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CHAPTER 2

Apprenticeship

In 1998, six years after joining Nissan, I was promoted to Senior Engineer of 
the Test section of the Electrical Department. This was my first management 
job, in the sense of having people working directly for me. It was very much 
an ‘in at the deep end’ experience – the Test section was the largest in our 
department, with six engineers and eight or so technicians at any one time. 
Truth be told, I was not ready for the job – I was still too young and had no 
idea of how to manage people. I learnt human psychology and the basics of 
management the hard way – for both my unfortunate team members and 
myself – by experience. But there were other benefits, apart from starting to 
learn the imprecise art of managing people. I was now responsible not just for 
designing one part, but for validating the entire car, at least from an electrical 
and electronic point of view. It was a busy period – we continued to work on 
various versions of Micra, Primera and Terrano II, but we were also deep in the 
development of two new vehicles – the Almera, intended to be a VW Golf 
and Ford Focus rival, and the Almera Tino, a people-carrying variant, inspired 
largely by the success of the Renault Mégane Scenic ‘people-carrier’ version of 
the Mégane hatchback. So I had quite a wide portfolio of vehicles, and a lot to 
learn technically as well as managerially.

Shortly after I had been promoted, the management structure changed. 
The ‘dual management’ principle was abandoned – from now on there would 
be only one manager for each department, sometimes ‘local,’ sometimes 
Japanese. Kataoka-san returned to Japan – much regretted by his team. 
Our new boss was Koichi Suzuki, a quiet, unfailingly polite and unassuming 
professional. Six months after his arrival, we reached the ‘job handover’ 
stage of the Almera project. This was the point at which NTC in Japan would 
formally hand over the project to NTCE. The so-called ‘production release’ 
or final design approval of the production version of the components had 
already been done, and now Japan would formally delegate the final stages 
of production preparation to its European satellite. Suzuki-san planned to 
travel to Japan for two weeks to negotiate this job handover, and I was rather 
surprised when he asked me to accompany him – not only for the handover 
of my direct testing responsibilities, but also to negotiate the handover of the 
entire Department’s activities. I was the most junior of his Senior Engineers, 
and I spoke little or no Japanese. It would have been more logical to have taken 
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CHAPTER 3 

“Irasshaimase!”7

As the New Year of 2002 came and went, I was very much enjoying my job as 
Manager of Body Equipment. Granted, it had not been my first choice, but 
it was a ‘real’ engineering department, I had the coveted Manager title, and 
I had a respectably sizeable team working for me. I was doing okay in my 
career at Nissan so far – I had escaped the hard grind of the 3-3-3 team and 
the relentless drive for cost reduction, and liked and respected my bosses, 
Andy and Otomo-san. My staff mostly seemed okay with my being their 
boss – even the ones that were older than me and probably felt that they 
should have had a shot at the Manager role. The work was interesting – we 
were deep in the development of the second generation of Micra (K12) to be 
built in Sunderland, and I was very hands-on with that vehicle. As well as the 
new Micra, Nissan was still building the Almera and Primera in Sunderland, 
and the Almera Tino in Barcelona, and there was a constant flow of work 
to maintain these vehicles in production. I was an electrical engineer, not 
a mechanical engineer, so I had a lot to learn about the injection moulding 
of plastics, about boringly-functional-but-oh-so-important wiper systems, 
and about the precision engineering required to develop modern lighting 
systems – headlights and rear lights. 

Meanwhile, Nissan was still in bad shape, especially Nissan in Europe. 
Granted, the emergency defibrillation of the company by Carlos Ghosn, 
Patrick Pélata and their little cohort had worked – the hard graft of the 
Nissan Revival Plan between 1999 and 2001 had restored the company’s 
heartbeat. We had indeed turned a net profit in 2000 – 331 billion yen 
(approx $3 billion) on global sales of 2.6 million vehicles8 – the first profit for 
a decade. And by the end of 2001 things were looking up – profits up to 371 
billion yen (approx $3.4 billion) on the same number of vehicles sold. Nissan 
Europe, however, lagged behind Nissan’s ‘domestic’ sales in Japan, and far 
behind our overseas colleagues in North America. The latest ‘P12’ version of 
the Primera was dying in the market, buyers alienated by its radical styling 
7 Irrashaimase means ‘welcome’ or ‘come on in!’ in Japanese. This is the word shouted by staff in Japan 
to welcome newcomers into a store or restaurant. It is one of the first words that all visitors to Japan will 
hear. As I moved to work for Nissan in Japan, even after years of working for Nissan in the UK, I felt 
very much like the new boy being invited into the back room of the company ‘shop’ for the first time.
8 All figures from Nissan’s 2000 and 2001 Company Reports, https://www.nissan-global.com/PDF/
ar_fy00e.pdf.
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INSIDE THE MACHINE

The final production form of Qashqai emerges from the clay milling machine in Nissan Design 
Europe’s London Paddington studio, 2005. (Courtesy Nissan Design Europe)

The ‘Model Freeze’ clay model – Qashqai’s shape is fixed. Now we’ve just got to finish 
engineering and build it! (Courtesy Nissan Design Europe)
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INSIDE THE MACHINE

Some of the beautiful early design sketches of project B10 – the car that would become the 
Renault ZOE. (Courtesy Renault Design)

The ‘little mouse’ – Jean Smeriva’s sketch that inspired the friendly front-end design of the 
ZOE. One of the big challenges for the engineers was to hide the charge port under the Renault 

‘lozenge’ logo. (Courtesy Renault Design/Jean Smeriva)
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INSIDE THE MACHINE

The Alpine A110. Most definitely worth all the effort. (Courtesy Alpine/Yannick Brossard)




