
VELAM:  The French Isetta with a couple 

of sporting twists. 
 

BMW wasn't the only company to license the Isetta from 

Iso of Italy – there were two others; Romi in Brazil and 

VELAM in France. Although licences were sold to at least 

four other countries (Spain, Belgium, England and even 

America), I think these countries simply assembled the 

cars rather than manufactured them. VELAM stood for 

“Véhiculer léger à Moteur”, translated light vehicle with 

motor. It was a dedicated company with genuine 

production lines set up by Michel Cromback in Anthony 

Lago’s old Talbot factory 

in Suresnes, which was 

leased from Anthony. 

However, Isettas were by 

no means sportscars, not 

even baby ones, but in the 

French case we have an 

exception that as far as I 

can ascertain, is unique 

amongst all these. And 

that is, it built a variety of 

models based both 

around the original 

‘salon’, and it built one 

very sporty looking record 

car that was also 

registered and used on 

the road. In addition, 

there was an open Sports 

model that appears to 

have remained a one-off. 

But perhaps even more 

significantly, the VELAM 

cars were actually quite 

different in their 

construction and detailed 

design from any of the 

other Isettas. In fact there were 34 listed differences…  

The original Isetta, or baby Iso, was manufactured in 

Italy between 1953 and 1956. VELAM is said to have 

purchased the right to manufacture late 1953, but it has 

also been said that due to a lack of available body dies at 

the time, VELAM elected to develop their own car based 

on the original Iso design. For this Cromback employed a 

From an Egg to a Cigar the economy city car becomes an 
economy record breaker; photo shoot at Montlhéry.   



team of engineers to design an all-new body-chassis 

unit, its tooling and its factory assembly plant. They 

maintained the original Iso mechanicals however, albeit 

with the larger engine option that VELAM mildly 

upgraded. BMW, the best known Isetta operation did 

exactly the opposite; they used the original body 

pressings but fitted a different and larger more powerful 

engine. 

VELAM’s wider model line-up had a lot to do with a 

sudden decline in sales later in 1956. Sales were good in 

the first year of production with about 5,000 cars built 

from June 1955 when production commenced until   

June 1956 (some literature says production began March 

’56, others October but June seems to be the most 

likely!). 1956 sales started promisingly but fell 

dramatically towards the year’s end resulting in total 

sales of 4886 for that year, which proceeded to drop to 

1005 for 1957. During the height of production, with a 

work force of 350 staff, VELAM manufactured 20-22 cars 

per day.  

In response to this, Cromback hatched some plans. 

These included extending the range of cars offered, and 

to make headlines by attempting to rack up a raft of new 

speed-distance records for 1CV class K cars, i.e. those up 

to 250cc. 

In terms of widening the range there were three models 

that were sold in relative volumes; the standard car 

marketed as the VELAM Isetta, the VELAM Décapotable 

Cabriolet -a convertible version of the Isetta, and the 

Ecrin which was a luxury ‘GT’ version of the Isetta with 

sliding windows and a more formal look. The one-off 

VELAM Sport, based on the standard Isetta model was 

built with a mind towards production but perhaps it was 

felt that the Cabriolet covered that base as it never 

entered production. The record/ race car has at times 

been called the Isetta Spéciale, at others the Corse 

(Course), and even the Aero. In contrast, when it 

appeared in the 1957 French Automobile Annual, it was 

given no special name… 

Bodywork and interior amenities and trim on the 

standard VELAM were said to be superior to the Iso and 

BMW brands; a German information site had this to say 

about the VELAM, “The body and interior design was 

beautifully executed with French style flair and attention 

to detail.”  Its price in standard form at the time was 

297,000F, but just how that relates in price to its siblings 

across the borders is unclear. However that price in 

France was 15% cheaper than the then current Citroën 

2CV. The Décapotable was an interesting variant, still 

with opening front door, but having a soft rear folding 

section that matched up to the perimeter roof frame 

that contained the standard soft folding roof section 

which could also be fully removed – now I know where 

TVR got its clever soft top ideas from! The VELAM Isetta 

roof structure has much slimmer cant and header rails 

than other Isettas, which leaves the car with an almost 

completely open top look whilst still retaining the front 

and side glazing. This is all tied rigidly together by the 

perimeter roof frame that retains a member across the 

It is easy to see 
how simply it 
was to make a 
Cabriolet. Just 
remove the large 
rear window and 
fit a folding soft 
section. VELAMs 
version was 
more elegant 
than the later 
BMW. Top right: 
flip-back sunroof 
Right: unitary 
‘egg’ with 
cleverly 
triangulated 
open roof frame. 

Loss of body unit torsion from front 
opening door is accounted for by internal 
bulkhead and closed in rear. 



rear that gives it a 

sort of T-bar or 

rollbar appearance 

when the car is 

open. Rather 

differently, some 

models even 

appeared with a rigid 

fold back hatch in 

the roof, as a form of 

sun-roof. The 

standard 9.5bhp Iso Isetta was said to have a top speed 

of 45 to 50mph, depending on whether it had a 

headwind or tailwind! On a still day it was meant to be 

47mph or close to 76kph. A standard VELAM was listed 

as having an uprated engine giving 10bhp @4,500rpm – 

an approximate 5% increase. As a result the car is listed 

as having a genuine 80kph top speed! This mild increase 

indicates however that it may have been a tad more 

slippery through the air than the Iso/ BMW body style. It 

was also 10kg heavier at 340kg which was mainly due to 

the extra amenities fitted to VELAMs; as a matter of 

comparison, the Iso Isettas used in racing weighed a 

lesser 310kg.   

The Ecrin model was a VELAM only development of the 

Isetta whereas BMW later produced a handful of 

Cabriolets too. Ecrin means Jewel Box. It had an almost 

teardrop shaped hardtop roof, sliding side glazing, a 

panoramic rear window, more luxury interior amenities 

plus new hydraulic telescopic dampers up front and an 

engine uprated to 10.5bhp DIN… a whole 10.5% increase 

over the original that was achieved by crankcase 

revisions that improved the induction efficiency – yes, 

the engine was a two-stroke, and an increase in 

compression from 6.3 to 6.5:1. Top speed was now cited 

as 95kph –an amazing 23% improvement; a figure that 

theoretically would have taken a power increase of 

almost 7bhp to achieve with the original VELAM Isetta 

body shape, i.e. up from 10 to almost 17bhp. However, 

this improvement must have been almost entirely due to 

reduced aerodynamic drag as the extra power would 

have increased top speed to only 82kph, or thereabouts. 

This great improvement may have also been due to 

optimistic reporting, but reflecting on the even greater 

margins achieved by the record car, there could also be 

some truth in this figure.  

Along with the improved amenities like armrests, glove 

box, radio and trim, the Ecrin got improved sound 

proofing that included a thicker sound-deadening 

coating to the underside of body plus two large air filters 

under a larger engine cover to reduce induction noise. 

Price hiked up to 380,000 francs, and even though the 

much upgraded car was listed as doing an amazing 3.5 

litres/ 100km, or 81mpg, only 500 examples were sold 

(some sources list the number as 50 only – a mere factor 

or 10 less!). For 1957, a number of the refinement 

upgrades were carried over to the standard model.  

Next up was the Sport which like the Ecrin was a pure 

two seater..? There is not much to report here other 

than what you can see in the photos. The front door was 

now fixed and a part of the structure, while passenger 

entrance was through cut-away step-in bodywork each 

side. Such cutaways would normally cause a catastrophic 

Few decent photos exist of the Ecrin. 

Could have 
been a cute 
little ‘funster’, 
especially in 
the warmer 
climes (with 
500cc engine!) 



loss in bending and torsion strength, but in this case the 

weakest point (lowest part of the cut-out) is quite near 

where the suspension loads are fed into the structure – 

like feeding them into the end of a cantilever. As such, 

the bending loss situation barely arises, while the torsion 

is more than addressed by the closed in front. 

 All this was more important in the VELAM as the body 

integrity played a part in structural stiffness because the 

VELAM design made more use of the floorpan and body 

structure than did the ISO design, with separate chassis 

structures relegated by VELAM to the role of subframes 

front and rear. 

Amongst the 34 changes mentioned above were a 

Dubonnet style front suspension attached to the 

crossbeam with what is described as Niemann “rubber 

band” or rubber ring suspension that provided both 

springing and damping. At the rear suspension was 

provided by trailing quarter elliptics each side. Like the 

Iso, there was no differential; the very narrow rear track 

got around this need. Steering was also quoted as being 

changed from screw and roller to rack and pinion: I have 

no pictures that prove this, and although steering was 

listed as one of the areas of improvement this significant 

change may have been a part of the Ecrin upgrades that 

as noted, included the front suspension too. Braking 

remained hydraulic operated drums all round with a 

mechanical hand brake to the right rear. 

The VELAM also got a better shifter, engine access from 

inside, revised lighting, bumpers and extended front 

wheel arches. Other things included opening the front 

door by way of an elegant button rather than a handle, 

and a speedo mounted in the centre of the steering 

wheel! The gearbox has four forward speeds, but uses a 

jaw clutch instead of synchromesh. The teeth would 

have had a bevel on them to provide for easier meshing, 

but such an arrangement allows each gear to be meshed 

independently, obviating the need to synchromesh. 

However, it doesn’t work so well with high revs. Drive 

from the gearbox to the rear axle uses a double-roller 

chain.  

The engine was based on a Puch design. It had twin 

pistons operating side by side under the one combustion 

chamber – a system sometimes referred to as split-

single. Although they are timed together, the way the 

conrods are connected at the same position or in close 

proximity to each other at the crankshaft end causes a 

rocking motion that results in the piston farthest from 

the crankpin to travel faster than the one that is closer. 

This is used to promote better induction and scavenging; 

the system sends the intake fuel-air mixture up one bore 

to the combustion chamber sweeping the exhaust gases 

down the other bore and out of the exposed exhaust 

port. The split-single two-stroke is known to deliver 

better economy than the normal two-stroke and runs 

better at small throttle openings, at the cost of a heavier 

engine. Carburation used a single choke 30mm sidedraft 

Solex (the Iso used a 24mm Dell’Orto).  

Spark plug of 
twin-single 
located above 
induction piston. 



The Puch connection came about when an 

Italian engineer Giovanni Marcellino was 

brought in by the Austrian government 

after WW1 to analyse what could be done 

with the almost defunct motorcycle 

industry. He ended up settling in Austria 

and designing this engine. 

The engine was air-cooled with a separate 

fan and originally had to have the oil hand 

mixed with the petrol. This was something 

that VELAM appear to address for 1957 in 

Left: VELAM rear subframe rubber mounted for NVH. 

Below: BMW drive and front axle crossbeam similar to VELAM.  

The suspension is attached to the end of a rigidly fixed crossmember that otherwise 
looks like a beam axle. This one has the telescopic damper like that fitted to the Ecrin. 

Bottom two photos: During record run and on display after record runs. Note that for 
the runs the aluminium panel joints were taped up and the single front headlamp 
recess is filled in and taped over. The Spéciale averaged 5.4 litre/100km, 52.31mpg, 
after which BP took interest! 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_fT9aAN5NHHM/TVHsdzmreeI/AAAAAAAACt0/Si0Gy1fbHN0/s1600/tire4.jpg


order to make ownership less tedious – they fitted an 

automatic mixing device that provided a consistent 

3% oil to fuel ratio, using standard 30 weight oil. 

With a bore and stroke of 48x65.15mm, it was a long 

stroke 236cc engine with a specific power output of 

44.5bhp per litre, which was not bad considering the 

low compression and low grade fuels of the time. 

However, it was with this standard engine, using the 

standard mechanicals from the production car, that 

VELAM went record hunting. 

The aluminium body VELAM prepared for the record car 

was cigar shaped, described by some as a ‘mini 

Zeppelin’, and was painted French racing blue. The 

standard car’s dimensions are wheelbase 1500mm, track 

front 1228mm, rear 506mm, with width and height 

being 1420mm and 1320mm respectively. Length at only 

2380m is 60mm less than the maximum allowable car 

width before wide load regulations apply. This allowed 

the little Isetta to be parked facing in or out in a 

standard carpark, thus allowing an easy two, perhaps 

three cars per standard carpark, especially with front 

opening door which allowed both close side-by-side 

parking and direct alignment onto the footpath! The 

record car used the standard base, meaning same 

wheelbase and tracks. Width is only a few millimetres 

less, but significantly the height is only 590mm to the 

top of the body – less than half. Because of this the car 

looks much longer, but in reality is just 250mm more at 

2620mm – still, no sideways parking here!   

While the sub structure and mechanicals were shared 

with the Ecrin, the trim was basic and simple for 

minimum weight with a single squab seat and only 

tachometer, oil temperature and fuel gauges included. 

This record class allowed both supercharging and 

standard atmospheric engines to compete under the 

one heading, but VELAM chose to keep things pretty 

standard; the only notable deviation was the use of a 

special doped fuel mix that increased power to 12bhp. 

For this a special carburettor was fitted and Solex 

provided an uprated fuel pump. 

A designer by the name of Bianchi created the body 

shape which with headrest fitted lifted the height to 

730mm. Longer or taller gear ratios were installed too to 

make full use of the more streamlined body shape and 

additional power. With 12bhp the standard VELAM 

bodied car would expect to be capable of 85kph max, 

but the best lap at Montlhéry resulted in 118.55kph, 

with many consistent laps at 117kph.  Without tyre 

scrub, top speed may have been around 120kph – close 

Period interior 
shot with 
steering wheel 
removed.  

. 

 

The Corse’s designer, Jean 
Bianchi is handed the steering 
wheel by then Director 
General of the Automobile 
magazine. 

Note nice finishing touches 
like the VELAM lettering, 
recessed mono headlamp 
with chrome surround and 
special wheel trims all 
removed before the record 
attempts in the name of 
reducing drag.  

Right: the two faces of 
VELAM. 

 



to 75mph. To help reduce rolling resistance the 4.4x11 

inch wheels were 

fitted with Englebert 

tyres run at 2.6 to 2.8 

bars instead of the 

standard 1.2 to 1.4 

bar.   

On 30th July 1957 

Bianchi and Claude 

drove to 7 

international class K 

records, with a further 

11 taken between the 

30th September and 

the 10th January 

1957. Perhaps the 

most significant of 

these were: 1000 km 

at an average of 

110.047 kph, 1000 

miles at an average of 109.419 kph, 

12 hours at an average of 109.661 

kph, while the highest speed record 

was 3 hours at 111.85kph and 

perhaps the most recognisable was 

the 24-hour record at 109.662 kph 

average, covering 2631.898 km in the 

process. 

VELAM’s closest rival at the time was 

Goggomobil of Germany, but VELAM 

beat them by 389.098km over the 24 

hours. It was not until October 1963 

when Stanguellini equipped a special 

single seater with a single cylinder 

Guzzi engine of 247 cc capacity, 

producing 29bhp, that the record 

was beaten squarely with a 

164.64kph average for 1 hour. The 

only other notable competition 

accomplishment was in 1956 when 

Jean Bianchi finished first in Class K 

(up to 350cc) in the Mont Ventoux 

hillclimb… 

Production ended in January 1958 

with 7115 cars produced. 
Corse or Spéciale was 
slightly offset single-
seater while original 
hardtop Isetta 
prototype had 1 plus 
1.7 seats! Note 
narrow rear track? Car 
looking slightly the 
worse for wear these 
days. Different 
registration now, too. 

  


