Robert C. Stempel
CGLI’s Chairman, Robert Stempel, died 7 May 2011. The former Chairman of the General Motors Corporation joined the CGLI board in 1994 and became CGLI’s chairman with the retirement of W. Paul Tippett in August 1994.  Mr. Stempel was deeply involved in the mission and work of the CGLI and regularly represented CGLI in public forums. CGLI benefited greatly from his long standing and active board leadership. To say ‘he will be missed’ is inadequate to describe the feelings of his CGLI friends and associates left behind.
							George H. Kuper, President
								
'Visionary' former GM CEO Stempel, 77, dies
David Shepardson / / Detroit News Washington Bureau
Former General Motors CEO Robert Carl Stempel, who led the company from 1990-92 until he was forced out in a boardroom coup, died at 77 Saturday in Florida, the automaker said Monday. 
"The General Motors family mourns the passing of Bob Stempel, who admirably led the company during very difficult times in the early 1990s," GM said in a statement. "Bob was a very popular chairman with employees, and his many accomplishments as a visionary engineer included leading the development of the catalytic converter, one of the great environmental advancements in auto history." 

Stempel spent 34 years at GM, rising through the ranks. After taking the helm in August 1990, Stempel tried to lead a gradual reorganization of the company, but the board lost patience and ousted him in an ugly boardroom coup in October 1992, replacing him with Jack Smith. 
Stempel helped oversee the development of GM's EV1. 

"His knowledge of battery development led to the push for the EV1 electric car," GM said. 
After he left GM, he went to work for battery and alternative energy firm ECD Ovonics in Auburn Hills with founder Stan Ovshinsky. He served as chairman and later became CEO. 
In January, he attended the North American International Auto Show and told The Detroit News he was very "optimistic" about GM's future. 

Funeral arrangements were unavailable. 
Born July 15, 1933, in Trenton, N.J., Stempel received a bachelor's degree in mechanical engineering from Worcester Polytechnic Institute in Massachusetts in 1955. He received a master's degree in business administration from Michigan State University in 1970.
 
After joining GM's Oldsmobile Division as a senior detailer in the chassis design department in 1958, Stempel held various positions with Oldsmobile.
 
He joined the engineering department of the Chevrolet Division as chief engineer in 1974 and became Chevrolet's director of engineering. In 1978, he was appointed general manager of the Pontiac Motor Division. 
In 1975, Stempel's teenage son was kidnapped in Bloomfield Township. After paying the $150,000 ransom, his son, 13, was released unharmed. The kidnapper and an accomplice were arrested and the FBI recovered $137,000 of the ransom money. Both later pleaded guilty. 
dshepardson@detnews.com 

Engineer Ran GM in Dark Early 90's 
By STEPHEN MILLER Wall Street Journal
Robert Stempel was chairman of General Motors Corp. during the big auto maker's dark days in the early 1990s, when the company hemorrhaged billions of dollars, closed plants and gave up market share to imports.
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Mr. Stempel, who died Saturday at age 77, was originally an automotive engineer, a rare "car guy" in a boardroom populated by experts in finance and management. His appointment as chairman in 1990 was greeted with optimism by GM's rank and file, eager to be led by someone who understood cars instead of balance sheets. But his leadership coincided with a deep recession that hurt sales, and Mr. Stempel was slow to make changes in production and staffing. He was ousted in a rancorous boardroom coup after two years in which GM racked up nearly $7 billion in losses.
As a young engineer, Mr. Stempel helped oversee GM's pioneering front-wheel-drive car, the Toronado. Later, he led the development of the antipollution catalytic converter, which GM installed across its entire fleet in 1975, beating the rest of the car industry to comply with an environmental mandate.
Roger Smith, GM's chairman in the 1980s, made Mr. Stempel his chief lieutenant. As president of GM, Mr. Stempel oversaw development of electronic ignition systems and the Sunraycer, an innovative solar-powered car that won the first World Solar Challenge race, in 1987 in Australia. After he became chairman, Mr. Stempel backed an early version of the electric car and experiments with alternative fuels.
Yet his forward-looking projects couldn't counteract GM's image as a stodgy manufacturer of what Money magazine once called "fuel-thirsty luxobarges." Nor did they stanch GM's loss of market share, to 35% of the domestic automobile market in 1992, down from 47% in the early 1980s.
A native of Trenton, N.J., and the son of a banker, Mr. Stempel fixed cars in a Bloomfield, N.J., garage as a teenager and collected an armload of drag-racing trophies. He studied engineering at Worcester Polytechnic Institute and worked briefly for the Army Corps of Engineers before landing at Oldsmobile, a GM division, in 1958. His first job was designing wheels.
His success with the Toronado and the catalytic converter launched Mr. Stempel as an executive. Later, he was credited with turning around GM's European Opel unit and oversaw the construction of new plants in low-wage Spain. He then was put in charge of GM's Chevrolet.
While climbing the corporate ladder, Mr. Stempel acquired a reputation as a nice guy who put engineering first. He looked every inch the engineer, stuffing his gangly frame into off-the-rack suits and sporting a haircut that looked home-brewed. He earned an M.B.A. in night school.
GM executives liked his engineer's knowledge and his swagger—he once gave a detailed presentation about 17 GM car models without consulting notes. He liked high-powered motorcycles, had a collection of old cars he repaired himself, and hung out with race driver A.J. Foyt. Even the United Auto Workers union leaders said nice things about him.
As chairman, Mr. Stempel couldn't satisfy GM's board, which demanded layoffs, plant closings, management shake-ups and new car designs. He counseled patience until the recession ended. In the end, he resigned as relations with the board deteriorated.
After leaving GM, Mr. Stempel teamed with ex-Chrysler Chairman Lee Iaccoca to work on prototypes for electric cars, as well as electric bicycles and scooters.
Mr. Stempel came to national notice in 1975 when his 13-year-old son, Timothy, was kidnapped at gunpoint while skateboarding outside the family's home in a Detroit suburb. He was returned unharmed after payment of $150,000 ransom. Two men pleaded guilty and were sent to prison in the crime, which Mr. Stempel told the Associated Press at the time was "strictly random" and unrelated to his position as a GM executive.
Write to Stephen Miller at stephen.miller@wsj.com 
Daniel Howes
Stempel was 'car guy' to the end
Bob Stempel was among the few auto CEOs who never really left. 
He could have, of course, after General Motors Corp.'s 1992 boardroom coup pushed him out the door, beginning nearly two decades of alternating change and mistake that ended in bankruptcy and a new beginning, courtesy of American taxpayers. 
He could have joined Detroit's automotive Diaspora in sunny Naples, comfortably collecting pension checks while accumulated legacies of arrogance and sloth spiraled toward an inevitable reckoning. But Stempel, who died Saturday in Florida at the age of 77, wasn't that kind of man. 
He was a true "car guy" who loved the automotive game too much — the people, the technology, the energy, the chance to burnish his tarnished reputation with a breakthrough in alternative-technology propulsion systems. Even GM, the company that forced him into early retirement, seemed to figure in his passion, or so it seemed to me years later. 
More than once I saw him, shoulders slumping slightly under the weight of a bulging briefcase, sidling near the back of the GM stand at the North American International Auto Show. He'd ceased long ago being news to the media hacks scurrying around, and if that really mattered to him he probably wouldn't be there any way. 
I didn't cover Stempel during his years at GM, which culminated in his rise to the chairmanship just about the time Saddam Hussein waltzed into Kuwait and tipped the United States into the kind of recession that set Detroit's auto industry reeling. 
The tandem events, capped by the kindly Stempel's inept restructuring efforts, the automaker's continuing drift and then the Coup of '92, would define him in the GM pantheon. But his public defenestration does not adequately define a character that looks more steely when compared to some of the equally big names who crashed, burned and bolted — Eaton, Battenberg, Trotman among them. 
I got to know Stempel, a little, years later. He was trying to make a difference with his friend Stan Ovshinsky at Energy Conversion Devices Inc., a Troy-based player in the alternative technology space that for a time put a GM old-timer on the cutting edge of the industry's next new-new thing. 
Here was a guy who displayed the mannerisms of a staid GM exec, circa 1984, but the excitement of a 21st-century Silicon Valley innovator. He was still in the game. He couldn't walk away, not entirely, from the business and town that bewitched him when he was a teenage soon-to-be automotive engineer tinkering with cars back in Trenton, New Jersey. 
The last time I saw him, or so I recall, I was talking with Lloyd Reuss at GM's auto show stand. His son, Mark, heads GM North America now, offering the makings of a true familial redemption if the son can succeed where the father didn't. Then I saw Stempel looking our way. 
Ugh. I knew the story: As GM's troubles deepened in 1991 and early '92 and media and market pressure intensified, a growing chorus demanded to know whether a Stempel unwilling to execute a brutal restructuring would replace Reuss to atone for GM's sins. 
"Lloyd's my man," Stempel famously responded, unintentionally pronouncing a corporate death sentence that ended with Reuss being replaced in April '92 and Stempel going a few months later in October. 
Still, years later, these two men who'd suffered automotive ignominy of perhaps the worst kind (at least in this town) greeted each other warmly. I remember thinking how remarkable it was to witness this in an industry whose former leaders mostly distinguished themselves by how quickly they could dump their pricey homes in Bloomfield Hills and blow town. 
When was the last time Bob Eaton or Jac Nasser was spied trolling the show floor? Do you remember retired GM Chairman Jack Smith volunteering for FOCUS: Hope, like Reuss has done for years, or former Ford Motor President Jim Padilla heading up a small supplier? 
The answer: Not so much. 
Stempel was different. And so is Reuss. If any of Detroit's deposed auto execs of the past generation could be excused for leaving town quietly, it's those two — especially Stempel. That he didn't, notwithstanding his horse farm in Loxahatchee, Fla., says something about Bob Stempel. R.I.P. 
dchowes@detnews.com 
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