
  

Today the Barbier 203 exists because of François Barbier, 

revived again after a long rebuild by this the son of the 

original builder. François, no longer a young man 

himself, reflects on the joys of driving the open car on a 

brand new spring morning along the banks of the Saône 

river where it joins the Rhône near Lyon; the freedom, 

fresh spring air, the tactile car itself and some memories 

of a bygone era when his dad Paul first built and 

competed in this car. Not only did François rebuild the 

car for authentic reasons, he also enjoys driving it... On 

the day that the press caught up with him, they set out 

for a drive; first to follow for photos and then to enjoy it 

themselves. Even with their modern transport, they said 

they could barely keep up with his pace. 

Paul was the son of Etienne who lived in Vienne in Isère 

during the 19th Century, and where amongst other things 

he built a variety of very elegant coaches. Paul was born 

in 1899, and from an early 

age showed an interest in 

his father’s work and in 

particular vehicle 

mechanics and 

motorsport. In 1925, aged 

only 26, he became an 

official Peugeot dealer in 

Vienne. By 1927 Paul was 

adding the Barbier touch, 

or should that be tune, to 

the Peugeot models he 

was selling, and began 

competing in motorsport 

where he did well, 

including taking a victory 

in the 1927 rally of AIX at 

the wheel of a 172 model. 

During the war he had to give up this interest, 

and turned himself towards producing a Gasifier 

(to use coal as fuel because gasoline was in short 

supply) mounted on a trailer with flexible 

couplings; up until then, Gasifiers had been ponderous 

devices when  fitted into a car, usually taking up much of 

the rear passenger space and boot. 

Following WW2 Paul started competing again after 

Peugeot launched their all-new 203 in 1948. Some well-

known French rally drivers; Dubois, Ouimud, Guiraud, 

Bléhaut, Constantine, Tardieu rallied tuned versions of 

the 203 with success. Barbier himself soon started 

having success with cars he prepared, winning the Lyon- 

Charbonnières three years in a row (1949-1951), and on 

the racing side the Col-Bayard in 1952 and the Monte-

Carlo 1954 with co-driver Pierre David (they ended up 

second in the overall results behind Louis Chiron and his 

factory Lancia Aurelia GT). By now they were being 

assisted by the factory with a lightened 203 

homologated with aluminium doors etc, running as a 

semi-official factory team. Following this Barbier finished 

third in his class at the International Critérium des Alpes 
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in July 1954, in the same car, with Robert Rastit as co-

driver. Meanwhile another competition driver Paul 

Guiraud had many successes racing a Barbier prepared 

car in the coastal regions of France. 

The Peugeot homologation experience got Barbier 

thinking harder, knowing that if he wanted to continue 

to win in his own cars he needed a sharper idea. He 

purchased a damaged 1950 model 203 and removed the 

roof, then strengthened the chassis pan between the 

rear suspension turrets with a folded sheet-metal 

diaphragm. Next Barbier doubled the longitudinal and 

lateral stringers and placed a folded sheet metal top-hat 

across the top. The opening cockpit in the rear, left there 

by removal of the roof, was covered with a fixed 

aluminium panel. While all this work would have 

countered the weight lost by removing the roof, and 

possibly more, the newly closed in double-sided door-

like floorpan was intended to redress most torsional and 

bending strength losses as a result 

of the roof removal. The 

advantages expected would have 

been a lower centre of gravity due 

to the weight now being lower 

down, and with just small 

aeroscreens for protection (or 

none, just helmet and goggles) the 

frontal area was also reduced 

markedly. 

Engine modifications were serious 

too. The 203 engine was itself a 

new generation motor with a cast-

iron block and a light-weight Alpax 

aluminium alloy cylinder-head. It 

had cross-flow hemispherical combustion chambers, 

spark plugs in centrally located wells and a high-

mounted camshaft with cross-over rockers to 

accommodate the ‘V’ angle of the valves relative to each 

other. The engine displaced 1290cc with a short-stroke 

layout of 75 x 73mm. In standard tune it ran a lowly 

6.8:1 compression due to the poor quality fuel available 

at the time. A single carburettor fed the engine which 

gave 42bhp initially, but in 1952 Peugeot changed the 

shape of the piston crown, upping power to 

45bhp@4500rpm and torque to 59 lb.ft@2500rpm, still 

with a 6.8:1 compression. In standard 403 trim its 

compression ratio went up to 7.2:1 while the bore was 

now 80mm, but it retained the same 73mm stroke, 

making it a noticeably oversquare 1468cc capacity. The 

403 engine produced 64bhp@4900rpm, and 75 

lb.ft@2500rpm with a single Solex carburettor, giving 

the 1080kg saloon a top speed of 84mph/ 135kph. The 
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Barbier modifications upped the power to 80bhp, an 

almost 80% increase over the standard 45hp 1290cc 203 

engine and 25% over the 403. Top speed also improved 

somewhat to over 95mph/ 150+kph. A rather interesting 

point here is Peugeot did not launch the 403 until 

later in 1955, so was this a factory short-block 

supplied especially to successful competitors, or was 

this modification a Barbier original? 

Funnily, in terms of the convertible’s competition 

participation, not much is published other than the 

fact that the chassis turned out to be less rigid than 

hoped, and was converted to a coupe. I am not sure 

if this was the car that won the 1954 Neige et Glace 

Rally, but I get the impression that it is not the same 

vehicle as the original Barbier Coupe No1. If it was, 

the whole unitary body would have been removed 

as the Coupe No1 closely resembled the new 

Peugeot 203 Coupe. I suspect there may have been 

more to it than that too, as the rallies were very 

rugged and often run in cold icy conditions, making a 

closed car more relevant. The converted saloon may 

also have ended up too heavy, with all the additional 

steel versus metal removed. It would have been 

lighter and simpler to build a dedicated coupe with 

much less roof and less bodywork, and this is exactly 

what Barbier did with his coupes. 

The first coupe looked quite like Peugeot’s own coupe in 

general form, but when viewed closely it is lower, more 

rounded and carries a more minimal roof in terms of 

shape and size even though the Peugeot was not 

excessive in this area either. It had a lower laid back 

windscreen, sliding windows, 

different position for door 

handles and much more. The 

Barbier Coupe 1 also started 

the distinctive Barbier grille 

design – an oval with fairly 

fine bars. Both the Barbier 

and the Peugeot Coupes used 

the standard saloon floorpan 

including its base dimensions, 

suspension, steering and 

drum brakes. It was an all-

new unitary design meaning 

that the floorpan by itself 

lacked the stiffness to be a 

standalone chassis. Novel for 

1948 was rack & pinion 

steering and a coil sprung live 

The original convertible with roof later fitted, or Coupe No1? 

Coupe No 2  

 



rear axle with a Panhard rod for lateral 

location. Seemingly somewhat out of 

character, the front suspension was all 

independent but used a 7-leaf transverse 

leaf spring instead of coils. However, this 

arrangement found favour in many a new 

French and Italian small car of the time. 

There were even more unusual double 

acting leaver arm dampers front and rear, 

just when cheaper telescopic dampers were 

starting to make their mark. 155/80-380 

tyres, which were new Michelin specific 

radials with non-imperial rims of 14.96” 

diameter, were fitted in contrast – the (best of?) the old 

with the new…? The Coupe, registered 203 AS 38 proved 

successful in many events, winning its class in a major 

coastal event in 1953 and winning outright the Rally of 

Beaujolais in 1954. However, if you’re observant you will 

notice that something is amiss here too, for to win a 

major event in 1953 the Coupe had to be at least 

concurrent with the first factory 

lightweight saloons. It is said that 

aluminium was used in some of its 

construction, but whether the whole body 

was aluminium it’s hard to determine as it 

appears quite possible that the lower 

portion of the Barbier car started with a 

standard coupe – at least the sills and 

lower two-thirds of the doors, and added 

on from there. 

However, this first coupe was sold 

unregistered to a Paul Guiraud who made 

some minor bodywork changes to the 

front after an accident, but continued to 

use it in competition. Barbier kept the 

registration papers for his following car 

that he built in 1954. Its 

body was made entirely of 

an aluminium alloy. This was 

the Barbier 203 Peugeot 

Barquette or roadster; Paul 

Barbier wanted to go further 

than what he’d done so far 

and dreamt of a Barquette 

along the lines of a Bugatti 

tank brought up to date. 

François’ brother was at the 

time a good buddy of a 

young guy called Roger 

Tunesi who lived in the 

adjoining apartment to 

them. Roger had travelled to 

Switzerland to study at a 

school for vehicle body 

design, and in 1952 had already designed a superb body 

on the underpinnings of a Type 57S Bugatti. This was 

subsequently built. Roger visited the Barbier house to 

talk with Paul about his plans and as a result Paul 

offered him work at his dealership. He started the next 

day and immediately went to work on the roadster. He 

Type 57S ‘Tank’ Bugatti designed by Roger Tunesi 

Coupe No 3 in skeletal form below and body progressing above 



had in mind the style of certain Deutsch-Bonnets and the 

streamlined C-Type Jaguar that made a brief appearance 

in 1953. Barbier added the constraint of maximum 

access to all mechanicals.   

Structurally the same stiffening procedure that was 

performed on the convertible was also carried out on 

the Barquette, however this time using a 

decommissioned 1952 203A saloon as its base. In 

addition, another bulkhead was added across the 

dashboard, plus another each end of the cockpit. To this 

was added a central body tub with a shortcut door on 

each side, plus front and rear upper bodywork that 

hinged up for easy access to the rear where the spare 

wheel was located right at the back to gain maximum 

leverage on the rear tyres for traction, and at the front 

covering the engine compartment. Both large panels 

were hinged at their front, which was slightly unusual for 

this type of arrangement and yet makes good sense.   

The procedure for construction of the roadster was the 

same as Barbier’s coupes. The base pan was mounted on 

a marble ‘plate’ for stability of construction and 

measurement. Then on top of the pan sufficient 

duralumin stringers were fastened into place in 

conjunction with the bulkheads which together act as 

both longitudinal and transverse formers that outline 

the new body shape. Tunesi then fitted the two main 

bulkheads to the front and rear of 

the cockpit that were outlined in 

steel tube. To the steel structure 

were welded further brackets using 

20x2mm steel strip for mounting 

bodywork etc. The body, formed in 

Duralinox ga3 of 1/10th inch 

thickness was welded together from 

sections and riveted to the 

latticework. Duralinox is a relative of 

Duralumin and Alpax in that it was a 

work or age hardened aluminium 

alloy containing appreciable 

amounts of copper, magnesium and 

manganese, plus zinc (in various 

proportions depending on 

specifications and usage needs). As a result it has high 

yield strength, at least as high as mild steel, but as a 

payoff tends to be more brittle depending on the mix.  

Importantly it is also more resistant to weathering and 

corrosion.  The bodywork of the Roadster worked out to 

be  a light 18kg, with the extra steel work only 25kg; a 

sum total of only 45kg! Barbier liked what he saw and 

the car proceeded with rapid enthusiasm! 

The comparative measurements are:  

The resulting construction shows a significant reduction 

in weight of 180kg, giving a kerb weight of just over 80% 

of the saloon.  There is also a notable  decrease in 

frontal area, perhaps around 40% or more, both giving 

the car a significant performance advantage over the 

203 Saloon 

Length:  4360mm   171.6” 

Width:   1610mm    63.4” 

Height:   1510mm   59.5” 

Wheelbase: 2578mm   101.5” 

Track f:  1340mm     52.8” 

Track r: 1320mm      52.0” 

Weight:  930kg  

Tyres f/r:  155/80 380 

Engine: 1290cc, 45bhp 

Gearbox: 4-speed manual 
 

Barbier 203 Barquette 

Length: 4600mm   181.1”  

Width: 1520mm     59.8” 

Height: 850mm      33.5” 

Wheelbase: 2578mm 

Track f:   1340mm 

Track r:   1320mm 

Weight:  750kg  

Tyres f/r:  165 R15 (80 series) 

Engine: 1468cc, 80+bhp 

Gearbox: 4-speed manual 
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base saloon before any 

engine modifications are 

taken into account. The 

low height of the car is 

likely to be measured to 

the top of the scuttle as 

the aeroscreen could be 

removed altogether, or 

replaced by a normal 

windscreen for touring.  

‘Eyometer’ is no 

accurate indication of 

aerodynamic drag, but 

the roadster’s back end 

is significantly more level 

with only a small 

percentage at the end of 

its rounded tail that is 

likely to cause any 

appreciable turbulence. 

The overall shape flows 

nicely with good pressure 

relief around the rear of 

the front wheels, plus a 

metal cover over the 

passenger area when not in use. All this makes its 

presence felt with the Barquette having a top speed of 

significantly over 100mph using the original 80bhp twin 

carb setup. To help accommodate this, final gearing was 

increased by 11.5% because of the new larger 165 tyres 

on 15” rims, thus requiring the tuned engine to rev only 

to 5500rpm in order to reach 105mph/ 170kph. In this 

form Barbier was timed by L'Automobile magazine on 

the Montlhéry banking at over 160kph. The banking of 

course causes friction drag, significantly affecting top 

speed.  

It was designed to compete more in races, and road 

rallies rather than the tough endurance winter trials. 

However, again mention is made of its competition 

success between the years of 1952 and 1956 when it 

was all but written off and not recommissioned until 

many years later by Paul’s son François. In reality, 

though based on a 1952 floorpan, it was built in 1954. 

After Montlhéry it competed in a rally organized by the 

AGACI in the Paris region, then the Mont Ventoux 

hillclimb, and in its third racing event was badly 

damaged when being driven by Barbier himself. 

By the time the Barquette had been put out of 

commission, Barbier was onto his second Coupe which 

was also seen competing in the tough winter rallies. It 

too was based on the 203 floorpan and built along the 

same principles as the original Barbier Coupe, of course 

with lessons learnt for both previous constructions. This 

was followed by a third car in which some mystery 

seems to surround, some saying it was based on a period 

Salmson, or formed the basis for such a car. However, 

others claim not and indeed at times it wears the same 

15” steel wheels with domed centres that the Barquette 

wore in later life. These two coupes also had further 

modifications made to the engines to maintain a 

competitive edge. In one iteration a third carburettor 

was added high up on the opposite exhaust side of the 

engine, with a cross-over manifold that fed into the 

manifolds of the original two carburettors.  In another 

the engine was equipped with a supercharger. 

Both coupes had Duralinox bodies with oval grilles, built 

in driving lamps, relieved wheelarches front and rear of 

the wheels to expose the drum brakes and keep the air 

flowing. The third car was more of a fastback while the 
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second coupe had a significantly separate cab-on-top 

appearance. Both of these cars were extensively raced 

and rallied with photos showing them competing in 

events and with trophies won. They could also top 

160kph. However, little mention has been made as to 

which events they competed in or what placings were 

taken, although it is a given that they will be the same or 

similar French and European events that the Barbier 

entered 203 saloons competed in a 

few years before.  It would appear that 

the last Barbier sold late 1957 after 

Paul’s death in 1956, suddenly ending 

the history of Barbier builder/ driver/ 

cars, as no more vehicles are recorded 

as having been built by his workshop. 

 Looking at the registration of the 

roadster, and the wheels, one my 

wonder if a second car was built; the 

original registration was said to be 203 

AS 38, but is now 203 YU 38, but there 

are photos of a BM-837-QP 

registration. It was probably an interim 

plate while François sought historic 

plates as there is no mention of a 

second car being built or competed in. 

So if a modern car had to be worked to keep up, just 

how fast is the Barquette? The 203 saloon has 

49bhp/tonne, the 403 60 bhp/tonne and 0:60mph in 

20.8 seconds. The fastest of the MGBs have 92-100 

bhp/tonne (less power more torques/ more power less 

torque at higher revs), and the Barbier 107bhp/tonne. 

Both the Barbier and the MG have about 110 lb.ft/ 

tonne of torque, so one would expect slightly better 

performance from the Barbier: 0:100kph in 11sec range, 

160kph in 32sec? It’s much bigger size too – check it out! 

 Today the dealer-concessionaires Barbier Peugeot still 

exists in Isère, Vienne, but it is no longer family run as 

far as I can tell. If one looks up Barbier in English you will 

get a listing for Peugeot Barber, this being a literal 

English translation. It should be noted that the cars of 

Paul Barbier have no connection with the sports racing 

Porsche powered Barbier built in a garage at Loire nearly 

twenty years later. 

Above: a 
question asked. 
Is this a later 
Barbier 403 
based coupe, 
or one built by 
another 
company? 
Detailing says 
probably the 
later. 
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