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Lesser-known models from ŠKODA AUTO’s 125-year 
history: The LW three-wheeler from Laurin & Klement  
 

› New series: Review of oft-forgotten special models from the company’s history  

› Practical transport vehicle: water-cooled LW three-wheelers from Laurin & Klement (1905-

1911) combined the strengths of automobiles and motorbikes 

 

Mladá Boleslav, 1 April 2020 – In 1905, Laurin & Klement produced not only the young 

company's first automobile, the Voiturette A, in Mladá Boleslav but also the more compact 

LW three-wheeler: Driven by a 3.7 kW (5 hp) water-cooled single-cylinder engine, the 

practical, 160-kilogram light transport vehicle reached speeds of up to 40 km/h. The driver 

sat on a motorbike saddle above the rear axle, looking forward over the heads of the 

passengers or the roof of the cargo area, which could hold up to 200 kilograms.  

 

As one of the oldest automotive brands in the world that is still active today, ŠKODA can look back 

on 125 years of history this year. With the mechanic Václav Laurin and the bookseller Václav 

Klement, two young entrepreneurs set up their own bicycle repair shop in Mladá Boleslav in 1895. 

Just one year after releasing their own bicycles under the name SLAVIA, they launched the first 

self-designed motorcycles on the market in 1899. They were driven by single-cylinder engines, also 

manufactured by Laurin & Klement, which soon opened the door to a wide range of products. In 

1903, the V-two-cylinder type CC became one of the first mass-produced engines in the world. As 

early as 1904, licensed production began in Germany under the brand name Germania. 

 

In the same year, the young Czech company introduced the CCCC, its first in-line four-cylinder 

engine, and expanded its two-wheeler range to include models with water-cooled engines, such as 

the single-cylinder ‘LW’ model. This was based on the most popular ‘L’ model and, like the other 

water-cooled machines, had the letter ‘W’ for ‘Water’ in its type designation. With a displacement of 

600cc, the LW reached a remarkable top speed of 70 km/h. Still, only ten units were sold between 

1903 and 1905: with its cylindrical radiator, whose ribs spanned the frame at the level of the 

steering head bearing, it was probably too complicated for the customers of the time. By 

comparison, 965 customers opted for the basic air-cooled model in the same period.  

 

It was not until the three-wheelers based on the LW motorbike, which, unlike the two-wheelers, 

carried the engine in front of the chain-driven rear wheel, that the advantages of water cooling really 

came into their own: The seating position of the passengers or the loading box above the front axle 

restricted the three-wheelers’ supply of cooling air. Another hurdle on the way from the motorcycle 

to the three-wheeler was that the engine capacity of up to 0.8 litres also increased the resistance to 

starting the engine, which at that time was started by pushing it. A decompression lever simplified 

this complicated process: it kept the exhaust valve open and thus reduced the backpressure in the 

cylinder when the engine was moving. When it was released, the engine built up the necessary 

compression again and started. The decompression lever could also be used to switch the engine 

off, and in an intermediate position, the lever allowed the engine speed to be reduced for a short 

time without adjusting the carburettor. 

 

However, the decompression lever was no longer sufficient to move larger and heavier motorcycles 

with sidecars, trailers or a front-mounted car for passengers. So Václav Laurin's design team 
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developed an idle hub and clutch and installed a two-speed gearbox. This allowed the engine to be 

started even when the vehicle was stationary.  

 

This innovation made the practical and agile commercial vehicles from L&K very attractive for 

owners of small businesses and state postal services. There was a choice of motorcycles with 

cargo sidecars or tricycles, which were assembled from proven LW components. Soon, postmen in 

Vienna were using the Czech models to transport their consignments, Budapest and Prague 

followed shortly afterwards. A remarkable record from that time shows how much easier L&K’s 

commercial vehicles made the postmen's work: on 20 June 1906, delivery man Kundert managed 

to empty 37 Prague post boxes within 58 minutes – on foot, it would have taken him 2.5 hours for 

the same task.  

 

Because of such successes, the L&K models were soon in demand in other international markets. 

In 1908 some Laurin & Klement three-wheelers of the ‘LW’ type, as well as motorcycles with trucks, 

went as far as Mexico.  Their single-cylinder engines differed from the predecessor models of the 

same name with a displacement of 780cc and an output of 3.7 kW (5 hp). A rigid tubular frame 

served as the chassis for the three-wheeled Laurin & Klement LW, the front axle with a track width 

of 1,150 millimetres was suspended from two semi-elliptical leaf springs. The wheelbase was 1,650 

millimetres; the driven rear wheel was unsprung. The band brake only acted on the rear wheel; later 

all three wheels were braked. 

 

The water cooler located in front of the engine consisted of two tightly ribbed, laterally placed 

elements and the cooling circuit worked according to the ‘thermosiphon’ principle: the lighter hot 

water flowed into the cooler from above. As the temperature dropped, it sank due to its higher 

density and was led back down to the engine – the warmer the engine, the better this effect worked. 

 

The surface carburettor was also heavily reliant on the temperature due to its design. Since the fuel 

mixture was formed by free evaporation of the gasoline in a small container, it did not need an 

injector, but this worked much better in summer temperatures than in the cold. The carburettor was 

also developed in-house by L&K, as was the ignition with an electromagnetic low-voltage inductor 

and contact breaker. The driver initially took care of the lubrication of the engine himself using a 

hand pump. An automatic system with adjustable output was used later; the oil was delivered to the 

right places via pipes.  

 

The unladen weight of the LW three-wheeler was 160 kilograms; the maximum possible payload 

was 200 kilograms. This meant that two passengers could sit on a leather-covered double seat, 

which was also optimally protected from splash water and dust by a sheet metal underbody. In the 

freight variant, a box body was located in front of the radiator. Additional items of luggage could 

also be strapped to a tubular frame that served as a cover. 

 

Laurin & Klement kept the three-wheeled LW in their range from 1905 to 1911. Today there are 

probably only three surviving copies and a separate engine. One of these vehicles is currently on 

loan from the National Technical Museum in Prague and can be seen at the ŠKODA Museum in 

Mladá Boleslav.  
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The upcoming parts of the series on lesser-known models from Laurin & Klement and 
ŠKODA are dedicated to the following:  
 

• Laurin & Klement E ‘Černá Hora/Montenegro’ (1908-1909) 

• ŠKODA Sagitta (1936-1938) 

• ŠKODA type 998 ‘Agromobil’ (1962) 

• ŠKODA type 990 ‘Hajaja’ (1963) 

• ŠKODA BUGGY type 736 (1974-1976) 

• ŠKODA FELICIA Fun (1996-2000)  

All texts will gradually be posted on the  ŠKODA Storyboard.  

 

 

For more information: 

Vítězslav Kodym  

Communications Classic  

T +420 326 811 784  

vitezslav.kodym@skoda-auto.cz  

 

 

Media images: 

 

 

Lesser-known models from ŠKODA AUTO’s 125-year history:  

The LW three-wheeler from Laurin & Klement  

Probably only three copies of the three-wheeled Laurin & Klement 

LW are still in existence. The exhibit on show at the ŠKODA 

Museum in Mladá Boleslav is a passenger variant and on loan from 

the National Technical Museum in Prague.  

 

 

Download                                Source: ŠKODA AUTO 

 

 

Lesser-known models from ŠKODA AUTO’s 125-year history:  

The LW three-wheeler from Laurin & Klement  

Several dozen paintings by Vladimír Bidlo (1926 – 1997) give an 

impression of the historical models produced by L&K and ŠKODA 

as well as the atmosphere of the era when the LW three-wheeler 

was being manufactured.  

 

Download                                Source: ŠKODA AUTO 

 

 

https://twitter.com/skodaautonews
http://www.skoda-storyboard.com/
mailto:vitezslav.kodym@skoda-auto.cz
https://cdn.skoda-storyboard.com/2020/04/The-LW-three-wheeler-1.jpg
https://cdn.skoda-storyboard.com/2020/04/The-LW-three-wheeler-2.jpg
https://cdn.skoda-storyboard.com/2020/04/The-LW-three-wheeler-1.jpg
https://cdn.skoda-storyboard.com/2020/04/The-LW-three-wheeler-2.jpg


PRESS RELEASE 
Page 4 of 4 

  
 
 
   
 

 

 

Lesser-known models from ŠKODA AUTO’s 125-year history: 

The LW three-wheeler from Laurin & Klement  

In 1908, Laurin & Klement delivered a series of LW three-wheelers 

for freight transport and motorcycles with sidecars to the Mexican 

postal service.  

 

 

 

 

Download                                Source: ŠKODA AUTO 

 

 

 

Lesser-known models from ŠKODA AUTO’s 125-year 

history: The LW three-wheeler from Laurin & 

Klement  

The water cooler with two laterally positioned, tightly 

ribbed segments is located in front of the engine. The 

cooling circuit does not require a water pump.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Download                                Source: ŠKODA AUTO 

 

 

 
 
 
ŠKODA AUTO 
› is this year celebrating 125 years since the company was founded during the pioneering era of the automobile in 

1895, making it one of the longest-established car manufacturers in the world. 
› currently offers its customers nine passenger-car series: the CITIGO, FABIA, RAPID, SCALA, OCTAVIA and 

SUPERB as well as the KAMIQ, KAROQ and KODIAQ. 
› delivered 1.24 million vehicles to customers around the world in 2019. 
› has belonged to Volkswagen Group since 1991. The Volkswagen Group is one of the most successful vehicle 

manufacturers in the world. In association with the Group, ŠKODA AUTO independently develops and manufactures 
vehicles, as well as components such as engines and transmissions.   

› operates at three locations in the Czech Republic; manufactures in China, Russia, Slovakia and India mainly through 
Group partnerships, as well as in Ukraine and Kazakhstan with local partners. 

› employs approximately 42,000 people globally and is active in more than 100 markets. 
› is pressing ahead with the transformation from a traditional car manufacturer to the ‘Simply Clever company for the 

best mobility solutions’ as part of the ŠKODA 2025 Strategy. 
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