
 

Coupé de Pontac 
Mr Jean de Pontac is a descendant of the Pontac 

family that became famous in the early 16th century 

after their forebear, the original Jean de Pontac, 

founded the Chateau HAUT-BRION estate in 1533. 

While the first Jean de Pontac is said to have had 

an ‘invigorating’ life and lived to the age of 101 

years, his latter namesake seemed to enjoy life too, 

but in different ways.  

Although the de Pontac name is known throughout 

France as a noble family, it is also known as one 

that makes a benchmark Premier Cru Classé (first 

growth) wine that is produced in the Gironde region 

in the north of Bordeaux. However, family members 

have made their mark in other areas too with the 

latter-day Jean de Pontac, or Marquis Jean-Marie 

de Pontac, making his in automobiles. In 1955 he 

created a rather different sportscar out of the 

humble Citroën 2CV that was produced in both 

open and closed coupe forms. But unlike the de 

Pontac Chateau, this car did not lead to an 

automotive dynasty... However, it stemmed from a 

creative mind whose ideas were probably a bit 

forward for the day. In one article, l’Automobile 

magazine called him Inventeur Prolifique, for he 

invented ideas and new products that covered all 

aspects of an automobile. The car he produced, 

essentially just one model in two versions, is 

interesting for a number of reasons, not least that 

for its symmetry of design. 

While most 2CV sportscars and specials use the 

Citroën chassis, the De Pontac’s body resides on its 

own... The construction employs one of the original 

tubular backbone type designs, a style of chassis 

that grew to great popularity in France with low 

volume manufactures through to the 80’s. In this 

case, the backbone effectively spans the length of 

the cockpit only, with a ‘T’ at each end, so when 

viewed from the side it appears as a capital ‘H’. The 

T pieces are a combination of the same round tube 

as the backbone, cut to incorporate flanges to 

mount the cockpit-body in the middle, plus both the 

front and rear 2CV suspension cross-tubes and the 

front and rear  ‘subframes’ (see picture). The ‘T’s 

are both of the same design; they bring symmetry to 

the central chassis, while the subframes are similar 

but not the same due to the functions they have to 

perform. 

On the front frame sits the engine mounted in front 

of the wheels, with the 4-speed transaxle behind as 
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per standard 2 CV, and at the rear along the bottom 

of the boot lies a cage between the frame rails that 

houses a spare 2 CV wheel and tyre that forms a 

pneumatic springing medium for both the front and 

rear suspension (the wheel and its location changed 

to a vertical position in the later cars – as per 

picture). The original car was a roadster, or 

Barquette, based almost entirely on Citroën 2CV 

mechanicals and first shown in 1955 at the Paris 

Salon. It was planned to build a limited run of 50 of 

these (or was that 25 with 50 in total?), and then 

replace them with a second updated version. The 

updated car appeared in the 1957 salon, and was a 

rethought version of the original now wearing a 

transformer style coupe body powered by an 851cc 

Panhard twin.   

Bodywork for the Barquette consisted of a 

lightweight central aluminium tub or cell, with 

symmetrical one-piece ‘synthetic’ bodywork front 

and rear. I have not been able to locate a picture or 

full description of the original 2CV Barquette model, 

but what descriptions I have imply that the 

backbone chassis may have been slightly different 

from the later Coupé version, incorporating with it 

the aluminium tub as an integral part of the chassis 

structure. As to the front and rear polyester 

bodywork, by using the term symmetrical one-piece 

it is meant that both the front and rear bodywork is 

ostensibly the same, and came out of one large 

mould with only minor variations such as those for 

the front and rear wheel arches in their outline 

shape around the tyres, and where the GRP 

terminates to fit up to the central aluminium tub – 

both variations that can be done in the mould, or in 

the trimming after. Like the symmetrical chassis, this 

resulted in simpler production via a reduced number 

One of the few pictures of the car taken outside of the Salon 
Note height to car behind 



of moulds or jigs that flowed into reduced 

manufacturing costs that hopefully could be 

handed on to the customer. Price quoted at 

the time of release was 1,700,000 francs, but 

these were the old inflated francs that were 

later replaced. Still, it was not as cheap as 

one might have hoped, being four times the 

price of a basic 2CV and over two times the 

cost of a current Dyna Panhard X, twice that 

of a Dagonet and close to 1.8 times that of 

Umap; such is the cost of a sophisticated, 

dedicated low volume chassis and much 

modified engine! 

As described so far, the De Pontac may sound like 

a recipe for a confused looking design, but in reality 

it worked quite well using minor variations front to 

rear; like the decorative mesh grill found at the front, 

and the same recesses used for headlights up front 

and taillight housings at the rear. Interestingly, the 

headlights sit in shells or pods that allow the lamps 

to pivot back to front – I assume for daylight 

protection when racing. There is also a central fuel-

filler behind the passenger compartment and a 

windscreen cum aero-screen in front of it. In the 

roadster form, what is in effect a very laid-back 

windscreen is incorporated like a large stylish one-

piece aeroscreen, while for the coupé, what appears 

to be the same screen in a new more upright frame 

is positioned in a swept-back manner that looks very 

modern for its day.   

The Barquette’s front and rear bodywork is hinged 

at either end of the car, in a clamshell manner, with 

long leather straps across them both just forward of 

and behind the cockpit. The Coupé exchanges them 

with separate openings for the boot and engine bay 

– again symmetrical in their design and 

construction. Wheelarches also came in for a minor 

restyling which gave them a slightly ‘stronger’ look 

enhancing the new larger looking wire wheels. A 

shallow door of the same design fits above the waist 

line on both models, but as the car is so low, this 

shouldn’t have proven to be an issue for most 

people!  The lower centre rocker-panel area is also 

different between the two designs, with the later 

coupe’s appearing fuller and deeper than the earlier 

roadster’s, and in doing so, improving the car’s 

looks (less of a beanstalk!). This was the result of 

one of the most major body variations in which the 

Barquette’s central aluminium tub was exchanged 

for a new ‘polyester’ one, with revised rocker panels 

that had stylised bright-metal trim flanges adjoining 

the wheelarches, a bit like later AC Cobras. 

The coupe also got a separate large transparent 

door above the bodywork that opens or lifts off in 

The most complex twin carb arrangement above, and the simpler 
single carb version below with which a 2CV was officially timed at 
101kph when the current production models were doing 70kph! 
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use. Behind these doors 

the acrylic side glazing 

sweeps around towards 

the back of the car and 

then concludes in a large 

flowing transparent 

fastback shape that takes 

the form of a ‘V’, which is 

again very modern for its 

era. The light metal frame 

supporting the roof 

follows the outline around 

the top of the door, and 

then tracks down the rear in a 

sort of converging double spine 

outlining the ‘V’, with a light 

triangular tube-brace vertically 

supporting both the spine and 

roof together. Actually, looking 

from above, the outline shape of 

the resultant roof bears a 

resemblance to a woman’s bikini 

briefs, which may have been 

intended given the apparent 

awareness of avant-garde 

fashion Jean De Pontac seemed 

to possess. With the transparent 

door and ‘hatch’ panels 

removed, the roof forms a rather 

different take on a sportscar 

hardtop. 

Fabrication of the reinforced 

polyester-resin bodywork was 

carried out by Robert Radar in 

Liège, Belgium, who was also 

building his own 2CV based 

sportscar simply called the 

Radar. However, 

manufacture of the GRP 

parts followed in the nearby 

Citroën garage whose 

proprietors were very 

enthusiastic about such 

cars. Production 

commenced in 1956 at De 

Pontac’s S.E.P.A. 

premises, Bordeaux, and 

concluded by early 1958, 

after only 25 cars were 

completed. The remaining 25 that 

would have made up the planned 

50 never eventuated. It is uncertain 

why, but it is simply stated that 

following the release of the Coupé 

at the 1957, certain production 

difficulties halted further 

manufacture. However, De Pontac 

continued to supply an opening 

tailgate for the 2CV as an 

aftermarket option, made in GRP 

and using the Isetta windscreen for 

its glass… Inventeur! 

The suspension for both models is 

based on the 2CV’s which has 

leading arms at the front and trailing 

arms at the rear - all of the same 

design. When viewed from above 

these appears as a ‘U’ with the 

arms each side and the cross-tube 

at the base. The U points forward at 

the front creating a leading-arm 

suspension layout, and points 

Top: standard 2CV 
engine, transaxle 
and inboard brakes 

Middle: diagram of 
the functioning of 
the RAF manifold 
and twin 
carburettors 
shown on the 
previous page.  

Bottom: Picture of 
Coupe chassis and 
caged Vespa tyre 
and wheel  

 



rearward at the back creating a trailing arm 

suspension layout… a 

symmetrical arrangement taken 

directly from the 2CV.  

These cross-tubes are an integral 

part of the 2CV suspension for 

they hold the left and right 

suspension arms together as a 

unit. They are mounted using 

large bearings housed in broad 

flanges that are pulled up onto 

the ends of the tube and result in 

a no-flex mounting arrangement 

giving excellent geometric control 

of the suspension. The bearing 

also offers no-resistance 

suspension arm travel, unlike a 

rubber bush, allowing the 

springing and damping mediums 

to do their job as fully intended. 

During the 1950s friction dampers were 

incorporated onto the base of the suspension 

arms – in later models these were replaced by 

horizontal telescopic dampers. 

For springing the 2CV has an ingenious 

interconnected system mounted on the side of 

their chassis, plus mass dampers at each 

wheel; the front ones taking care of the 

induced harshness inherent in a leading arm 

suspension, and the rears compensating for 

the unsprung weight of the outboard drum 

brakes. De Pontac removed both the mass 

dampers and the side mounted springs but 

kept the integrated friction dampers. To replace 

the parts removed, De Pontac used the 

inherent pneumatics of a tyre mounted on a 

wheel as the springing medium. The short 

cranks incorporated at the base of the original 

2CV suspension arms that originally connected 

via rods to the 2CV side mounted springs were 

now used at the front, via cables (or rods in 

tension) to act on the tyre. It is not stated or 

shown just how this is done, but it would seem to 

be via a secondary bell-crank (per wheel) that 

pushes a pad against the tyre. At the rear, where 

the tyre is mounted, the crank from the 

suspension arm acts more directly on the tyre, but 

still uses the same principal as the front. This 

system might look odd, but it maintains double 

acting damping with single acting springing, which 

is normal for most torsion springing systems such 

as coils etc. An added benefit of this system is 

that the springing rate can be adjusted simply by 

changing the tyre pressure. Also, as ride and 

handling benefits from different spring rates front 



to rear (i.e. softer rear due to less weight), this is 

able to be accommodated to a large degree by the 

size of the pad acting on the tyre. Finally, since just 

one springing medium supports all four wheels, it 

was in effect a fully interconnected system. I know 

of no road test conducted on the car, although 

period reports were enthusiastic, and from the only 

published race result it seems to have worked well 

enough in practice (see below). De Pontac thought 

the idea good enough to merit a patent being taken 

out, although it seems no one has taken up the idea 

directly, although many have made much more 

complex versions of the same original idea. 

For the Coupé, the horizontal 2CV wheel and tyre 

was replaced by a much smaller and lighter one 

from a Vespa 400; 4.00 x 10” as opposed to 135 x 

400mm (~5.3 x 15.7”). This was able to be fitted 

upright at the front of the boot, giving not only more 

boot space but centring the load distribution (lower 

polar moment but greater forward weight 

distribution). Again, a sturdy cage was required 

around the wheel/ tyre combination to cater for the 

moving forces on the wheel. 

The original 2CV suspension is very soft in bump, 

which was a part of the design brief for designer 

Alphonse Forceau (for a go anywhere rural car with 

the ability to comfortably accommodate big 

variations in loads). This was made possible by a 

variety of means that included the very low 

unsprung mass of the leading arm / trailing arm 

design with a fore-aft linked suspension system, 

plus inboard front brakes. However, it did result in a 

lot of body lean when cornering hard, but this did 

not affect handling or cornering power with the 

rather tall narrow Michelin tyres that somewhat 

resemble motorcycle rubber (in the 1990s a once 

famous motor writer bet that on a free-wheeling 

downhill derby the 2CV would beat all comers). As 

De Pontac could mount the 2CV cross-tubes on his 

own chassis as he wished, he was able to fit them 

with less downward rake than used on the 2CV 

because the Barquette had a less need to cater for 

load variation, or roll-bump stability etc. They could 

also be mounted at an angle to suit the lighter 

weight and lower centre of gravity height of the car, 

Above: work in progress 
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so that at maximum roll or bump travel the outside 

wheelbase was near to its maximum length for 

maximum effect (on the 2CV, the wheelbase 

increased by 50mm on full bump front and rear). 

The cross-tubes were also able to be mounted 

higher up on the chassis, meaning that the rest of 

the car, chassis and mechanicals could be centred 

closer to the ground to further lower centre of gravity 

for maximum cornering benefit. 

For the Coupé most of the original chassis and 

running gear remained, including the 2CV transaxle 

with its inboard front brakes and rack and pinion 

steering, both of which have obvious benefits for a 

light sportscar. The 2CV rack is a special device 

made for leading arm suspensions with its take-offs 

for the tie-rod arms in the centre of the rack. The 

rack was then mounted off the ‘firewall’ bulkhead at 

a distance from the steering arms (at the hub) that 

equated to the length of the suspension arms, thus 

negating any bump-steer geometry. 

Transmission wise, the 2CV was again unusual for 

its day, having four-forward ratios rather than the 

then common three, which was an obvious bonus 

for the De Pontac, with synchromesh on the top 

three ratios. However, the little engine came in its 

largest capacity with only 425 cc and 12bhp in 1955 

(66 x 62mm bore/stroke). Torque increased to 

20.lb.ft in 1956 when the compression was raised 

from 6.8:1 to 7.2:1, but still with the same 

horsepower; barely enough power for a car with 

obvious sporting pretensions, even in 1956. So the 

roadster was sold standard with a tuned and 

internally enlarged motor. 

De Pontac was a major stake holder in a company 

that produced go-fast gear for the 2CV, as well as 

some body modifications for the production cars. 

The company was called S.E.P.A. and was located 

in the Bordeaux region near the Chateau. The 

engine parts marketed under the name RAF 

included new alloy barrels with nickel-silicon treated 

bores for the air-cooled twin motor, taking the 

capacity out to 500cc with a bore of 71.5mm; now 

well oversquare. S.E.P.A. also produced and sold 

twin carb manifolds set up to take single choke 

32mm Zenith carburettors and freer flowing tubular 

exhaust systems that more than doubled power to 

26bhp. The design used was not just a simple twin 

carb layout as one might expect with such a hike in 

power (117% from an 18% increase in capacity). 

There were a number of variations offered, but the 

one that appears to have upped both the power and 

torque the most uses a sort of crossover 

arrangement between the left and right side 

carburettors that draws on extra mixture from the 

opposite carb when called for; i.e. at revs on open 

throttle. The most sophisticated version has a swirl 

chamber in the middle, it would seem for off throttle 

occasions, providing a ready slug of fast swirling 

mixture when the butterflies are opened again, but I 

have to admit at this point that I have not been able 



to fully interpret the technical descriptions 

setting out its full workings. 

However, this engine gave the De Pontac 

a 130kph/ 81mph top speed, and I 

understand it was also timed at 135kph/ 

84mph at 1956 Montlhéry race where it 

acquitted itself very well in its first major 

event by taking first place in the 0-1000 

cm3 category of the Grand Prize d’ Paris. 

This performance was a considerable 

improvement over the fastest 2CV of the 

time which could almost 50mph straining 

under its belt, with 80kph listed as its 

maximum. Even the fastest of the much 

later 602cc cars with 33bhp could only do 

71mph/ 115kph. These first 2CV powered 

De Pontac’s weighed in at a scant 460 kg 

dry when the current 2CV was a still a light 556kg 

(some specs say less, others more).  

Popular specifications for the Barquette De Pontac 

say it weighed 653kg and had a top speed of 

120kph. However, these appear as one of those 

repeated collages of information pieced together 

from various sources. The concurrent 2CV based 

Umap, a very attractive little GT that weight 526kg 

and had close on double the frontal area as the De 

Pontac was listed as topping 120kph with the 500cc. 

Just where the 653kg came from, I am not sure. 

Even the Coupé is unlikely to have weighed 

anywhere like that weight. The windscreen is much 

the same on both cars, and the extra acrylic glazing 

can’t have measured more than 3m2, coming to 

10.5kg for the common 3mm thickness.  A full 

equipped 851cc Panhard motor, weighs around 

65kg compared with approximately 43kg for the 

2CV. That leaves 160kg for the revised tub and 

chassis, engine adaptor and the show car’s change 

to wire wheels, minus the change to a lighter Vespa 

spring wheel… I think not! As mentioned above, 

even the larger all polyester Umap on a 2CV 

chassis weight 526kg, all be it with a 25ish kg lighter 

engine plus alloy adaptor plate. May be they meant 

to write 536kg! 

Even with the new bigger and more powerful Dyna 

engine in the Coupé, De Pontac was not happy to 

settle for the status quo. The Dyna X engine used, 

normally in 42bhp form was tuned in a similar twin 

carburettor manner to give a more husky 55bhp 

(31% increase), endowing the car with what should 

have been a really good turn of speed for a 850cc 

bolide (unpublished figures – and it may be that only 

one such car was made). De Pontac was certainly 

aware and interested in racing where weight, 

handling and aerodynamics play an important role – 

especially in small engined racecars, for not only did 

he race the original Barquette; he was also involved 

in F3 racing which at the time was for single seaters 

up to 1000cc. In 1964 he built his own F3 with foil-

like top arms, tubular lower ones, and inboard disc 

brakes all round – DS19 at the front. The engine 

was a mid-mounted air-cooled Panhard twin, while 



the bodywork was pencil like thin with scoops at the 

rear. The suspension and visible mechanics of the 

prototype certainly looked complicated – much more 

so than the cleaner looking final car. But the original 

prototype was in fact a test bed for some 

suspension ideas de Pontac was trialling. 

What stands out when looking at the De Pontac F3 

are aerodynamics, suspension, brakes and 

unsprung weight. These seemed to be important too 

for the sportscar. When eyeing up the bodywork of 

the Barquette and Coupé, it appears likely that the 

shape of the body would generate very little lift with 

its fairly flat upper surface and ‘curved-back’ nose 

and tail that has a lip at its top and bottom to split 

the air flowing over and around the car. With an 

overall height of the roadster being barely more than 

the top of the tyres, the frontal area is low too. 

While the original ‘out 

there’ Barquette first shown 

at the October 1955 Salon 

Paris was painted a light 

plain colour, albeit with a 

rather differently trimmed 

interior featuring a separate 

standout instrument pod on 

the dashboard and bold 

material seat covers, the 

Coupé de Pontac displayed 

at the 1957 show went 

much further in its 

matching blue trim and 

modern sculptured dash. It 

would appear that Jean-

Marie de Pontac was very 

aware of fashion and 

showmanship, as the car was presented with a 

mannequin dressed in clothes from Boussac, a 

famous French textile and fashion house of the day. 

The body of the car used the same material 

imprinted in the gel-coat to match. The intention was 

to draw in the rich young trend setting woman to 

specify the design and pattern she wanted on her 

finished car that then could be delivered to her with 

a designer dress to match! Apparently, it attracted a 

lot of attention, both positive and negative, as it was 

without a doubt the only car known to be finished in 

such a way, then and possibly even until now.. It 

had a price tag FRF 1,900,000, about £1375 British 

at the time when for example a 1959 Ford Anglia 

cost about £610 in the UK and an Aston Martin DB 

2/4 about £2622. After this car, there were no more 

De Pontac automobiles, more’s the shame.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top: F3 testbed          Below: finished F3 car with RAF tuned 851cc Dyna engine – I understand that it ran only once. 
Take a careful look at its streamlining.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LATE ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

These pictures show the chassis of a 1955 2CV de Pontac. It is obviously lower to the ground than a 2CV 

Citroen chassis, and made is much the same as the later chassis shown on page 4.  Apart from the central 

backbone tube, this pictures show added side-rails; these may have been a bolt on extra for if you look 

closely at the picture on page 4 there are visible cut-out on the outer corners of cross beams. These may 

have been cut-outs for fitting the side-rails. It is likely that the rails were there for safety, mounting the body 

and adding some extra chassis stiffness. 

 

On the picture to 

the left you'll see 

that the right 

front wheel is 

placed upon a 

wooden block, 

showing off the 

long wheel 

travel!  

Note that this 

results in the 

right rear wheel 

moving 

downward in 

response – an 

interconnected 

system just like 

the 2CV.  

 

 

  


