developed 

between the two men that was to last until the death 

of Helmut Schellenberg in 2002.

For both men, it was an unforgettable highlight to take 

part in the Oldtimer Grand Prix at the Salzburgring in 

1981, where the blue-painted racing car was unveiled 

to an enthralled international audience. In no time at 

all experts were talking about the excellent restoration 

work, which soon led to Helmut Feierabend being seen 

as a noted specialist on Bugatti vehicles.

The second marque with which Feierabend developed 

a special bond was BMW. It was the pre-war Type 328 

roadster that really did it for him. A certain Prince 

Metternich was the first customer to commit his BMW 

328 to the care of Helmut Feierabend at the end of 

the 1960s. The outcome of the restoration was – as 

expected – more than striking. With the son of Helmut 

Feierabend’s first landlord behind the wheel, the first 

big test drive went to Italy. They took part in a rally at 

the same time to test the performance and reliability 

of the newly restored vehicle.

Helmut Feierabend was not only fascinated by the glori-

ous racing history enjoyed by the BMW 328 between 

1937 and 1940. The noble elegance of the vehicles also 

won him over – he just had to own a classic car like 

this. And yet, in spite of the success of his business, it 

was impossible to buy a well-maintained BMW 328, let 

alone one that was already restored. Instead, he had 

to make a virtue out of necessity and find a model in 

a poor condition – and then restore it himself.

The search for such a vehicle requires patience and 

good luck. Helmut Feierabend had both and it all 
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Ray von Giesen  
describes the BMW 328 
as the best sports 
car in the world. He 
was one of the first 
people to recognise 
the high quality and 
the “value” of these 
historic vehicles 
as early as the 
1950s. 

A milestone in automobile history: the BMW 328 

Munich-based BMW opened a new chapter in the young history of the automobile when it launched 

the BMW 328 in 1936. The launch of the two-seater sports car went with a bang from the outset: the 

world premiere did not take place during an exhibition or trade fair, but on the start line of the Eifel 

race at the Nürburgring – which the 328 won at the first attempt. Numerous groundbreaking in-

novations were the basis of this victory and of its subsequent popularity. These included the cleverly 

devised aerodynamic and at the same time elegant lines and the systematic lightweight construction. 

This was important not only for the especially light tubular frame, but also the two-litre engine of the 

vehicle, whose cylinder head was made of aluminium. Further innovations, such as the hemispherical 

combustion chamber, brought the racing versions of the 328 up to 135 hp, allowing a maximum speed 

of up to 200 kilometres per hour to be reached.

It was no wonder, therefore, that the BMW 328 became the dream sports car of the late 1930s and went 

on to win more victories after its successful debut, including victory in its class at the Mille Miglia 

1938 and, in a special Coupé version, overall victory in 1940.

The 328 was the foundation for much of what still sets the BMW marque apart today: dynamics, sporti-

ness and elegant design. There is no doubt that it occupies a prominent place 

in the history of the car.

The 328 is undeniably one of the most legendary automobiles ever built 

and is much coveted by collectors worldwide.
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For years the BMW 328 and 327 models have been part of the standard repertoire of the 
 Feierabend classic car workshop. Only 464 BMW 328s were ever built, of which more than 100 

have since found their way to Würzburg.  

4 BMW Magazin 2/1992, p. 73

came together in 1970: in a heap of building site rubble 

in a field, half-covered by vegetation, he found “his” 

BMW 328. Or rather, what was left of it. The BMW, 

built in 1938, was in a pitiful state. The lucky finder 

later recalled: “Nothing about this car resembled how 

it used to be. But I knew that I would make it work.”4

He was to be proved right. But Rome wasn’t built in 

a day and, since Helmut Feierabend was only able to 

work on the BMW in his scarce spare time, it took 

around ten years before the precious car, painted in a 

classy shade of grey and with the seats upholstered in 

finest leather, was restored to its former glory. The 328 

has since become a permanent member of the family; 

even today Thomas Feierabend, the son of the firm’s 
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“Nothing about this car 
resembled how it used 
to be.” The discovery of 
the BMW 328 in a field 
in 1970.

Apart from the BMW 328, 
Helmut Feierabend had also 
been won over by racing  
cars from the immediate 
post-war era, particularly  
the Veritas. In the picture: 
Freshly restored Veritas in  
the early 1980s.

founder, has fond memories of the adventures and 

experiences they had in this car.

Needless to say, this masterpiece did not escape the 

attention of the experts. Once again, word went round 

about the skill of Helmut Feierabend in turning what 

was actually a heap of scrap into a vehicle that is a per-

fect replica of the original in terms of its engineering, 

appearance and workmanship.

As a result of this, more owners of pre-war BMWs 

in need of restoration and repair came to Helmut 

Feierabend. Only 464 versions of the BMW 328 were 

ever built, and over 100 of these have since found their 

way to Lower Franconia. The BMW Works in Munich 

even made its way to the Feierabends for many years 

of collaboration in restoring, servicing and caring for 

the historic vehicles in the BMW Mobile Tradition 

collection and the present-day BMW Classic collection.

Apart from the BWM 328, however, Helmut Feierabend 

had also been won over by racing cars from the im-

mediate post-war era, particularly the Veritas. Here 

too, he was one of the pioneers who recognised the 

worth of these rare and special vehicles. 
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View of the factory floor in Suhl. Every imaginable spare part is made to customers’ 
individual requirements in the mechanical workshop and the company’s own cylinder-
grinding facility.

1989/1990 –  
Reunification automobile-style.
How Helmut Feierabend discovers a treasure trove 
in Suhl – and sets up a new branch.

The end of the Iron Curtain in 1989 and German reunification the 

following year are part of world history. Many people remember 

where they were when the Berlin Wall fell. They also remember 

the long queues of Trabis rolling their way to West Berlin over 

the subsequent weeks and months and the swift rapprochement 

of the two German states, which eventually culminated in re-

unification. Virtually no other event in modern German history 

has left as many traces as the Wende, the fall of Communism and 

reunification, or made such an impression on millions of people 

and inf luenced their lives so powerfully.

In the shadow of major political events, however, countless personal 

mini-dramas were being played out, many with a happy ending 

and some without. One of these stories was written by Helmut 

Feierabend – and it was a thoroughly enjoyable one. It is inextri-

cably linked with the name Paul Greifzu and the BMW marque.

Before and after the war, Suhl-born Paul Greifzu was an extremely 

successful private racing driver who had achieved a large part of his 

considerable success in the BMW 328. For this reason alone Greifzu, 

who was killed in a crash in 1952, was idolised by Helmut Feierabend. 

Also of significance, however, was the fact that Paul Greifzu had owned 

a BMW dealership and a small engineering works in Suhl which, 

among other things, made spare parts and components for BMW. 

The 328 series was actually manufactured in nearby Eisenach from 

1936 to 1940; Paul Greifzu was what we now refer to as a supplier and, 

therefore, an official connoisseur of the BMW 328.

This is why there had been some contact before the Wende be-

tween his daughter and Helmut Feierabend on the subject of 

– what else? – the 328. A year before the Wende, Inge Greifzu had 

obtained a special permit to travel to the West and had used this 

opportunity to telephone Helmut Feierabend, whose good reputa-

tion as a BMW restorer had spread to the other side of the Iron 

Curtain. A visit to Suhl was a must after the fall of the wall and 

what Helmut Feierabend discovered there was sensational: two 

machines from the 1930s, which had been used to produce the 

parts for BMW back then, were still in operation in the precision 

engineering workshop run by the Greifzu family.
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A German motor racing career without a happy ending:  
Paul Greifzu (1902–1952)

Paul Greifzu, who came from an old Suhl family, caught his father’s enthusiasm for motor sports at an 

early age. By training as a toolmaker and mechanic he laid the foundation for his later successes as a 

design engineer and racing driver. First of all, however, he joined his father’s vehicle repair business.

Paul Greifzu celebrated his greatest successes as a driver in the 1930s – in a BMW 328! After the war 

he was able to continue his workshop business and his career as a racing driver in the GDR. What 

hardly anyone knows today is that major races still took place in Halle, Dessau and at the Sachsenring 

in the early years of the GDR. Paul Greifzu demonstrated his ability to compete against western rivals 

in 1951 with his legendary victory at the Avus motor racing circuit in West Berlin. But just one year 

later this revered sporting idol became a victim of his passion: Paul Greifzu had a fatal accident in 

Dessau during a training run.

His home town of Suhl has always kept his memory alive in the aftermath of this event. A street in 

Suhl was named after him and a race for the Paul Greifzu Challenge Cup has been held in his honour 

for many years. To mark his one-hundredth birthday in 2002, a monument was unveiled in the 

Platz der Einheit (Unity Square) in Suhl and a whole weekend of events was 

dedicated to the town’s favourite son. Needless to say, one of these 

was an exhibition of his racing cars. 
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The old Greifzu company sign in Suhl. Today it hangs 
in the Feierabend factory workshop as a memento.

The precision engineering workshop proved to be commercially 

unviable in the turbulent period after the Wende. However, Helmut 

Feierabend took over the production facility and the original ma-

chines – as well as two long-serving employees who turned out to 

be real experts in old methods of engineering. Klaus Annemüller 

and Karl-Heinz Rut did not just have decades of experience with 

these metalworking “dinosaurs”. The economy of scarcity in the 

GDR meant that they possessed the sort of improvisational skills, 

resourcefulness and attention to detail that were so important to 

Helmut Feierabend.

Nothing is more faithful to the original: since then Feierabend in 

Suhl, which has now moved to new, modern premises, has made 

spare parts for classic BMW automobiles with the same machines 

as in the pre-war era. A stroke of luck for Helmut Feierabend – 

and for all fans of classic BMW vehicles. In recent years further 

investment has been made in the future of the Suhl branch with 

the introduction of modern computer-controlled milling and 

turning machines.
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Paul Greifzu enjoyed his greatest successes as a racing 
driver in the 1930s. Here he is in car number 10 at the  
Nürburgring in 1938 at the German Grand Prix, where he 
celebrated an overall win. Greifzu took part in the race as 
an independent driver, without any works  support.
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1967–2010
Always on the road  
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The early rallies:  
Helmut Feierabend with 
wife Inge in 1968 at a 
rally in Italy

Le Mans races 2004: Thomas Feierabend 
won an overall victory in the pre-war 
category in his BMW 328.

When the aim is to get there.
Why classic car events exert such great appeal – for the Feierabend family as well.

After restoring his first Fiat Balilla in the early 1960s, 

Helmut Feierabend presented the fruits of his labour 

at numerous classic car meetings. Even then, he was 

determined that classic cars should be more than 

mere exhibition pieces. Their original purpose was to 

be driven and this should still be the case following 

restoration. “Cars,” Helmut Feierabend once asserted, 

“were made for driving!”

In the eyes of Helmut Feierabend, the true magic of 

classic cars only became real when the meticulously 

restored rarities are brought to life, when the humming 

of the engines and the smell of oil complete the visual 

impression. Only then does the feeling of nostalgia 

take hold, the sense that everything used to be more 

gentle, somewhat more authentic and perhaps even 

somewhat better. This is not always borne out by his-

torical facts and is certainly mixed with a good dash 

of romanticism: nevertheless, to see rare automobiles 

in action is to know that it is virtually impossible to 

deny their magic.
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Inge Feierabend with daughter 
Christine during the 2,000-kilo-
metre Deutschlandfahrt in July 
1994. 

The family’s greatest ever success at 
the Mille Miglia was in 1990, when Inge 
 Feierabend and Christel Schildbach 
achieved victory in the women’s cate - 
gory, a class win and 28th place overall. 

Photograph: A. Maffeis

It is thus all too easy to understand why classic car 

events of every kind have become increasingly popu-

lar in recent decades. They give the public unique 

opportunities to catch a glimpse of the past and to 

breathe the air of the “old days” in the truest sense 

of the word. And classic car owners are able to drive 

their vehicles in a suitable setting, show them off, 

meet and talk shop with like-minded people – and 

compete with others.

Many of the events are advertised as a “rally”, “race” 

or “Grand Prix”. Many competitions are all about 

dexterity, reliability and precision or simply the pure 

joys of motoring. Making use of the original range 

of functions in classic racing cars is a particular 

challenge here. Helmut Feierabend, and later his son 

Thomas Feierabend, took part in numerous races, 

including the Oldtimer Grand Prix Nürburgring, 

the Grand Prix Historique Monaco, and in Le Mans 

and Laguna Seca. It is equally enjoyable to cover a 

specific distance to the nearest second within a set 

amount of time, to master tricky manoeuvres and to 

start the classic car within a defined period of time. 

Needless to say, the reliability and serviceability of 

the vehicles also come into the equation.

The Mille Miglia, which covers a “Thousand Miles” 

from Brescia to Rome and back, is without doubt 

one of the most famous classic car rallies of all time. 

Although it was formerly a proper race, the classic 

has been held as a Time Speed Distance event for 

classic automobiles under the name “Mille Miglia 
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Thomas Feierabend and 
Janine Franssen in a Bu-
gatti 37 GP at the Targa 
Florio in Sicily in 1996.
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Peking-Paris Rally 2010: Around 14,500 kilometres in 37 days across 
Asia. Steppe landscapes, earth roads and densely populated towns 
challenged man and machine in equal measure. Apart from the aim of 
coping with the long distance and of even “getting there”, the sporting 
ambitions of the Gerd Bühler and Thomas Feierabend team were fired 
up and rewarded with third place in the category.

Laguna Seca (USA) 1996: Overall win in the race Thomas Feierabend in BMW 328. 
Post-victory vehicle transport to the Pebble Beach Concours. Storica” since 1977 and has since become a highlight on the 

classic car scene. In the starting line-up at the first edition: 

Team Feierabend. At the wheel of the Fiat Balilla, where it all 

started. The most successful Mille Miglia of all was in 1990, 

when Inge Feierabend and Christel Schildbach achieved victory 

in the women’s category, a class win and 28th place overall. The 

unfailing technical reliability of the car, restored by her husband, 

was a contributory factor here along with her driving skills.

Other particularly memorable highlights were the participation 

in the Monterey Historic Races in Laguna Seca in California 

in 1996 and the Peking-Paris Rally in 2010, where Thomas 

Feierabend, together with Gerd Bühler, took the third place 

in his class with a 150 hp Lagonda LG45 built in 1936. The 
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company’s premises in Würzburg are duly adorned 

with many cups today. Each of these trophies tells 

a story in which nostalgia, the smell of petrol and 

rubber and a vehicle from the Feierabend company 

play a leading role.
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1981 until today
The next generation: Thomas Feierabend
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Found in a barn:  
A BMW 328 before 
restoration.

After years of restoration: Thomas Feierabend in the Abarth during  
a race at the Nürburgring 1989.

Petrol in the blood.
Why the apple doesn’t fall too far from  
the tree in the Feierabend family.

When Thomas Feierabend was born in 1967, his fa-

ther’s classic car workshop was already f lourishing 

well. As his mother Inge also worked for the business, 

little Thomas effectively grew up amidst spanners, 

car body and engine parts, lathes and spare parts 

stores. The young Feierabend took in the fascina-

tion with classic cars with his mother’s milk, so to 

speak, and had petrol in the blood, as the saying 

goes in Germany. His enthusiasm for vintage cars 

really took off in 1979, when his parents persuaded 

him to accompany them to a classic car event at the 

Nürburgring. It was here that he had the opportunity 

to ride with a customer of the Feierabends in his 

Fiat Abarth. For the first time he experienced the 

fruits of the painstaking restoration work in action 

and was able to feel, see and smell how it feels to 

take on the legendary and challenging Eifel circuit 

in a historic vehicle. The ice was broken – and the 

passion inf lamed.

Helmut Feierabend realised that his son’s interest 

was serious and made an astute decision that was 

loving and educational in equal measure: two years  

 

 

later, when Thomas Feierabend was just 14 years old, 

he gave him a rather battered Fiat Abarth 850 TC for 

Christmas, which he had discovered on a customer’s 

premises in Switzerland. Feierabend junior was to use 

it to put his craftsmanship to the test and to develop 

his skills as a restorer from scratch.
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Feierabend father 
and son 1995. 

Photograph: Achim 
Sperber
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5 BMW Magazin 2/1992, p. 77

And another foundation stone was laid: in 1984, 

Thomas Feierabend began an apprenticeship as a 

vehicle mechanic in his father’s business. Where 

else could he have learnt any better how to make 

beautifully restored vehicles from heaps of scrap by 

applying assiduous craftsmanship, plenty of creativity 

and the highest standards of quality? Nevertheless, 

the same rule of thumb naturally applied to both 

Feierabend junior and senior: customer orders had 

top priority, so work on his own car had to be done 

in what little leisure time was available. It thus took 

a whole seven years before Thomas Feierabend’s Fiat 

Abarth was restored to its former glory to a standard 

that met with the approval of its proud owner.

Thomas Feierabend had not only inherited manual 

skills and an enjoyment of restoration from his fa-

ther, however. He was and is also of the opinion that 

the vehicles should not only look great, but also be 

driven. It is not surprising, therefore, that Thomas 

Feierabend regularly – and very successfully – took 

part in a wide variety of classic car events as soon 

as his Abarth was ready.

He kept a constant eye on professional success as well. 

In 1989 he honed his skills during a one-year stay in 

the USA. Thomas Feierabend then spent a few months 

in the South of France at a workshop that specialised 

in restoring Bugatti vehicles. These international 

trips broadened his horizons considerably and were 

an ideal foundation for the next groundbreaking 

step: joining his father’s business in 1990.

Initially, the young boss was sti l l in the shadow 

of his much more experienced father. Yet Helmut 

Feierabend was a strong enough person and a clever 

enough boss to give his son the freedom and en-

couragement he needed. Because he knew only too 

well that Thomas Feierabend possessed the most 

important qualities for the job to at least the same 

degree as himself: a passion for classic cars and 

uncompromising standards of quality. In an inter-

view he paid his son what was probably the greatest 

compliment of all. “Thomas,” he said in 1992, “is 

even crazier than me.”5

Over the course of time Thomas Feierabend did not 

just refine his craftsmanship in the family business, 

for example by spending decades restoring the Bugatti 

37 that his father had bought when he was two years 

old. His approach focused less on manual skills and 

more on serious engineering and the young boss 

soon moved into new customer circles and areas of 

business. With his help, the company managed to 

extend the range of services to Alfa Romeo vehicles, 

win more international customers with particularly 

exclusive orders and develop the trade in classic cars 

and the procurement of the latter as a whole new 

area of business.

Thomas Feierabend was able to use these innovations 

to improve and assure the commercial success of the 

family business. And new horizons opened up for 

Helmut Feierabend: he was able to withdraw gradually 

from the day-to-day running of the company and had 
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Thomas Feierabend is the second 
generation to manage Feierabend 
Klassik-Technik. 

Photograph: Daniel Peter

Thomas Feierabend 
in the Bugatti 37 in 
the early 1990s.

more free time – most of which he invested in the restoration of 

his own classic cars or in taking part in events. On reaching the 

age of 60 Helmut Feierabend stepped down from management 

completely – but not from the business of course. His advice, 

and sometimes his assistance, continued to be in demand. At 

the same time, since his health was not so good now, he was 

pleased to take on a job that was as important as it was enjoyable: 

to put the restored classic cars through their paces on extensive 

test drives. His enormous experience was priceless during these 

test drives. Following his departure from the firm, for his 

own edification the “pensioner” devoted more of his 

time to two-wheeled rarities 

in need of restoration – clas-

sic motorcycles.

Helmut Feierabend fel l i l l 

due to the long-term conse-

quences of his work-related 

exposure to asbestos mate-

rials during the early stages 

of his job as a metalworker. 

In spite of an operation, he 



– 35 – 

The children Elina, 
Laurenz and Charlotte 
are also great rally 
enthusiasts.

The next generation?  
Laurenz Feierabend finds his way around the BMW 328.

died of lung cancer in 2008. But he had long been 

immortalised by his life’s work, in classic car circles 

at least. Today, the name of Feierabend and that of 

the business continued by his son Thomas are known 

throughout the world not only for exceptionally well 

restored luxury classic cars, but also for what Hel-

mut Feierabend’s whole life embodied: authenticity 

and solid workmanship of the highest quality, an 

unsurpassable passion for historic automobiles and a 

professional and dependable approach to customers 

and business partners characterised by mutual trust.
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Barn discovery after restoration:  
The BMW 328 has a gleaming 
new look. 

Monsieur Bucciali himself was 
able to assist with the design 
plans during the restoration of 
this pre-war Bucciali.

Automobile art.
Why early knocking-off time is rare at Feierabend.

Anyone hoping to have his classic car restored at 

Feier abend GmbH needs first and foremost to have 

patience. And not just because all the work is done 

scrupulously by hand. An inventory first has to be 

done and then a detailed list made of all the neces-

sary spare parts. It often takes months before the 

required parts are found somewhere in the world 

and purchased. If that is not possible, they are made 

in-house by Feierabend. This is why a complete 

restoration often happens in stages, repeatedly 

punctuated by long breaks.

This is why two to three years may go by before a 

perfectly restored classic car leaves the workshop in 

Würzburg. This work is an art form due not only to 

the requirement for consummate craftsmanship but 

also, and to a large extent, to the essential creativity 

that ultimately sets every work of art apart. The less 

a car is intact, the greater the demand for creativ-

ity. Helmut Feierabend was particularly excited by 

challenges such as these and Thomas Feierabend 

takes after his father in this respect as well.
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Thank you letter from Monsieur BuccialiOccasionally only parts of a vehicle remain, in which 

case a great deal of skill and experience is needed to 

reconstruct and copy the missing elements with the help 

of drawings of it in its original state or photographs – and 

to do so not just in terms of its engineering, but also its 

appearance. It is important to research and reproduce the 

original paintwork, make the seat covers out of authentic 

material and pay such attention to every detail that it 

matches the vehicle in its original state.

In individual cases this perfectionism can take five 

years, as in the reconstruction of a pre-war Bucciali. 

Only a few models of this front-wheel drive were built, 

so the availability of spare parts and source materials 

was equally sparse. Its veteran engineer nonetheless 

made a personal contribution to the design plans. Sadly, 

Monsieur Bucciali died shortly before the first test 

drive so he did not live to see the completion of “his” 
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BMW 507 engine  
before overhaul.

The speciality of the 
 Feierabends: The BMW 

328 engine and the 
post-war BMW 507.

Many engine compo-
nents and spare parts 
have been in demand 
from Feierabend over 
the years, ensuring a 

virtually uninterrupted 
supply of spare parts. 

car, of which only the chassis and the engine had remained before 

its restoration.

Recourse is now made to modern technology for the difficult 

reconstruction of form and design details. The painstaking 

drawings that Helmut Feierabend used to work on at night with 

pencil and paper are now done by special software which is able to 

show three-dimensional structures. First of all, a model is usually 

created from body components; this can be used to check, and 

if necessary amend, the shape and precision of a part before it is 

formed from sheet metal.

The aim is always to preserve the original vehicle. Nonetheless 

Feierabend intentionally deviates from the original in several 

aspects. Use is made of computer-assisted machines, for milling 

cylinder heads for instance. The far superior dimensional accu-

racy of modern CNC milling machines significantly increases the 

service life and reliability of main engine parts – and is therefore 

in the interests of the owner. When it comes to filters, gaskets 

and brakes, the company likes to fall back on modern materials 

that not only last longer but are also substantially more reliable. 

Hardly any classic car drivers would prefer to do without an ef-

ficient and modern cylinder head gasket and run the risk of major 

engine damage. 

Traffic regulations sometimes necessitate deviations from the 

original as well, in order to comply with safety requirements and 

legal provisions. Until a few years ago, for example, mudguards 
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BMW 328 engine  
after overhaul.
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Work on the body of a BMW 328 Autenrieth in the workshop.

The workshop in Würzburg.

Fitting the engine in a BMW 328 in Würzburg.

– not present on the original – had to be designed 

and produced for Bugattis once built as racing cars 

before they could receive the blessing of the vehicle 

inspection authority. 

A vehicle is still a long way from being ready to be 

returned to its owner even when it is back on its wheels 

in its original state after a great deal of work. Like his 

father before him, Thomas Feierabend is determined 

not only to produce work of exceptional quality, but 

also to monitor its progress. To this end, numerous 

functional checks are carried out in the workshop 

and every detail is thoroughly scrutinised, tested 

and reworked if necessary. After all, masterpieces of 
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Selected vehicles are offered for sale in 
the showroom. The trade in classic cars is 
another mainstay of Feierabend GmbH.

automobile art should not just look good. In keep-

ing with the philosophy of Helmut Feierabend, they 

should also be moved and driven as often as possible 

and preferably never break down.

At the end of every restoration, therefore, comes the 

last, the most important and yet the most enjoyable 

hurdle: the obligatory test drive. Or, more precisely, 

many test drives. Each vehicle is run in on the roads 

for at least a good 500 kilometres before it receives 

the final blessing of the boss. It comes as no surprise 

that Thomas Feierabend likes to undertake these test 

drives himself, nor that most of these maiden voyages 

take place outside working hours in the evenings or at 

weekends. This also shows that there is no such thing 

as a Feierabend – the German word means ‘knocking-

off time’ – for Thomas Feierabend, any more than 

for his father before him. Nevertheless, for Thomas 

Feierabend this “overtime” is the best part of his job. 

Because it gives him a sublime feeling of deep satisfac-

tion every time he brings a car – a vehicle that was 

only fit for the junkyard a few years previously – back 

to life on the roads around Würzburg. And in doing 

so he is able to experience at first hand the magic of 

classic cars all over again.
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Outlook
Outlook
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The BMW 507 at the 
performance test sta-
tion for optimisation.

Tradition as a driver of progress.
Why the combination of tradition and progress means that Feierabend GmbH  
is well equipped for the next 50 years.

What began with the restoration of the battered Fiat 

Balilla and, in 1962, the subsequent setting up by 

Helmut Feierabend of his own workshop with an 

initial focus on fitting and metalworking has evolved 

over the course of half a century into the first port of 

call for classic car lovers far beyond the borders of 

Würzburg and Germany. 

The business activities of Feierabend GmbH Klassik-

Technik have increased over the course of time. As 

well as full or partial restorations and repairs, the 

varied range of services now includes inspections, 

component reproduction and spare parts trading as 

well as expert appraisals and vehicle trading. It is also 

possible to place classic cars into storage at Feierabend 

GmbH and a race service looks after customers at 

classic car events.

Feierabend is represented at international trade fairs 

such as the renowned Techno Classica on a regular 

basis. It inspires its customers with its exhibition and 

is winning new customers all the time.

Today more than ever, 50 years after its inception, by 

wisely combining tradition and progress Feierabend 

GmbH Klassik-Technik offers fans of exclusive clas-

sic cars a range of services that leaves nothing to be 

desired – and that will be driven forward in the future 

by a never-failing passion and uncompromisingly high 

standards of quality.
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Thomas Feierabend, managing partner and  
master vehicle mechanic

Bernhard Köhler,  
master mechanical engineer

Lars Ströhlin, master bodyworker and qualified  
business administrator (Chamber of Handicrafts)

Marcel Füller,  
automotive mechatronic engineer

Hans-Jürgen Weber,  
mechanical engineering technician

Thorsten Holzinger, Würzburg plant manager,
master bodyworker and qualified business administra-
tor (Chamber of Handicrafts)

Norbert Kötzner,  
sheetmetal worker

Reiner Füller,  
master automotive electrician

Sebastian Knaf,  
engine fitter

Fred Siebenlist,  
metalworker

With many years of experi-
ence between them, the 
employees across various 
trades are the backbone 
behind the success of Feiera-
bend GmbH Klassik-Technik. 
All 19 employees are proven 
specialists in exclusive 
vintage cars, particularly the 
pre-war models of Bugatti, 
BMW, Alfa Romeo and rac-
ing and sports cars of the 
1930s and 1950s.

Photos:
Daniel Peter, Thomas Dorsch
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Ferdinand Denkey,  
bodyworker

Martin Rose, 
master bodyworker and automotive engineer  

André Fischer, cutting machine operator, Suhl 
Veiko Hengelhaupt, Suhl workshop manager,  
toolmaker and master craftsman
Günther Seidenstricher

The staff in the anniversary 
year behind a BMW 328
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