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Overview

Why We Took the Car (original German title: Tschick) is a coming-of-age novel about two teenage
outsiders, Maik Klingenberg and Tschick, who steal a car and embark on a chaotic road trip
through the former East Germany in search of adventure and meaning. Maik, a lonely boy from a
dysfunctional family, and Tschick, a Russian-German classmate with a troubled past, are both
social outcasts at school. When Tschick shows up in a stolen Lada, they decide to drive to
Wallachia, a place they barely know, to escape their miserable lives. The journey is filled with
absurd mishaps, unexpected encounters, and moments of genuine friendship, as the two boys
navigate the countryside, meet strange locals, and confront their own fears and desires.

The novel is a humorous and poignant exploration of adolescence, friendship, and the search for
identity. Herrndorf captures the raw emotions of teenage life—the longing for belonging, the
awkwardness of first love, and the thrill of rebellion—while also offering a sharp critique of social
hierarchies and the emptiness of consumer culture. The story arc follows Maik's transformation
from a passive, self-pitying boy into someone who takes responsibility and finds his own voice.
The novel matters because it speaks to universal themes of growing up and finding one's place in
the world, while also offering a vivid portrait of contemporary Germany, especially the lingering
divisions between East and West. Its blend of comedy and melancholy, its authentic voice, and its
memorable characters have made it a beloved classic of German young adult literature, adapted
into a successful film and translated into many languages.

Key Takeaways
* True friendship can emerge from the most unlikely circumstances, as Maik and Tschick's
bond proves that shared vulnerability and honesty are stronger than social status.

* Running away from problems rarely solves them, but stepping out of your comfort zone can
give you the perspective needed to face them.

* The journey is more important than the destination; the boys' goal of reaching Wallachia
becomes secondary to the experiences and people they meet along the way.

* Social outcasts often have the most to teach us about authenticity, as Tschick's disregard for
conventions frees Maik from his own insecurities.

* Adults are not always reliable guides; the boys' encounters with adults range from
indifferent to harmful, forcing them to rely on each other.
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* Small acts of kindness, like the old man who helps them, can have a profound impact on a
young person's life.

* The novel shows that growing up involves accepting responsibility for your actions, as Maik
ultimately does when he faces the consequences of the stolen car.

* Humor can be a coping mechanism for pain; the absurdity of the road trip allows the boys to
process their difficult home lives without becoming overwhelmed.

Chapter Summaries
The Beginning of the End

Maik Klingenberg, a 14-year-old from a wealthy but neglectful family, introduces himself and his
miserable life. His mother is an alcoholic who has left for a spa, and his father is absent, leaving
Maik alone in their large house. At school, he is invisible, mocked by classmates, and hopelessly
in love with Tatjana, a popular girl who doesn't know he exists. The chapter sets the tone of
loneliness and alienation, establishing Maik's passive, self-pitying voice. He describes his failed
attempts to fit in and his fantasy of being noticed. The chapter ends with the arrival of a new
student, Andrej Tschichatschow, nicknamed Tschick, who is also an outsider, setting the stage for
their unlikely connection.

The Party and the Hangover

Maik is invited to Tatjana's birthday party, a rare social opportunity. He is excited but nervous,
and his attempts to impress fail miserably. He gets drunk on cheap vodka, makes a fool of
himself, and ends up vomiting in the garden. Tschick, who also attended the party, witnesses
Maik's humiliation. The next day, Maik wakes up with a hangover and a sense of shame. He
learns that Tschick has been expelled from school for a minor offense, and the two boys, both
outcasts, find themselves drawn together. The chapter highlights the cruelty of teenage social
dynamics and the beginning of a tentative friendship based on shared outsider status.

The Stolen Car

Tschick shows up at Maik's house in a stolen Lada, a beat-up Russian car. He convinces Maik to
join him on a road trip, suggesting they drive to Wallachia, a region in Romania that Tschick
vaguely associates with his heritage. Maik, desperate for escape, agrees. They drive off without a
clear plan, heading south. The car is unreliable, and they have little money, but the sense of
freedom is exhilarating. The chapter captures the impulsive, reckless spirit of adolescence and
the thrill of breaking rules. It also introduces the central motif of the journey as a means of
self-discovery.

The Road and the First Encounters

The boys drive through the flat, monotonous landscape of eastern Germany. They encounter a
series of odd characters: a drunk man who gives them directions, a group of punks who steal
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their gas, and a friendly truck driver who offers them a ride when their car breaks down. These
encounters are both comic and revealing, showing the boys' naivety and their growing ability to
adapt. They also discuss their lives: Tschick reveals his troubled family background, including his
father's violence and his mother's death. Maik, in turn, confesses his loneliness and his crush on
Tatjana. The chapter deepens their bond and shows how the road trip is forcing them to confront
their pasts.

The Old Man and the Map

After a series of mishaps, the boys meet an old man who lives in a remote village. He is kind and
offers them food and shelter for the night. He also gives them a map, which they use to plan
their route. The old man's wisdom and generosity contrast sharply with the neglect they
experience at home. He tells them stories about the region and about his own life, giving the
boys a sense of history and place. The chapter is a turning point, as Maik begins to see that there
are good people in the world and that his own situation is not hopeless. The old man's advice to
'just keep going' becomes a mantra for the rest of their journey.

The Accident and the Aftermath

The boys' journey takes a dramatic turn when they crash the Lada into a tree. The car is wrecked,
and they are stranded in the middle of nowhere. They are forced to walk, and they encounter a
group of Roma people who are camping nearby. The Roma are initially suspicious, but they
eventually help the boys, offering them food and a place to stay. The encounter is a lesson in
prejudice and humanity, as the boys realize that the people they have been taught to fear are
just like them. The chapter also marks a low point for Maik, who feels responsible for the
accident and begins to question the wisdom of their adventure.

The Revelation and the Return

After several days of walking and hitching rides, the boys finally reach a town that resembles
their imagined Wallachia. But it is not the magical place they expected; it is a mundane, ordinary
town. They realize that the journey, not the destination, was the point. Maik also has a moment
of clarity about his feelings for Tatjana, understanding that his infatuation was based on fantasy,
not reality. The boys decide to return home, and they are eventually caught by the police. Maik's
father is furious, but Maik feels a sense of relief and responsibility. The chapter ends with Maik
reflecting on how the trip has changed him, making him more confident and self-aware.

The Aftermath and the New Beginning

The novel concludes with Maik facing the consequences of his actions. He is grounded, but he
also feels a new sense of purpose. He reconnects with Tschick, who has also been punished, and
their friendship endures. Maik begins to see his family's dysfunction more clearly and decides to
take control of his own life. He no longer seeks validation from others, and he is at peace with
being an outsider. The final scene shows Maik looking toward the future with hope, ready to
embrace whatever comes next. The ending is open but optimistic, suggesting that the journey
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has given him the tools to navigate the challenges of adolescence and adulthood.

Themes
* Friendship and loyalty

* Coming of age

* Escape and freedom
* Social alienation

* Self-discovery

* The absurdity of life

Notable Quotes

* "We were just two guys, a stolen car, and a road that went nowhere." — Maik reflects on the
simplicity and absurdity of their adventure early in the novel.

* "I had never been so far away from everything, and I had never felt so free." — Maik's
feeling of liberation as they drive through the countryside, away from his problems.

* "Tschick was the only person who ever looked at me like I mattered." — Maik acknowledges
the significance of Tschick's friendship in his life.

* "The map was useless, but it was better than nothing." — The boys rely on a map given by
the old man, symbolizing their uncertain but hopeful direction.

* "We didn't know where we were going, but we knew we had to get there." — A moment of
determination as the boys continue their journey despite obstacles.

* "I realized that I had been looking for something that didn't exist." — Maik's epiphany about
his crush on Tatjana and his idealized view of life.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Why We Took the Car about?

Why We Took the Car is a coming-of-age novel about two teenage outsiders, Maik and Tschick,
who steal a car and go on a road trip through eastern Germany. The story follows their chaotic
journey, their encounters with strange people, and their growing friendship. It explores themes
of loneliness, identity, and the search for belonging, blending humor with poignant moments.

Is Why We Took the Car worth reading?

Yes, it is widely praised for its authentic voice, humor, and emotional depth. The novel captures
the essence of adolescence with honesty and wit, making it relatable for both young and adult
readers. It has won numerous awards and has been adapted into a film, indicating its lasting
appeal. If you enjoy character-driven stories about friendship and self-discovery, this book is
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definitely worth reading.
How does Why We Took the Car end?

Spoiler: The boys crash their car and are eventually caught by the police. Maik's father is angry,
but Maik feels a sense of relief and responsibility. He reflects on how the journey has changed
him, making him more confident and self-aware. He reconnects with Tschick, and their
friendship endures. The ending is open but optimistic, with Maik looking toward the future with
hope.

Who should read Why We Took the Car?

This book is ideal for young adults and teenagers who appreciate coming-of-age stories with
humor and heart. It also appeals to adult readers who enjoy literary fiction with authentic
characters and social commentary. Fans of road-trip novels and German literature will find it
particularly engaging. Teachers and book clubs might also find it a great discussion starter about
friendship and identity.

How long does it take to read Why We Took the Car?

The book has about 256 pages, and at an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, it
would take roughly 4-5 hours to read. Most readers finish it in a few sittings, as the engaging
narrative and short chapters make it a quick and enjoyable read.
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