
  
The ECA Ah! created a bit of a stir 

when it first appeared at the 

Avignon Motor Festival in 2007.  

Nobody had seen anyone make 

what looked like a modern, all 

new sportscar based on the aging 

VW Beetle floorpan for quite 

some time. ‘Bug’ based 

sportscars had long met their 

’maker’!  Indeed, only  Meyer 

Manx in America have tentatively kept the VW Beach Buggy 

genre alive, and that after a several year hiatus of non-activity 

…well, that’s if you discount Defi in France, and no doubt a few 

others too! But Buggies are probably more suited to the use of 

VW Beetle pans as a basis for a fun-car than any sportscar 

might be, other than perhaps a very minimalistic entry level 

machine. To get performance from the VW required lightness, 

and a fair bit of money spent on the motors if you really 

wanted to go fast.  

 

 ECA 

 

Top right: first Pichon-Parat based car, 1965. Below that, 1966 Panhard 
based sportscar, then 1967 version and above final 1968 car. 

Right: study of sports coupe with Ford V6 engine. Below, Ah! 
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 Little did anyone realise when viewing the ECA from the 

sideline,  that it started life as an idea and a series of drawings 

in 1970, some 37 years prior. Michel Pin, himself of Avignon, 

was the key player in a company he set up called ECA, which 

stood for Esthétique de la Carrosserie, translated  loosely in  

prosaic English as aesthetics of the car body... As  a young man 

Pin had wanted to train as an independent car designer, one 

who he described as being an artist, painter, sculptor and 

writer, but there were no training schools catering for such a 

‘diverse specialty’ within France at the time. So between 1965 

and 1970 he attended technical school where he first studied 

mathematics, engineering mechanics and then drawing and 

modelling at the Avignon School of Fine Arts. He then 

undertook practical studies in making models and bucks using 

Ah! At March 
2007 Avignon 
Motor Festival 
– the car’s first 
showing.  

Right: original 
model.. 
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plaster and foam that were designed for creating fibreglass / 

GRP finished products such as car bodies et al.  

 Pin’s first car was built in his initial year of this period of study 

- 1965. It was based on a Pichon-Parat Panhard coupe. Just 

how much of the car was Pichon-Parat is not told, but 

comparing photos with one of the sleeker looking Dolomites 

one would guess that the front was an all-new fibreglass clip 

from the windscreen forward. What else might have been 

changed is not visible. In 1966 Pin made his first full car, a 

roadster also based on the Dyna Panhard. Unlike the 1965 

Coupe, it was a complete study from nose to tail. A year later 

in 1967 a second more sharply styled car was made; one with 

quad headlamps. Whether it got past the mockup stage is also 

uncertain, but in 1968 Pin completed his third full car that was 

seen on the road. 

Also in 1968, Pin styled a body for a front engined rear-drive 

Ford V6 powered sports coupe. He also made a plaster model 

of it, but that was as far as it went.  1969 saw Pin’s only known 

‘production’ model. It was called a trainee car for young people 

learning to drive. Its mechanical details and other complexities 

are left to the imagination. However, 10 were built and sold. 

This was made during his final year of engineering studies 

which he carried out in Paris. The car was produced to pay the 

rent for premises he’d hired to carry out his sixth and final 

study-related model; an open competition sports car that 

focused on the FIA Group 6 category. 

Completed early 1970, the Gp6 car may never have got past 

model and mockup stage, but it was supported by Johnny 

Servoz-Gavin, former European F2 champion and at the time, 

organiser of saloon car racing in Paris. Servoz-Gavin made Pin 

an offer that Pin described as providing “particularly 

favourable conditions to enable us to present a model of a 

sports racing car”. The ‘us’ was ECA, a design office Pin formed 

in 1970 with him as design chief, Jean-Pierre Pine as director, 

Jean-François Sabourault as technician, and fashion consultant 

Christiane Lassagne.  

Servoz-Gavin also commended Pin to a businessman by the 

name of Yves Dugas who said “Make me an anti-buggy”. It was 

February 1970 and Dugas was presenting at a show in Nice, in 

May of the same year – a show organised by a British group. 

He wanted to build something popular but different and 

presented the anti-buggy theme to Pin. It was to be shown as a 

full size foam mockup which Pin thought was probably the first 

of its kind in France. 

In Red: another view of V6 Coupe – the model. 

R.H.S.: models of competition car proposals 
including full size mockup at top. 

Bottom: 1969 – 10 copies were made of this 
trainer car.   



However, what was shown was a full size mockup of a compact 

Honda N600 powered roadster. It would seem that the buggy 

idea was not ready in time for Nice, for Pin describes the real 

work on the anti-buggy as beginning “upon his return to Paris”. 

Whatever the case, the thought behind the new project was 

that while most buggies used the VW floorpan shortened by 

some 400mm, which provided a quick responding but less 

stable platform, Dugas wanted something more predictable. 

The problem this presented in terms of design was that the 

proportions were wrong for a buggy style vehicle. During this 

sketch-styling phase, VW published instructions on how to 

shorten the pan by only 100mm. However, Pin felt that only 

Meyers ‘got it right’ in terms of stylistic balance by fitting larger 

diameter wheels which were not available in France at the 

time.  

Most attempts at stylistic balance on a longer wheelbase 

appeared clumsy and unsightly in Pin’s mind. Pin then decided 

to take a new direction; to produce a low cost sportscar that 

was elegant and yet able to be adapted for competition. Pin 

was ‘car buddies’ with Luc Lagardère of Matra Design at the 

time who pointed out that Fiberfab in the USA and Colani in 

Switzerland had already gone down this route. However, all-

that aside, Pin was inspired by the Matra-CG “Tour de France” 

sportsracing car, but ultimately decided to design a car that lay 

half way between a buggy and a sportscar.  

In June 1970 the project was endorsed by Dugas. He launched 

into developing the theme but decided that it needed a new 

identity of its own. Keeping the English name ‘buggy’ as a 

starting point he came up with ‘Runny’ as in a development of 

the verb, to run, without thinking too much of the implications 

of the word in English, as in runny nose or runny bum! At least 

Buggy and Runny looked related, word meanings aside… 

Being an artist-writer-sculptor etc, Pin was also propelled on by 

drama… Quoting William Shakespeare, he replaced the Horse 

with a Runny in “My Kingdom for a Runny” as a tongue-in-

cheek slogan! 

Back to the cars! Pin proceeded to produce a series of 

drawings featuring different versions on the theme. The first 

was a simple roadster or cabriolet without doors but with a 

Hardtop option. The hardtop transformed into a coupe, still 

based on the doorless cabriolet, but with glazed apertures 

hinged gullwing style for access, and at the rear, forming a 

fastback.  

Derivatives followed; a ‘Break’ as they are 

known in the UK, or two door wagon, and an 

even more novel interpretation – a coupe with 

the engine in front! The Break was to use the 

VW1600 (Combi?) platform which allows for a 

good flat cargo space above the engine.  

Above: original Runny project – a roadster without 
doors and an optional Hardtop: project inspired by 
Tour de Frances Matra-CG.   Below : July 1970 – 
polystyrene sections  of plan, bonded to form shape 
for body. 

Above: Mid-engined Honda N600 powered car (600cc 
OHC Twin). It was displayed at the Nice Auto-show 
1970. 

 



In July, just one month after the project had begun, Pin 

rolled out a reel of drawing paper in the hallway of his 

apartment. His neighbours had become accustomed to this 

behaviour by now…Full size views of the car from profile, top 

and in 100mm cross-sections along the side of the car were 

drawn. The sectional views were the result of Christiane’s 

work in high fashion and were created as accurate professional 

style patterns for the polystyrene buck that was Pin’s 

responsibility.   

100mm thick polystyrene blocks brought in by Pin were then 

cut accurately to these formers or patterns. Progress was 

quick and assembly rapid, with the overall shape coming 

together with minimal finishing work required.  

In August ECA hired a plasterer to produce a finishing layer for 

moulds to be taken. It was at this final stage that Pin reviewed 

some of the details and got them accepted by Dugas. Then a 

proper production mould was made and by early September a 

prototype GRP body was laid up in polyester resin. The aim 

was to present a prototype car at the October Paris Salon! The 

pressure was on to complete and as a result a few mishaps 

occurred; the major one being the body catching fire when 

trying to rapid cure… 

The car was to be displayed on the stand of bucket-seat 

manufacturer Mod’Plastia. However, ECA’s sponsor 

Dugas was having some financial challenges and so 

postponed the project pretty much last 

moment, and then cancelled it. He kept 

the moulds and body but some years later 

offered it back. However, at the time Pin 

had nowhere to store it so it remained 

with Dugas. Finally a decade later, his 

brother Jean-Pierre offered to store it at 

the back of the family house, in the Gard 

near Nimes. His brother also offered to 

pick the various parts up but did not tie 

them down too well… yes, the buck being polystyrene… just 

what damage was done Michel Pin does not say too much, 

other than to indicate that he was not a happy lad following 

the phone conversation with his brother! 

Between 1970 and 1973 Pin produced a number of study 

requests. These included a Coupe with a Citroën DS motor, a 

gyroplane, a VW BAJA and a modern interpretation of a Buggy 

for Sun Hill (1970) that was not unlike a smoother version of 

the English Tiki (1973-74). Other studies, many only getting 

as far as models, included a modified Ford GT40, a bizarre 

looking 6-wheel extreme luxury car that looked as if it came 

out of a sci-fi 

set,    

Various Runny renditions including front-engined Coupe above 
and competition model below. Below that VW Baja  (1971), 
modified TVR (1973) and study on a very large luxury vehicle. 



another coupe based on the Citroën Ami 8, a modified TVR 

M3000, and a slalom roadster based on NSU Prinz mechanicals 

plus a study in surface form – the latter both done in-house 

(ECA); all the others mentioned were carried out for outside 

contractors, although there is little indication that any entered 

production, at least not under the ECA banner or with ECA 

recognition. 

  In 1974 the ECA consultancy was disbanded as a design office 

but members of the operation including Pin continued to 

offer design services for those who wanted to hire their 

expertise. Pin also decided it was time to widen the range of 

projects he could work on.  

An aerodynamic study produced in model form was 

completed in 1981 for Sotreg-Matra, along with a study for a 

“Murena Plus” and a future Espace. In the same year a couple 

of new mag wheel designs were produced. 1982 saw an 

updated 1953 DB Panhard, ’85 a retro roadster using 

2CV mechanicals that could well have been the 

instigator of the Burton and Tilbury kitcars in the UK that 

were built around the same base. In 1987 a Citroën AX 

was reconfigured for racing (MC Racing-Solution F).  

The only other vehicle project between the AX and XM 

five years later was a caricature of a form with a large 

rectangular grille not unlike those seen on modern Audi’. This 

was 1990. Pin felt it had an influence on vehicle design 15 

years later.  

In ’92 a Citroën XM was converted into a 2-door cabriolet 

while the Toéva, a sporting version of the Twingo, was brought 

to light the following year. This car was proposed as a simple 

sportscar alternative to a motorbike following a conversation 

Top: 1970 Buggy study. 

Next: NSU Prinz based 
slalom racer.. 

Wheels for original Matra 
nee Renault  Espace. 

 

 

 

Top right: 1973 Coupe 
based on Citroen Ami-8 

Right: studies on 
masses  

Left: 1970 GT40 studies 
and 1985 2CV retro 
sports model. 

 

 

 

Red: 1993 Jaguar XJ-F study and below: 1994 model of Jaguar 
XJ220 presented at same time as the road car. 



with Mr Guédon, then director of Matra.  

1993 also brought a study on the XJ-S platform for a JM 

Alvarez. It produced a model vehicle they called the Jaguar F 

that in some way foretold the future XK-8. There was also a 

study based on the LT-1 Corvette for the same person, B 

Martin, who commissioned the revamped TVR. This rendition 

offered four variations including a Break or wagon, a military 

vehicle and a car with an extended rear – I 

guess, for four seats.  

In 1994 Pin made a ‘sculpture’ for Jaguar France 

of the XK220 which was presented at the Paris 

salon the same year. He also made a Hardtop 

for the original VW Beetle in cabriolet form. For 

1995 Pin worked on a project that is labelled as 

the LTA Jaguar XK8, a preview of a car that was 

released in 1996. 1995 saw the hardtop theme 

brought forward to a VW Golf Cabriolet. It also 

saw a similar style hardtop for the Punto Cabrio 

made in partnership with Fiat France. These 

hardtops were of a new configuration that Pin 

patented. They were seen as removable roofs in 

their fullest form, and were done again under 

the LTA auspices.  A large potential market was 

seen for these and they were subsequently fully 

tested and developed using  a grant ‘wrested’ 

from the Ile de France ANVAR in preparation for 

full manufacture, but they were stepping on the 

toes of existing powerful national companies; 

and that was that! You guess the rest..! 

One can only take so much of a beating, and for 

the next five years other work took over the 

energies of Pin and acquaintances. Finally around 2000 a final 

splurge was made. A study for an elegant yet sporty looking 

Rolls Royce coupe was made, one which he called the White 

Spirit. A similar version was made for Talbot, then his final 

effort was made, drawing his automotive years to a close – sort 

of. This was another mockup of a modern sports saloon which 

he labelled Version Turbot. The name was a reference to the 

long-running Franco-Belgian comic series Spirou and Fantasio, 

a fitting end perhaps for a man who appreciated stage shows 

and drama… 

However, there was one more job to do. That was to complete 

the VW based sportscar, the one he’d renamed Ah! Ah!? Yes, 

more theatrical influence… Originally he was going to call it the 

Argo, the ship which had taken Jason and the Argonauts in 

search of the Golden Fleece – convoluted, but you can see his 

thinking?    But Ah! Apparently this was the idea of Danièle 

Humbert  (wife of Jean-Paul?), and had something to do with 

the Roman Galerius. But just what, I am lost, pardon me! 

Top: 1981 “Murena 
Plus”.  

Above: 1987 racing 
Citroen AX. 

Right upper: 
aerodynamic study 
for Matra. 

Right: Toéva. 

Then:1953 DB 
Panhard based 
coupe.  

1990b proposal for 
grille which was 
adopted in  
production 15 years 
hence… 

1992 Citroen XM 
Cabriolet. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 



By now Pin was doing other things so work on the car was for 

spare time and holidays only. The body was mounted on a 

Beetle chassis and restored gradually. Then Pin retired from 

regular work and started to focus on finishing the car. He called 

in some of his old Matra friends from Romorantin: Jean-Paul 

Humbert, Bernard Balzeau and Laurent Corset, as well as his 

young ‘apprentice’ Benedict. Bodywork was all ‘screwed’ in 

place to allow for easy removal and replacement. It was 

designed to be able to receive various types of equipment such 

as windscreen and cowl, roof, rear hatch etc. Interior finish was 

‘essentials only’, but well conducted and stylish.  

A coupe version was built first that used a flat front windscreen 

and top hinged side glass that acted as half-height doors. It 

would seem that this rendition did not survive but became the 

basis of an open barquette that was finally completed in March 

2007 in time for the Avignon Motor Festival. It’s never too late 

he said, and true! Pin says he chose the open car because it 

seems ‘the most playful’. 

The car itself started with a tired 1300 VW engine that soon 

got replaced by a 1600 developing 80bhp. At 500kg, this gave 

160bhp per tonne, or just over 6kg per horsepower. The 

standard length VW floorpan was retained giving the car a 

2400mm/ 94.5” wheelbase, but had wider tracks f/r than the 

standard car (1308, 1288mm or 51.5, 50.7”) due to the mag 

wheels having more negative (outward) offset. They carried 

much wider rubber too than the 165/80-15”s of the production 

VW. Length, width and height of the Ah! are 4300mm, 

1700mm and 1000mm (169.3, 66.9, 39.4”) compared to the 

standard 160.3, 60.6, 59.0”. The notably lower height with 

wider tracks produced a perceivable improvement in cornering 

power and handling stability. Pin noted that while his 

experience of the Ladybug as he calls it resulted in tail-happy 

lift-off oversteer if driven too aggressively, the Ah! was 

Left: different Hardtop proposals including Fiat 
Punto below. 

Right: .Version Turbot  and below: original Ah! 
Coupé. 

Left: 1993 
variations on 
a Chevrolet 
Corvette 
including 
military AT 
version. 



somewhat more 

stable and 

predictable. What 

‘Pin-particular’ 

suspension revisions 

he had done, Pin does 

not say, but a sensible 

degree of negative 

camber is visible on 

the rear wheels.  

Obviously 

performance 

potential and 

competition were still 

on Pin’s mind as he 

completed the car for 

he brings up some 

comparisons in order 

to express the car’s 

capability if further 

developed. Pin noted 

that some years prior 

at the Magny-Cours 

circuit, a VW Super 

Cup car with more 

than 200bhp from a 

2.5 litre engine had 

comparable lap times 

wet and dry to a 

current Lamborghini 

Diablo. He felt that 

with paring back a bit 

of weight and a 170-

180bhp motor, giving 

about 2.5kg per bhp, 

the Ah! with less 

weight, lower centre 

of gravity and half the 

frontal area of the Super Cup would be more than a match. He 

also noted how some Porsche 356 powered buggies had 

recorded 0-100kph in five seconds.  

Talbot right  and Rolls Royce White Spirit (?!)  coupé grand sport. 



Pin describes getting into the car as being slightly more 

suitable for the more agile and slender body he had when he 

first designed it at just 28! Never mind, at 65 in 2007 he 

managed to slide in and slip his legs under the wheel with a bit 

more effort; perhaps time to think of a snap-on steering 

EAC at Avignon Motor Festival, below with 
its creator.  



wheel! With a 

tachometer behind 

the curved 

aeroscreen just 

below eye-line, and 

what is described as a 

second tacho in the 

same position in 

front of the 

passenger (speedo?), 

the only other 

instrument apart 

from a couple of 

switches is a clock in 

front of the 

passenger.  

Start the engine – a 

bit noisier than 

standard due to the free breathing exhaust - select first and go. 

With peak torque starting at 2000rpm, take-off is strong, 

bringing easy acceleration from low revs and satisfyingly rapid 

progress when pushed. It displays a turn of speed Pin describes 

as surprising. He also finds it surprisingly stable in corners with 

ride/handling feel he describes as bright. And with eyes just 

800mm above the road and hair in the wind, he feels a young 

man again. He says “Ah! love…, Ah! today, even desirable?” 

Perhaps with the current rekindled interest in buggies, the 

time of the Ah! could be here again?  


