
One of the early Citroen 

based Roadsters in 

restored form 

 Born on 27 December 1904 in 

Vaumas, René Bonnet grew up 
in a poor area of central France 
that was experiencing hard times 
with depressed markets for its 
food produce, and later to be 
afflicted further by WW1; to the 
point that at 12 years old 
Bonnet’s mother sent him 
packing, not able to care for him 

anymore. When 16 he joined the 
Navy, only to be partially crippled 
with spinal damage when a 
sadistic officer ordered him to 
dive headfirst into shallow water. 
Bonnet spent several years 
coping living in plaster casts 
from a resultant misdiagnosed 
disease, TB, but eventually saw 
through this while watching real 
patients deteriorate while he did 
not. Eventually he cut himself 
free of his cast and escaped the 
sanatorium. Returning home he 
carved out a living with a friend, 
making and selling shawls to the 
tourist trade… 
Through all this Bonnet kept an 
abiding interest in all things cars, 
especially motorsport, and when 
his sister’s garage proprietor 

husband died, she 
recalled his interests 
and called René to 
help keep the 
business running. He 
arrived at her place in 
Champigny almost 25 
years to the month 
after his birth, saw the 
run down garage but 

knew he’d met his calling. Within 
a month Bonnet had made the 
garage’s first sale of the little 
known Rosengart make for 
which it was a registered dealer, 
and before long he’d become a 
newly appointed Citroën dealer 
and mechanic for the area. It 
was considered that Bonnet 
made as good a salesperson as 
he did a (largely self-taught) 
mechanic, and he was soon 
driving his own Citroën C4F 
Roadster; from rags to riches… 
René tuned his roadsters’ engine 
and took part in his first 
motorsport competition in 1932 – 
the Paris to Antibes rally.  
However, shortly afterwards 
another brother-in-law arrived on 
the scene, and so Bonnet 

departed. He went up the road to 
a custom coachworks business 
being managed by a young 
Charles Deutsch who, with his 
mother, took over the running of 
the place after his father died in 
1929, the same year that Bonnet 
came to town. Deutsch was only 
18 then and 21 when Bonnet 
bought in. He’d already 
completed much of his studies in 
mechanical engineering, and 
between them they began 
developing the D.B. range of 
small sports and racing cars, 
starting with an aerodynamic 
Citroën based sportscar named 
the D.B.1. This car achieved 
160km in 1 hour from a standing 
start with a mildly tuned 1911cc 
Citroën engine. After a couple 

(René) Bonnet to Matra – an important                      

history for interesting Sportscars 
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more Citroën specials, Deutsch 
and Bonnet made a deal with 
Panhard, as Citroën would not 
supply parts to outside concerns. 
This started a very successful 
specialised sports and racing car 
manufacturing business that 
succeeded both on and off track  
through the 1950s, But that, as 
they say, is a whole other story. 
 
By 1959 Bonnet, a rather single 
minded person saw the future of 
Panhard and their small flat twin 
engine that D.B. had used as 
resting on uncertain ground, and 
so in December of that year, 
signed a deal with Renault to 
develop a sports-racing car for 
Le Mans. His new company 
became Société des 
Automobiles René Bonnet and 
the car, Bonnet LM6 Aerodjet, or 
Aerojet, depending upon who’s 
telling the story! This did not 
compete until 1963 and was the 
race version of Bonnet’s most 
famous road going model, the 
Djet. However, Automobiles 
René Bonnet road cars began 
with the more conservative 
looking Le Mans and Missile 
models, and some of them can 
be seen with the DB name 
attached instead of Bonnet. This 
appears to be related to the fact 
that when DB was alive during 
the 1950s, Deutsch was only a 
minor share holder as his 
primary employee, the French 
government, did not permit 
‘moonlighting’. After their break 
up, Deutsch approached his 
employer and got special 

Because the rear torsion bars are 
located one behind the other, the 
wheelbase is longer on the right 
side than on the left. 

1. Top 2 are original DB Le Mans cars, while the following are the Bonnet Le 

Mans versions. Note different wheels, hubs and minor details such as bumpers. 
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permission to continue as 
before, working with Panhard. 
However, he now used the CD 
name and built two last beautiful 
models with Panhard, one for 
road use and the other for Le 
Mans before developing his 
company into a specialist 
automotive consultancy 
specialising in vehicle dynamics, 
while Bonnet retained the DB 
interests. 
   Although the Le Mans and 
Missile look like variations on the 
same body, the Missile is in fact 
a little smaller. Both were based 
on the then new front wheel 
drive Renault R4 
saloon – the now 
recognized first 5 
door hatchback’ 
cum small MPV. 
The basic 
Missile specs 
are; wheelbase 
94.5”, length 
161.4”, width 
59”, height 49.2” 
(2400, 4100, 
1500, 1250mm). 
The engine was 
an up-spec’d R4 
motor of 845cc 
(bore/stroke 
58x80mm – 
rather longer 
stroked than the 
larger versions), 
putting out 55bhp/ 41 kW @ 
5800rpm giving 65.1bhp/ litre. 
Compression was raised to 9.3:1 
with other unspecified work 
raising the power from 34bhp of 
the original R4 - a considerable 
improvement over the R4’s 40 
bhp /litre. 
   Top speed for the Missile was 
quoted as a rather surprising 
152kph, considering its power 
and capacity and a stated Cd of 
about 0.4. Mind you, the frontal 
area was not too great. All up 
weight was 1232lb, or 560kg, 
distributed 350 front, 210 rear. 
The 0:60mph sprint took 14 
seconds in an automatic model – 
the only published figures I can 
find, while 69mph was reached 
in the Standing Quarter, which 
may sound leisurely by today’s 

standards, but was notably 
quicker than the larger engine 
MG Midget of that period.  
  It appears that the Missile was 
the first all new road car to come 
from the new Bonnet works, and 
was ready in short order to catch 
the October 62 Paris Salon, and 
indeed was not commissioned 
until a few months prior.         
Bodywork was laminated glass 
fibre, as were all Bonnet cars, 
and bonded to the Fwd Renault 
R4 floorpan with steel rails 
integrated into the glassfibre 
moulding. Gearboxes were 
upgraded to those from the rear 
engine Dauphine 1093 and R8 
front disc brakes were used, but 

the essential mechanical 
components remained R4. 
   On the road the Missile was 
said to be comfortable and yet 
have sharp handling and braking 
that belied its weight distribution, 
but early examples were not so 
well finished. It is quoted that 
297 were built, but this may have 
been the total number of Bonnet 
cars. 
   By comparison the Le Mans 
dimensions were wheelbase 
94.6”, length 167.7”, width 65”, 
height 49.6”, track 57.2” all round 
(2403, 4260, 1650, 1260, 
1452mm). The engine was the 
upper spec R4 engine of 1108cc 
(bore/stroke 70x72mm), putting 

2. The Bonnet Missile which resembles the original Le Mans model, although 

the DB Le Mans also used the same vertically stacked headlamps in the Grand 

Luxe version. 



out 65bhp @ 5800rpm, later 
rising to 70bhp at 6300rpm - 
63.2bhp/ litre, which was good 
for the 1960’s; the standard 1108 
Renault Major motor developed 
49bhp at 4600rpm by 
comparison. Again, compression 
was raised, now to 9.5:1 and a 
Zenith Twin Choke 32 NDIX 
downdraft carburettor was fitted 
instead of the original single 
choke Solex, special inlet and 
exhaust systems, plus cylinder 
head flow work and camshaft 
with higher lift. These 
modifications were carried out at 
the Bonnet factory, essentially to 
Gordini specs. 
   The Le Mans indeed started 
life as a D.B., in 1959, but as a 
D.B. had the 850cc Panhard 
engine it is said, although this 
leaves the question, did it use an 
R4 floorpan and running gear 
with a Panhard motor? Probably 
not. As a Bonnet Le Mans, it 
received the Gordini 1108cc 
engine as mentioned above, 
which improved performance 
considerably. Cd was again 
about 0.4, but all up weight 
climbed to 1766 lb/ 802kg. 
Overall dimensions seem to 
change a little in the translation 
from D.B. to 
Bonnet, and the 
headlamp layout 
adopted the 
vertically stacked 
double Marchal 
Megalux design 
made famous by 
the Facel Vega.  
Funnily enough, it 
is said that Bonnet 
dropped the 
Renault rack and 
pinion, using a 
worm and roller 
steering box 
instead. 
   Acceleration was 
not improved over 
the smaller lighter 
Missile, but top 
speed increased to 
170kph/ 106mph. 
As mentioned, 
both cars used the 
R4 unitary floor 

pan and its suspension with 
upgrades as described. The R4 
was fwd and had its engine 
mounted longitudinally behind 
the front axle line, like Citroëns’, 
thus making possible economic 
sharing of components with the 
Renault rear engine models. It 
also endowed them with better 
or more even weight distribution 
and a lower polar moment. 

Another unusual feature of the 
R4, which was to remain with the 
Fwd hatchback range of 
Renaults right up to the R16, and 
was a result of adopting a 
transverse torsion bar rear 
springing medium for the two 
rear trailing arms, was an 
asymmetric wheelbase of 96” 
right, 94.5” left. It was said that 
any handling differences caused 



by this were not noticeable, even 
by experienced road testers. 
Front suspension used 
longitudinal torsion bars and 
double wishbones. Like Citroëns’ 
of the period, the Le Mans gear 

lever was dashboard mounted 
with a mechanism that travelled 
over the top of the engine to the 
front mounted transaxle. 
Production lasted two years only, 
from 1963 to 64. The Le Mans 

was in fact quite smartly dressed 
and as such, presented well as a 
touring sportscar as there was 
room behind the front seats for 
petite passengers. 57 were 
made. 

3. !962 Bonnet Djet 2 



The final Bonnet model was the 
Djet, of which the race orientated 
versions were topped by the 
Aerojet LM6 model for Le Mans 
that, as already noted, was the 
race car sister of the road going 
car. Yet the Djet was in itself a 
good all round road/ race 
machine, and ran in a higher 
tuned form at Le Mans from ’62 
to 64. It is claimed that the 
Aerojet ran with both 1100 and 
1150cc capacities, with dohc 2 
valve cylinder heads, producing 
around 100 to 110bhp, and 
giving a 200 to 225kph top 
speed (124 –139.5mph). The car 
was launched for the 1963 Le 
Mans race driven by Jean-Pierre 
Beltoise and Claude Bobrowski, 
and ran until the 11th hour. At 
least one of the 9 cars built had 
Renault Gordini 1600 power, 
while another experimental 

model used the Lotus Twin Cam 
1600 engine.,  
  The bodywork was an 
elongated and faired version of 
the standard Bonnet Djet, which 
itself is claimed to have a Cd of 

0.25 – a near best for any 
production road car. No Cd for 
the Aerojet is mentioned in 
modern literature, but I seem to 
recall reading a figure in the 
distant past of around 0.225. 

The standard Bonnet Djet was 
very compact and aerodynamic, 
measuring 149.6” in length, 55” 
in width and 45.25” in height 
(3800, 1400, 1150mm), with a 
wheelbase again of 94.5” 

(2400mm, both sides!), and track 
front and rear of 45.7” 
(1160mm). All up dry weight was 
600kg (1,323 lb) to 610kg, 
depending on the version. Its 
very tight cross-sectional 

dimensions allied to the claimed 
0.25 Cd and light weight were 
key factors in its good fuel 
economy, top speed and spirited 
acceleration. 
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  By the time the D’jet became a 
Matra in ’65, four different 
models of the same car had 
been produced, from I to IV plus 
the Aerojet. All Bonnet Djets 
used the Renault 8 Major 
engine; the Djet I using the 
1108cc 65bhp @ 58000rpm 
version found in the fwd Le Mans 
model, with torque of 84 
Nm@4800. It drove through a 4-
speed transaxle from the front 
engined fwd Estafette van which, 
unlike the Renault cars, had its 
engine mounted ahead of the 
transaxle. By using this 
transmission, it allowed Bonnet 
to achieve a mid-engined layout 
without having to run an inverted 
‘box or reverse running crown 
wheel. Using modified ratios, a 
top speed of 170kph (106mph) 
was obtained, and a very 
respectable all round fuel 
consumption of 37mpg. 
   The II was a hotter version of 
the Djet I, with the R8 Gordini 
motor still in ohv 1108cc form, 
but producing 80bhp with revised 
internals but retaining the Zenith 
32NDIX downdraft carb found on 
the Djet I. Top speed rose to 
190kph /118mph. The Djet III 

and IV were 998 or 1108cc dohc 
versions developed to go racing. 
They produced upward of 
100bhp using Weber 40 DCDE 
carburettors, and depending on 
the gearing, had top speeds 
between 108 and 124mph (175-
200kph). 
   The engine was mounted in a 
tube frame chassis that 
consisted of a sturdy 
rectangular-section backbone 
with lighter box-section perimeter 

members under the floor 
completing the centre section. At 
its rear, this centre section 
continued into an upper and 
lower box-section structure 
carrying the engine, rear 
mounted transaxle, and 
suspension.  
   The rear suspension consisted 
of fabricated unequal length 
upper and lower ‘H-bones’, so 
made to delete rear end toe-
steer. Concentric coil-spring 

4. To the left the nose of a Murena, the 

right, and early Djet tail and Panhard 24 CT 
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damper units were mounted 
fore and aft of the lower H-
bone and fitted to a light 
gauge but sturdy inverted L-
shaped fabrication onto 
which all the suspension 
parts were mounted. This 
fabrication offered 
considerable bracing to the 
side profile of the rear 
structure. To stiffen it in 
plan, a cross-brace was 
welded across the top of the 
frame between the left and 
right L-shaped towers, with 
a cross-member welded 
behind the towers on the 
lower plane to carry the rear 
transaxle mount, creating a 
stiff tied-together structure 
at the back of the car. The 
chassis itself was in effect the 
base of the structure as the GRP 
body was of monocoque 
construction and when bolted 

together, the two formed 
a stiff body/chassis unit.  
It is claimed that a Renault front 
subframe was used complete 
with wishbones, suspension and 

rack and pinion steering. 
However, the R8 track is 
1256mm, 96mm more than that 
of the Djet. The subframe itself 

5. 1964 Matra-Bonnet Djet MD8 – a transition car 
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was braced back from near the 
upper wishbone mounting 
points to each side of the 
passenger compartment, 
loosely triangulating the front 
end and central structure 
together. The floorpan was in 
fact a part of the glass-fibre 
body, glued/ bonded to the 
steel structure, creating a GRP 
uni-body with a steel 
substructure.  
Renault disc brakes were used 
at the rear by adapting a cable 
and mechanical mechanism to 
attain a legal mechanical 
handbrake. It is claimed front 
and rear anti-roll bars were 
fitted, although some cars 
appear not to have any at the 
rear. 
   Period road test reports were 
very enthusiastic about the 
car’s performance; its light 
weight and low centre of gravity 
making it a race-car for the road. 
In fact, some said it was as close 
as one could get to a road going 
F3 car. It was also noted how its 
design favoured the performance 
driver in not only its mechanical 
specification, but in driving 
position and small things like a 
low acrylic wind deflector at the 
rear of the bonnet that kept the 
windscreen relatively bug free. 
This deflector may have had 
other airflow management 
purposes not discussed as it 
would have lowered the air 

pressure around the base of the 
windscreen. 
   Bonnet Djets were replaced by 
Matra Bonnet Djet V and VS 
from 1965-66, then Matra Sports 
Jet 5, 5S and 6 after Matra took 
over the Bonnet operation late 
1964. By then 198 Bonnet Djets 
had been manufactured. A part 
of the deal, no doubt to avoid 
unwanted competition, was an 
agreement that excluded Bonnet 
from manufacturing any further 
cars for another 10 years. He 
was devastated; his family life 
was greatly affected and he 
ended up living in the modest 

apartment of his secretary. On 
top of that, the strain caused him 
to have heart surgery, but the 
deal afforded him the honour of 
not filing for bankruptcy which 
was important to Bonnet.  
   It would seem that René 
Bonnet's first interest, that of 
building and racing cars was to 
the detriment of managing the 
company’s financial interests 
and thus the cause of his 
company’s downfall. However, 
there were other factors too. At 
the time Bonnet separated from 
Charles Deutsch, he thought 
he’d clinched a deal with the 
French government to suitably 
fund the building of an all French 
F1 racing car in order to bring 
back France’s honour to 
motorsport. The money was not 
forthcoming, but an F2 car was 
built in 1962, designed by 
Jacques Hubert. A first for the 
car were fuel tanks integrated 
into the body structure and cross 
linked inboard rocker suspension 
designed to counter roll. The car 
first raced at the Pau GP, April 
1964. However, it was 
constructed and managed 
without Government assistance, 
and as a result considerably 
strained financial resources. 
  José Rosinsky tried Rene 
Bonnet’s first prototype Djet for 

6. Bonnet LM6 Aerojet with Alpine, Panhard and… 
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the magazine "Sport Auto” in 
early 1962. Bonnet had 
borrowed heavily to build the 
Romorantin factory to his own 
specification, in Champigny sur 
Marne, Île de France, where 
DBs’ had been manufactured. 
However, Bonnet’s deal with 
Renault for a Renault powered 
Le Mans car did not bring in 
sufficient funds to get the 
company firmly established, and 
by October 1964, just two years 
and 4 months into production, 
Matra took control of the factory. 

   Bonnet owed Matra enough for 
them to take note... Matra were 
Bonnet’s suppliers for the 
glassfibre bodies, and thus had a 
vested interest in keeping the 
company going rather than 
losing what they were owed. So 
sensibly they decided to take 
over the reins rather than 
foreclose on Bonnet’s business. 
Thus was started the new era of 
Matra cars that lasted, haltingly, 
into the new millennium. 
   As an interesting 
footnote, the name Djet, 
D’jet, or D jet as it has 
sometimes been written, 
apparently came about 
because Bonnet was 
concerned his native 
French people could not 
pronounce the Anglo-
Saxon word Jet 
correctly, and so stuck a 
silent ‘D’ in front to turn 
the ‘jay’ into a jet sound. 
Of course then, in the 
early 60’s, Jet 
represented all that was 
modern and fast in 
transport.  

 


