This Is a jerky horse
who can't be tamed
laughs)
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INTERVIEW WITH
CREATOR
DEVELOPER INTERVIEW

THE MAN THE MAN
WHO MADE THE WHO MADE THE
AZ-1 AZ-1

Toshihiko Hirai

Position at the time: Head of Development

Joined Toyo Kogyo (which became Mazda Motor
Corporation) in 1963. After working in the dealership
and design departments, he became the project
leader for the Eunos Roadster, then went on to
manage the development of the AZ-1

The Autozam AZ-1 was released three years after
its show debut in 1989, and seven years after

lanning began in 1985. The reason that it took
onger to develop than the Suzuki Cappuccino,
which was exhibited at the same show, seems to
be because the features of the AZ-1 were so
exceptional for a kei car - indeed, exceptional for
any production car. We talked to the person in

charge of development at that time.

Text:PORNO-Suzuki Takayoshi Suzuki
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A 2-seater with towering gullwing
doors, unusually high side sills, and a
rear-midship layout. It's just like a
racing car, and yet Mazda released it
with ‘a typically “kei car” price of
¥1,498,000. The fact it was released
seems like a miracle.

First of all, we were surprised that
Mazda had decided to market
something with such an exceptional
structure as a street car. Then we
began to wonder, “Who could have
done this? How did they manage to
produce such a ridiculous car?” We
tracked down the person in charge of
developing the AZ-1 to ask him about
how it all came to happen.

Toshihiko Hirai, the project leader of the
AZ-1, is famous as the father of the first
Roadster (MX-5/Miata). The Roadster
was a hit, and it sparked a new wave of
sports cars across the world. On the
other hand, the same person was
somehow also responsible for the AZ-1,
which was produced in (unexpectedly)
tiny numbers.

Aside from the fact they're both sports
cars, | think they both embody the idea
of a “new era”. The Roadster gave
momentum to Mazda's push in the
North American market. Meanwhile, the
AZ-1 was envisioned as the fl?jgship car
of the fledgling Autozam brand.

Why were the retractable
lights rejected for the
production model?

Hirai has a clear answer.
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The challenge is to distill a brand down
to a single product, and do it quickly to
avoid missing the "hot” timing window.

To that end, Hirai's philosophy is
development with “decisiveness” as the
driving force. The AZ-1 was born as a
concept to start a “new era”, made with
Hirai's “decisive” style.

THIS CAR DOESN'T NEED
RETRACTABLE HEADLIGHTS

— Mr. Hirai, please tell us how you
came to become the project leader
on the AZ-1.

“The AZ-1 had two project leaders
before me. The development was
disorganised (editor's note: there
was a large gap between the show
model’s avante-garde structure and
what could actually be produced, so
the development was very difficult),
and so they called on me to bring it
back under control. | was still busy
on the Roadster at the time, but they
asked me to take over this project
anyway.

At the time, Mazda was expanding
all of its sales channels at once.
The Eunos brand had the Roadster,
efini had its flagship RX-7, but
Autozam had nothing. That's why
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we needed the AZ-1 to spearhead
the Autozam brand, and it would've
been a big problem if the flagship
car got cancelled before it could be
commercialised.”

The predecessor of the AZ-1, the
AZ550, which made its debut at the
Tokyo Motor Show in autumn 1989, was
a pure show car with no plans to put it
into production. However, the market
response was very positive, and it
coincided with the beginning of
Mazda's new multi-channel sales
strategy, so with an emphasis on a “new
era”, the AZ-1 was given the green light
to move towards commercialisation.
That's when a white arrow stood* over
Mr. Hirai, who became the project
leader responsible for development. In
order to wrangle this show car into a
production model, he used his
characteristic “decisive” style.

“When | saw the show model, |
didn't like that it had retractable
headlights. This car is a kei car, and
kei cars have strict price and weight
constraints, so you can’t get too
carried away. And yet here | was,
seeing these lights come up and
down like an elevator. It doesn’t
need a gimmicky toy like that, so the
day | became the project leader, |
got rid of it first thing in the
morning.”
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So on his first day in the position, he
axed a huge part of the character of the
car. It's certainly “decisive”, but there's
always a reason behind Hirai's
“decisiveness”.

— So was it cost, or weight, that
doomed the retractable
headlights?

“The primary reason was cost. Any
time you increase the number of
parts, it bumps up the cost. Plus,
since the bumper Is supposed to be
dented, there needs to be space
behind it to allow it to move. If
there’s no room, whatever's behind
it will break. This car had all these
h';];hﬁng parts packed in there, so
that's why | put a stop to it.”

YOU CAN'T DRIVE THIS CAR
IF YOU'RE DRESSED UP

Hirai's main goal was to market the
AZ-1 as a sports car that can be
enjoyed for its quick handling, and he
continued to whittle down and refine
the other aspects of the car.

“My job was to make a marketable
kei car, but it wouldn’t be enough to
produce an ordinary car to sell in
that class; it ad to have
personality. For that, it's enough to

The only “feature” of the
AZ-1 which Hirai gave top
priority was “good
handling”.
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have gullwings - ordinary headlights
aren't a problem. At first, there were
small seats in the rear (a 2+2 layout),
but they weren't necessary. The spare
tyre was in the front but in
consideration of crash safety and
weight distribution, we moved'it into
that space behind the seats
instead. The driver's seat also
couldn't recline, but I thought it was
important to find a way to make
that happen.

Some say that since the side sills
are so thick and so high, it might be
difficult for a girl in a skirt to drive
the car. But what's the problem?
That's why | think it's so good
(laughs). The solution is simple -
you can't wear a skirt to drive this
car, so just wear slacks! All you
have to do is say that.”

— Then it's a car based on the
remise that it doesn't have to be
or everyone?

“Oh, absolutely. There are Crowns
and Familias” in this world, but
where can #fou find a car that you
can't drive if you're dressed up?”

— But Japanese cars cant easily
reach  such  accommodating
customers, right?

“Unfortunately, they don't.

The interview was held at
Mazda Headquarters in
Hiroshima Prefecture
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Everyone tends to have similar cars
- that's why I'm glad the AZ-1 is so
distinctive”

— The AZ-1 is a car that
demonstrates your strong
leadership then?

“I don’t think anyone else could have
done it. Well, there’s no democracy
in manufacturing. | think it's the
same in any industry. If you put
everything into a neat circle, it's the
same everywhere, without
individuality. | can only do the thiné;s
I know how to do. When | was in this
role, | was sometimes accused of
doing whatever | wanted, but | just
did what | needed to make the AZ-1
a product.”

— Since it looked like that to people
on the sidelines, that means that
other Mazda cars are made in a
more collaborative way, right?

“I'm a democratic man. | made the
Roadster democratically (laughs).”

It might seem contradictory that Hirai

denies there is democracy

in

manufacturing, but claims to ‘be a
democratic man, but this will gradually
make sense as we discuss the

mechanical details of the car.

— What were your thoughts about
the dress-up swappable body
concept when you took over the
project?

“Since the plastic itself won't be
rigid, it needs a load-bearing
structure underneath: either a space
frame or a skeleton monocoque.”

— And the AZ-1 was made with a
plastic body like that.

“Thinking back, yeah, it was decided
from the beginning, and it remained
despite the changing project
leaders. | was eager to base the car
on the Alto Works platform. But if
we produced a front-wheel-drive car,
it would be stuck living in Suzuki’s
shadow. So | thought it was
interesting to place the engine in
the back as a unique Mazda twist.
Personally, however, I've never really
wanted to make a special midship
car. For sports cars, | just like
front-engine, rear-wheel-drive.”

— But in terms of reducing the yaw
moment of inertia, which was a
focus in the Roadster, surelg the
ideal layout is a midship, right?

“That kind of car [a midship that
pursues the ultimate in
manoeuvrability] is what | call a
‘ticking mountain’*.”
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— Isn't it still interesting to have a
car that's focussed theoretically on
“minimising the yaw moment of
inertia“?

“Well, yes, and that’s why we put the
engine and suspension from the
Alto in the back for this car. At the
heart of the design, it's a ‘ticking
mountain’ with a small yaw moment
of inertia. But the details of the
alignment were left to the Vehicle
Research Department to make
tweaks from there; the project
leader can't decide everything. The
department is given “a certain
amount of freedom to refine the car.
It's our role to hand it off to the
appropriate departments of the
company, and give them enough
space to do their jobs.”

— So that's how to avoid going
overboard with theory, and achieve
proper handling.

“With that said, for the basics of the
car, such as the weight distribution
and centre of gravity, that's
something that the project leader
should decide.”

— As long as you dictate the broad
strokes of the car, the answer will
come out naturally. In other words,
if you begin the basic skeleton of
the car with undemocratic
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This is a scene from the
pre-release test drive by racer
Yojiro Terada. Mr. Hirai is on
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“decisiveness”, but all of the details
are left open, with skilled
professionals to focus on each
area, then the result will be a good
car in no time.

“Yeah, you need to leave a certain
amount of freedom to just let them
get on with it. Don't get too bogged
down in the details.”

| seel That's the balance that allows him
to say both “I'm democratic”, but also
that “it would be no fun to make a car
democratically”.

THE MIRACLE THAT MADE
THE FANTASY SHOW CAR A
REALITY

Hirai insists that his favourite sports car
Ia?/out is FR, and was only put in charge
of the AZ-1 because it's his purpose in
the company to get products onto the
market. This might come as a shock for
those under some sort of illusion about
it when they first heard about the AZ-1,
but without the power of Hirai as a
“car-making professional”, we can see
that the exceptional 3.3m-long gullwing
midship car would never have been
born to this world.

The theory that “there is no democrac
in manufacturing” should resonate wit
anyone in the industry. If you design by
committee, you can certainly produce a
mediocre product, and avold personal
responsibility. But then again, good
things will never be possible.

As for the AZ-1, Hirai changed the
headlights on the very first day, but the
plastic body, skeleton monocoque,
midship layout - and all the other parts
that formed the basis of the car's charm
- were taken across from the concept
car without compromise. And with
those core elements set in stone, it left
him able to freely dictate the rest of the
project.

In a collaborative Japanese society, this
“decisiveness” is sometimes taken as
selfish, but Hirai is able to trim off the
micro extras because he looks at the
project from a macro dpers ective. At his
own discretion, he decides a general
outline, but then he gives each
department the freedom to do the rest.

You can look at the approach as such:
once you have a strong skeleton
structure, the essence of the car doesn’t
change, no matter what kind of outer
panels are attached. It's fun to draw
parallels between that idea, and the
structure of the AZ-1 itself.
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— The AZ-1 is a master of twisty roads, but in
terms of your sports car ideals, would you
describe it as a highly pure experience?

“Yes, it is.”

| think the AZ-1 is a miracle car, given that
Hirai would never have chosen to work on a
midship car for all his life, if not for the
company requesting him to take over the
project of such a difficult-to-deliver car.

— By the way, if the Roadster is your good
eldest son, what would the AZ-1 be to you?

“The AZ-1 is my second son: a jerky horse
who can't be tamed (laughs).”

INTERVIEW WITH

CREATOR
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