
By the time the first fully Matra designed 
sportscar was made public at the Geneva 
Motorshow on March 7, 1967, Matra was well 
involved in Formula 3 and 2. However, the 
M530A, as it was first badged, was unlike the 
Djet before; it was a car designed almost 
completely with road use in mind. But like the 
Djet, its name was inspired by the latest 
aerospace technology, and in particular Matra‟s 
R530 missile.  

Matra‟s CEO Jean-Luc 
Lagardére, who went 
on head one of France‟s 
largest media groups; a 
group that was named 
after him but still 
affiliated to the bigger 
Matra picture, decided 
Matra‟s next sportscar 
should be more 
accessible to the 
everyday non racing 
public; for the young 
and young at heart, and as such was designed 
down to a price rather than up to a spec. Racing 
for company recognition was becoming more 
specialised, with Matra making a splash in F2 and 
F3, winning and selling a number of these racing 
cars as a result. Le Mans was calling also, but 
motorsport was to be left to the now growing 
Matra Motorsport division, leaving the road cars 
very much as that, with little intent on 
competition. And yet in the early stages of 
conception, the possibility of rallying was one of 
the M530‟s targets, and indeed Matra‟s first 

sports-racing prototype, the M620, was used as a 
mobile test-bed for their new road going 
sportscar. In the end it was one of the M620 
descendants that went rallying, and won the Tour 
de France in both 1970 and 71. 

In sports racing circles, the M620 may have 
looked rather bloated and podgy, but it proved 
very stable aerodynamically on the long 
Mulsanne straight of Le Mans. There were three 

built, all running BRM 2 litre V8 engines. None 
lasted the 24 hours, but Matra wasn‟t concerned. 
The cars had been rushed into completion and 
arrived still with changes being made during the 
build-up week. The gearing was wrong and yet 
they managed a 3‟50” lap time, which was only 
0.5 seconds shy of Phil Hill‟s 1964 record in a 7 
litre MkII Ford GT40. Being Matra‟s first foray 
into top level sports racing, it was used for 
gathering the data they wanted for future sports-
racing and for their new road-going car with 
respect to chassis, suspension and efficient body 

design. 

A prototype road car 
was commissioned from 
Vignale, but it was the 
in-house design of 
Philippe Guédon that 
was chosen - the 
product of a series of 
ideas from Guédon and 
Lagardére. It was what 
Anglo-Saxons would call 
typically French, or 
perhaps Gaelic, much 
like small Citroëns et al 
were… not what you‟d 
call pretty, but full of 
character and practical 
individuality. For many 
its unusual shape and 
style would have put 
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them off, but growing familiarity and exposure to 
the car‟s dynamics and pert personality would 
end up winning new devotees.  

To fulfil the young at heart ideal, the car „wanted‟ 
to be companionable and fun, and as such was 
designed with a number of novel, distinct but 
usable features. It had a lift-off two piece Targa 
style roof, where either side or the whole lot 
could be removed. There was also plus-two style 
individual rear seating and a back window that 
could be swung up like a hatch, or lifted off 
altogether so the rear seat passengers could also 
have fun-in-the-sun open air travel, just like 
those in the front. Early promotional photos make 
much of all these flexible features… 

This feature had another more practical purpose 
too. Being a compact mid-engined 2+2 with an 8 
cubic foot boot behind the engine, engine access 
needed to be via the rear parcel shelf which in 
turn needed to be lift-off. So being able to 
remove the rear window made engine access 
easier. However, this feature wasn‟t a must and 
was found on the original M530 and M530A 
models only, which had their rear windows made 
of acrylic (Perspex) and were therefore light to 
remove. Later LX and SX Matra-Simca versions 
had hinged glass rear hatches with gas struts, 
dispensing with the lift-off feature altogether.  

Beneath the rear parcel shelf on the first series 
cars were large storage bins each side of the 
engine with hatches on top to keep them sealed. 
The plastic engine cover and interior were well 
insulated from engine noise and heat with a 
special thermal acoustic liner – a feature often 
praised by road testers. Adjustable lightweight 
front seats were also praised for their shape and 
support, and nicely trimmed throughout. Later 
versions featured a vented material as seen on 
Ford GT40s. But in general, the interior would be 
described as well finished and functional, rather 
than exotic. 

A plain dash, in the idiom of the day, had large 
useable flat spaces and an instrument pod with a 

brushed stainless steel facia directly ahead of the 
driver. Instrumentation included speedo and tach 
in the centre, with minor gauges flanking these 
but angled towards the driver. The stainless facia 
made way for wood finish in the later Lux 
models, which again is the sign of the time.  Its 
leather trimmed steering wheel was oval in shape 
and low mounted; this came in for some initial 
comment as feeling unusual at first, but which in 
use worked well, and along with the very 
generous glass area, resulted in a commanding 
driving position. 

Externally, the M530 reflected the BRM V8 
powered M620 prototype; forget the detailing 
and use your visualisation… The overhangs front 
and rear, the front wing line and the rear wheel 
arches, upright cab design with tall glass areas all 
show the influence of the M620 and its 
aerodynamic efficiency. The factory quoted Cd of 
0.34 was notable for the period. It needs to be 
remembered too that Matra, having an aircraft 
background, were as concerned with good aero 
balance as they were with drag performance. In 
comparison, the rather more streamlined looking 
Datsun 240Z of 1969 had a Cd of 0.467 which 
funnily enough was similar to a period VW Kombi 
that was one of the most Cd efficient production 
vehicles available at the time. In keeping with the 
M530‟s intended market, exterior detailing was 
plain but not careless, and again included slotted 
steel wheels with hubcaps, plus chrome bumpers 



and trims both ends. For practical repair (and 
lower insurance premiums), all the exterior GRP 
panels were made individually replaceable. 
Ventilation to the interior enters via the base of 
the windscreen and exits through special but 
subtle grills at the trailing edge of the rear 
quarterlight windows. Vents through the top 
bodywork just behind the rear hatch exit engine 
bay heat. 

Because the M530 was not going to be a road 
sportscar with track pretensions, outright engine 
performance was not the deciding factor. With 
the chosen interior layout and compact overall 
size in a mid-engined configuration, packaging 
practicalities were most critical. Other engines 
were considered, from Renault 16 to Peugeot 204 
and Lancia Fulvia, but the longitudinal 17M Ford 
Taunus V4 provided the best cost/ packaging 
answer…  a short inline V4 block with standard 
fore-aft transaxle, allowing symmetrical 
driveshafts and related componentry and easier 
servicing access. However, as it turned out, Ford 
supply was not always reliable, causing some 
difficulties.   

I have heard it said that Matra fitted this V4 to 
some of the last Djets, although I have no proof 
of this. It was not a particularly powerful engine, 
with only 70bhp DIN @ 4800rpm at the start of 
production, and 75bhp DIN @ 5000rpm in the LX 
and SX as minor improvements were made. It 
was a very over-square design with bore and 
stroke of 90x66.8mm giving 1699cc. Both 
versions had a 9:1 compression and a single cam 
in the V of the block, with pushrods. There was a 
later 1812cc version, but Matra appears to have 
chosen not to use this. They did try to fit the 2-
litre Ford UK Corsair motor, but it was physically 
bigger causing packaging difficulties. The early 

M530A, of which more 
than 1600 were made, 
had a twin choke 
carburettor, but no specs 
appear for this engine. 
The original motor was 
fitted with a single choke 
Solex 32 PDSIT 4 carb, 
while the LX and SX had 
twin choke Solexes too. 

However, there were no 
real affordable small 
European engines in the 
1960s that offered high 
specific power outputs; 
the best probably being 
Alfa, BMW perhaps, 
Abarth-tuned Fiats and 
Simca – probably not 

what Matra were looking for in the M530. But it 
was this lack of engine power that probably 
limited the M530‟s appeal outside France, and 
was the impetus for some modification 
businesses to stick the 2-Litre Ford Taunus V6 in 
with around 90bhp standard and some tuning 
modifications available. There are now 
aftermarket tuners who have stretched these V6 
engines to 2900cc and 165-200bhp, depending 
on cams, head mods and carbs – a Holley 4v 
perhaps, nestled in the V. However, the standard 
transaxle needs to be replaced for engines 
developing over 90bhp, and dimensionally bigger 
engines don‟t fit easily. 

Structurally, a pressed and folded semi-
monocoque-like steel design was used that 
resembled a beefed up production car floorpan 
more than a race-car tub that its concept was 



loosely based on. The structure had a deep 
backbone and side sills that were liberally 
lightened with large diameter punched holes. 
This type of design was necessary to give a good 
basis for ride, handling, road holding 
performance, as in effect it was an open car with 
no top structure, although a form of roll-bar was 
incorporated into the front and rear pillars and 
roof. 

The production floorpan 
style construction 
continued into the front 
and rear structures so 
they became all-in-units 
with the centre section, 
but were deeper and 
lighter as they were now 
able to use the full depth 
of the front and rear 
bodywork. Again, liberally 
lightened rectangular 
sections were used top 
and bottom, formed and 
fabricated to fit the shape 
and needs of the car. 
Quietly clever really, like a 
lot of French stuff... The 
front boot area became a 

semi mechanical space with spare tyre, brake 
cylinders, booster, and other ancillary items 
sharing some storage room. …more of a work-
shed boot - like so many mid-rear engined cars - 
than a true boot, but still useful for throwing a 
few things in. The radiator with electric fan was 
also mounted right up front, with air drawn in 
through the visible ‟mouth‟ and vented beneath 
the car. 

The front suspension is mounted off a fabricated 
boxed bridge with medium length large diameter 

concentric coil-over units 
mounted on a pressed steel 
lower transverse link which is 
braced by an adjustable 
compression strut to the rear 
that allows for caster 
adjustment. An anti-swaybar 
is mounted in front of the link. 

The top wishbones are 
pressed steel, with a forged 
hub having a long top neck 
that would appear to provide 
neutral /or –ve scrub radius 
steering geometry, as in 
Citroëns /or many later front 
wheel drive cars. Camber 
adjustment is on the top 
wishbone, while the steering 
rack is fitted in front of the 
axle line, putting the outer tie-

Matra’s lifestyles push showing the 4 different roof positions and 
the rather illegal (in NZ) passenger ‘skiing’ of the back seat – with 
rear lift-off hatch removed. 



rod in tension when cornering hard – 
something that is considered a better 
practice because it tends to reduce flexure 
under load. The whole set up is tidy and 
quite compact. 

Single, long, large-diameter coil-spring 
damper units are fitted at the rear, 
mounted off the tail end of Y-shaped 
closed-section pressed-steel trailing arms. 
A feature of this suspension was the 
method of mounting the inner chassis end 
of the arms. Look closely and you‟ll see 
that each arm is articulated, as with most 
cars, using a Metalastic-style bush at both 
corners. These bushes are mounted in 
vertically upstanding u-shaped brackets 
that are welded to each end of a 
transverse trunnion. The trunnion itself is 
mounted using further Metalastic-style bushes so 
it can absorb impact shock as well as rotate, just 
like a regular suspension bush. The purpose is 
again quite cunning and intended to provide both 
good ride and handling on rough surfaces, as 
many French cars were renowned for.  

It works this way; when a wheel hits a pothole or 
bump, the shock is taken out through two lots of 
bushes, while the impact force on the tyre acting 
towards the rear of the car is managed mainly by 
the trunnion in rotation. The allows the wheel/ 
tyre to be deflected rearward thus reducing road 
shock without creating any discernable bump 
steer – normally the outer bush would deflect 
backward while the inner one would deflect 
forward under the torque being applied at the 
wheel, causing destabilising toe-out. Vertical 

wheel travel is provided as normal by the two 
bushes on the arm acting in rotation. However, in 
this case, they mainly have to deal with rotational 
loads only, plus some low deflection forces. 

Long bumpstops and droop straps feature all 
around, along with a rear mounted anti-swaybar 
which swings in the opposite arc to the trailing 
arms... requiring further forethought during the 
design stage in order to work properly. 

Wheels are slotted pressed steel with 4.5” rims. 
Unusually for the time, the cars run unequal 
width tyres front and rear; Michelin X, 145x14 
and 165x14 respectively. Solid 9.8” disc brakes 
are fitted all round; they were highly praised for 
their effectiveness by everyone. Using the right 
pad material helps of course! 

Front and rear tracks are also different, 52.8” and 
53.2” respectively due to 
different tyre widths, 
while a long wheel base 
for the car‟s size of 
100.8” gives it a four-
square stance on the 
road. Overall length is 
quoted in English 
literature as 163.8”, 
width 61.4”, height 47.2” 
with an all up dry weight 
of 1852 lb. Putting these 
figures into metric gives, 
respectively, 1342, 1351, 
2560, 4160, 1560, 
1200mm, 842 kg.   

The 4-speed Taunus 
transaxle and twin 
mufflers are fitted under 
the rear boot, while the 
halfshafts angle forward 
to the hubs, to fit the 



car‟s packaging. Another unusual feature that 
drew much comment – some liked it, some didn‟t 
- was the pop-up headlamp mechanism. These 
were raised by a finger-tip lever behind the 
steering wheel for instant popup and flash. It 
seems that the early models did not have an 
automatic flash built in, needing to be turned on 
by rotating a separate stalk, and caused much 
consternation with one Australian journo. To „put 
them away‟, a big foot pedal is operated on the 
left; it requires quite a shove to get them down. 

Much has been made of the Djet being the first 
real mid-engined production car, but I suspect 
the M530 takes the prize for being the first mid-
engined 2+2 production car, and one of the more 
practical ones at that. Luggage space was 
considered better than the average small saloon, 
while seating was for 2 adults and two 
youngsters, or 3 adults with one sitting sideways 
in the rear.  

Also, like the Djet, it had a midlife revamp, this 
time by Michelotti. The first 530 was the Matra 
Sports M530A and was shown to the public on 
March 7, 1967 at the Geneva Motor Show. 
Production began a month later. Its engine had a 
twin choke carburettor giving it a claimed SAE 
85bhp and 109mph (176 kph) top speed. There 
was also the straight M530 model with a single 
choke carb giving a 102mph top speed at 
5150rpm – 350rpm above max power. Most of 
the English magazines tested this version, and 
the test car that at least two magazines used, 
including the Autocar, had an engine in need of a 
tune. 

All the same, some pretty impressive fuel 
economy figures were obtained, even if 
acceleration times were uninspiring, with 

63.5mpg at 30mph, 40.2 at 62mph (7.01 
Litre/100km) and 34.2mpg at 70mph. Braking 
was consistent over several high speed stops 
with a slight increase in pedal pressure. A 100lb 
brake pedal pressure produced 0.98g retardation. 
Maximum speed in each gear was 30mph, 51, 
77mph. The gear change itself, actuated by rod 
and cables, is smooth, precise and slick. 

Although maximum and specific power was not 
high, torque of 107 ft-lb at only 2500rpm was 
found to be useful, making the M530 extremely 
tractable in use.  A M530 was later tested that 
was properly on song, and managed a 0:60mph 
sprint in 13.6 seconds, 0:80mph in 23.4 sec, and 
101mph top speed. 

Handling is very sure footed and neutral – again, 
like the Djet, it was considered a very safe car. 
Excellent shock absorption with a comparatively 
soft yet relatively roll-free ride without sacrificing 
stability was noted by all who tested the car. Low 
interior noise and the general dynamics of the 
530 made it a good tourer suitable for everyday 
use. However, the motor, an honest beaver in 
daily use, lacked both the punch for the 530 to 
be considered an out and out sportscar, and its 

harshness at higher 
speeds when the 
second choke opened 
on the later cars, made 
it unsuited for cruising 
any distances at over 
80 to 90mph…  In this 
respect, the earlier 
lower powered single 
choke engines sounded 
more refined at higher 
revs.  

There was one other 
criticism, this time in 
the area of ride and 
handling, and it is a 
surprising one 
considering the depth 
of the chassis and the 
fact that the car was 
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designed from the outset as a convertible. When 
the Targa roof was removed, scuttle shake 
became evident and yet, even though the effect 
on overall rigidity was noticeable, it did not 
appreciably hinder progress over the ground. The 
Targa roof is itself held in place with hefty 
turnbuckles, which turns it into a fixed panel 
making it a rather more integrated part of the 
vehicle‟s structure than most Targa roofs. When 
removed, the panels stow under the front bonnet 
in special bags.  

Cornering was biased towards mild understeer, 
although universally this was said to be 
unnoticeable until one started 4-wheel drifting 
which brought about a mild correction on the 
steering that made one aware that there had 
been some almost undetectable understeer 
leading up to this point. Many English cars were 
supplied with Dunlop SP3 radials that were not as 
suited to the 530 as the Michelin X, and resulted 
in some understeer on tighter corners in the wet 
if trying hard. The answer was to back off, which 
would bring the nose back in line. However the 
SP also afforded more fun in the wet by allowing 
one to throw the tail out in a controlled oversteer 
slide. In the end, everyone who tested whatever 
version of the M530 said that it was a car they‟d 
very much like to take home. 

In its first two production years, the chassis was 
built by Carrier in Alençon and assembly took 
place at the French coachbuilder Brissonneau et 
Lotz in Creil. These cars had glassfibre panels all 
round, and had the specs mentioned above. The 
Michelotti revamp came out near the end of 
1969, and lasted until March 1973, when 
production stopped. It was called the Matra 
Sports M530 LX, and included several small 
changes that had some noticeable overall effects. 
However, it was in effect a follow on to the 
M530A, as the standard single-choke carb model, 
the M530, was discontinued. 

Engine wise, the 17M had received some updates 
which saw power increased to 75 DIN bhp (some 
quote 78bhp or 104kw) with a twin choke 
carburettor as standard. Torque increased by 12 

ft-lb to 119 ft-lb at a still low 3000 rpm, 
maintaining its flexible nature. Secondly, Matra 
closed a deal with Chrysler Europe to sell their 
cars through the Simca dealer network from 1970 
onwards and jointly develop a successor to the 
M530. This is when the Michelotti revisions was 
done, and from this point on the cars were 
constructed completely at the Matra Automobiles 
factory in Romorantin. After Simca became 
involved, Matra tried the Chrysler 2 litre engine, 
but it was going to be too much to change, which 
in effect instigated the planning for the next 

model – the Matra-Simca Bagheera which was 
introduced in March 1973. 

The cars length also increased at this stage by 
37mm and was mainly a result of new front over-
riders that were attached either side of the open 
snout, which also appears to have a more distinct 
chrome strip surrounding it. At the rear, the 
transom or back-panel got a semi-matt black 
paint job surrounded by a new chrome moulding 
around its Kamm style trailing edge, and new 
deeper shaped bumpers which accounted for the 
rest of the 37mm. Width also increased by 

60mm. Again, this appears to be all related to the 
bolder wheel arch contours that are the same 
outline shape as before, but now with squared-
off flared edges. The rocker panel beneath the 
doors came in for a styling update too, with a 
moulded and chrome trim panel. Also noted was 
the continued quality of panel work and depth of 
the paint, and the simple but well finished 
interior. That was it, well almost, except for the 
new rear glass hatch and the interior updates 
already discussed. 

CAR magazine tested the new LX in a comparison 
with the Alpine Renault 1300S. They noted that 
the new LX now had pressed steel doors, bonnet 
and boot. This, along with the new glass hatch, 
would have accounted for much of the 93kg 
increase in weight, to 935kg overall. However, 
performance improved with the new engine, but 
would have been less lively than the old M530A. 
0:60mph came up in 12.6 seconds, 80 in 21.3 
and 90mph in 28.3 seconds. Top speed was now 
109mph, the same as the old M530A. Comparing 
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this with the MGB which had a moderately tuned 
1800cc production engine, its acceleration in the 
lower regions about matched, but above 60mph 
the superior shape of the Matra showed through. 
By 90mph (145kph) the LX was a clear 4.5 
seconds ahead of the very fastest 4-cylinder MGB 
ever tested – add another 2 seconds to that for 
the average. Top speed was about 5mph better 
too, but power was about 15bhp less. However, 
this was a noticeable step backwards when 
compared with the various Djets, but as noted, 
outright performance was not the full picture with 
the M530 series, it being seen more as a Sports 
GT car for the everyday person. 

The new cars continued to be praised all round; 
from low noise with the roof off up to 80mph 
(although with it in place there was some wind 
whistle at higher speeds that was found by 
Autocar to improve when the headlamps were 
up…) to low level road noise, excellent ride, 
“handles extremely well with beautifully 
responsive steering”, being a brief summary of 
what was repeatedly said… only, pity about the 
engine‟s power and reduced refinement at higher 
revs, added as a bit of an afterthought. It was 
suggested that 120bhp (160kw) would have been 
ideal. So impressed was the respected John 
Bolster of Autosport that he said “it proves 
conclusively that the car of the future will be mid-
engined”. It is also interesting that 0.9g was 
recorded in cornering, on those skinny narrow 
tyres, and that in tighter bends it sometimes 
lifted the inside front wheel off the road. Past the 
limit, the car was on the driver‟s side, again 
winning praise for fun with safety.  

When CAR first tested the original M530, they 
were having a bit of a slag-off at the big gap 
between the handling and road-holding 
performance of the average car when compared 
with a Lotus 7. However, they went on to say 

that the M530 was one 
of the few cars not be 
entirely disgraced in 
the company of a „7. It 
was also said that the 
M530 was on a par 
with the Lotus Elan 
+2, which they had 
rated as dynamically 
the safest all round 
road car. 

Later Matra-Simca 
added another cheaper 
model, the SX, which 
is a bit lighter at 
915kg. For this they 
replaced the Targa top 
with a fixed roof, fitted 

4 round frog-eye lights instead of the normal 
pop-up units, which because of their look were 
nicknamed “the pirate”. Additionally, plainer 
sports steel wheels were fitted plus a simpler 
aluminium-finished dash, and a range of just two 
colours; red-orange and black. Also, exterior trim 
was now matt black including bumpers. But 
unlike the original base model M530, the SX kept 
the same spec motor as the LX. Unfortunately 
this low budget stripped-down version was not as 
popular as hoped, with only 1146 being made – 
the lowest number of all 530s. However, it would 
have made a good base for a rally car had Matra 
gone rallying with intent.  

In the end, it was the need to bring the power-
train in-house to Simca, and the decision to try a 
new direction in design that resulted in an all 
new car replacing it; the Matra-Simca Bagheera 
with 3-abreast seating. However, the M530 did 
not just lie down and die, as a couple of Italian 
coachbuilders and several custom and tuning 
firms confirmed. Even as Matra car activities 
drew towards a close in the late 1990s, they 
considered resurrecting the base chassis for an 
all-new car.  

M530 2063 

M530A (twin venturi carb version) 1669 

M530LX 4731 

M530SX 1146 

 

Production numbers: these, as seen, are 
relatively low because initially Matra lacked a 
decent dealer network – hence the tie up with 
Chrysler-Simca, and after that deal, its “odd man 
out” status. Having a Ford engine in a Chrysler-
Simca showroom continued the trend…. 


