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The front man

visited President Hoover at the White House and
then journeyed to the Budd headquarters in Phila-
delphia. There he had the opportunity of studying
a front-wheel drive prototype created by Budd
and designed by experimental engineer Joseph
Ledwinka and William Muller. It was a small car
by American standards but this four-door saloon
was of unitary construction. Power was provided
by an aluminium V8 engine. Citroén was to draw
heavily on Budd expertise during the develop-
ment of his front-wheel drive car. He rounded off
his American visit with a trip to see Henry Ford.
Citroén, it should be noted, was a fluent English
speaker.

Details of the Traction Avant's evolution are,
unfortunately, sketchy. But what must be certain
is that by 1932 work was well underway on the
new car. An impressive array of engineering
talent was soon assembled at a Citroén design
office in Paris's Rue de Theatre. The moving
design spirit of the project seems to have been
Andre Lefebvre, a talented engineer who had
previously worked with that eccentric visionary
Gabriel Voisin. Inevitably Voisin got into financial
deep water in the economically bleak Thirties and
Lefebvre left Issy-les-Moulineaux and joined Re-
nault. He only rernained there eight days, finding
the atmosphere “stultifying’” and joined Andre
Citroén. Lefebvre brought with him flair, indi-
viduality and front-wheel drive expertise, for
Voisin had been involved with his own Traction
Avant before he was overtaken by financial mis-
fortune.

Another talented engineer in Citroén's design
team was Maurice Sainturat who was respon-
sible for engine design. He had joined Citroén in
1929 having worked for such illustrious French
concerns as Hotchkiss, Donnets and Delage. He
was also accountable for liaising with the Budd
works in America. Suspension layout was the
responsibility of Maurice Jullien while Flaminio
Bertoni, Daininos and Cuinot looked after the
car's styling.

The model was developed against the back-
ground of Citroén's increasingly chaotic financial
affairs. Things were made even worse by Andre’s
decision to rebuild much of his Quai de Javel
factory to cope with an expected output of 1000
cars a day. Much time was also wasted with the
development of an automatic gearbox which had

to be dispensed with at the eleventh hour and a
conventional three-speed manual unit was fitted
in its place.

It wasn't until March 3, 1934 that the new
Citroén made its public debut. The model range is
set down in the accompanying chart. At a stroke
it succeeded in making most of France's {and
certainly Britain's) cars look positively ante-
quated. But there was a sting in the tail for the
Citroén company was in financial ruins and in
1935 it was taken over by Michelin, its largest
creditor. A broken-hearted Citroén died the same
year. He had lost his greatest gamble.

So what was so revolutionary about the Trac-
tion Avant? Undoubtedly its most striking visual
feature was that long, low look made possible by
front-wheel drive. The four-door saloon was just
4ft 11in high and was of monocoque construc-
tion, the first mass-produced car in the world to
adopt the process. Although the car had been
styled inside and out in France, Budd in America
had produced the tooling and unitary construction
reflected their pioneering work in this area.

Suspension was by torsion bars, longitudinal at
the front in conjunction with an independent
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wishbone layout, and transverse at the rear along
with a dead rear axle. Ferdinand Porsche had
patented torsion bar suspension in 1931 and the
official Porsche history refers to “project 45 —
Citroén, France, torsion bar suspension front
axle”. How much of the Traction Avant’'s suspen-
sion was the work of the Porsche Design Office
or the Citroén team is difficult to determine.
Hydraulic brakes by Lockheed was another pro-
gressive feature.

Maurice Sainturat's four-cylinder engine also
sparkled with individuality. For ease of production
the cylinder block resembled a metal box which
was then fitted with detachable cylinder liners.
Overhead valves were also unusual for a mass-
produced European car.

After initial teething - troubles,” the Traction
Avant Citroén soon established itself as nothing
short of a French institution. In 1936 the already
impressive handling was improved by the intro-
duction of rack and pinion steering and a six-
cylinder model complimented the four-cylinder
range for the 1939 season. On the debit side the
cars were noisy and although immensely strong
were prone to rust while maintenance demands




thoroughbred & classic cars july 1982

were alarming to say the least. But despite these
drawbacks, Citroén was France's best selling
make by the outbreak of the Second Warld VWar.
French and German front-wheel drive commit-
ment meant that by 1939 one in four continental
cars were driven by their front wheels. A trickle of
Tractions was manufactured during hostilities
and after the war, output continued until 1957 by
which time over 730,000 had been built. With a
23-year production run much of Andre Citroén’s
thinking had been vindicated.

Since then most of the world's car manufac-
turers have followed in Citroén's wheel tracks.
Britain was rather slower to take up the front-
wheel drive theme even though in the Thirties
many manufacturers purchased Traction Avants
for examination. But even if they didn’t exactly go
overboard for front-wheel drive, the car's wish-
bone and tersion bar independent front suspen-
sion proved a great scurce of inspiration. Riley,
Lea-Francis and Jaguar were just three manufac-
turers of the post-war years inspired by the
Citroén layout and there was the added incentive
that Porsche’s torsion bar royalty payments were
invalidated by  Germany's  unconditional
surrender.

Nowadays we can respect the Traction Avant
for its innovation, ingenuity and aesthetics. Yet it
represents a warning that design evolution
should be a step-by-step philosophy. Andre Cit-
roén gambled everything on taking one enor-
mous bound and paid the price of failure. But
what a glorious one it was .. .

Below, the Citroén range for 1935 pictured in the
entrance hall of the Citroén works at Quai de
Javel. Below left, a later six-cylinder version of the
Traction. Left, the fixed head coupe version of the
7CV of 1934. The French called them ‘faux-
cabriolet’ {false cabriolets}. Prototypes were built
by coachbuilder Henri Chapron.
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Above, a 7CV model awaitin
speeded the manufacturing process.

g fitment of the engine/gearbox/suspension unit, a layout that considerably

Model years French designation British Capacity | Cylinders | Bore/Strokel Remarks

1934 only 7A 12 1303 4 72 x 80 |Saloon only

1934-1935 7B — 15629 4 78 x 80 |As above but with fixed and
and drophead coupe bodies

1934 only 7 Sport == 181 4 78 x 100 |Replaced by Light 11

1935-1938 Light 11 Sports 12 1811 4 78 % 100 [Same dimensions as 7 Sport

1935-1936 11 15 1911 4 78 x 100 |Longer and wider than 7

1935 22 — 3822 8 78 x 100 |Legendary V8. Prototypes only

1935-1938 7C 12 1628 4 72 x 100 [Repiaced by Economy model

1937-1946 11BL Light 15 1911 4 78 x 100 |Replaced Light 11

1937-1941 1B Big 15 1911 4 78 x 100 |Replaced 11

1939-1947 15 Six G 2867 6 78 x 100 [Replaced by 15 Six D

1939-1941 7C Economy = 1628 4 72 x 100 |Redesigned inlet manifold

In the post-war era the 1947-1953 range was the Light 11, fonger wheelbase
hydropneumatic rear suspension was produced in 1954-55 but discontinued

dropped in 1955 and the two versions of the 11 continued until 1957.

Normale and 15 Six D. The 15 Six H with
with the arrival of the DST9. The Six was




