
Art thou worthy of this Citroën? 

That automobile manufacturers pay great attention to their (potential) customer base is well 
known. Marketing data (such things as customer profiles and potential sales volumes and lots of 
other data) are critical when new models are designed and developed. However, this is quite 
different from a manufacturer who actively stimulates its products being sold only to certain 
circles, or who even bluntly refuses to sell when he considers the customer unsuitable. Policies like 
these were quite common at Citroën in the ’50-s and ’60-s. This applied in particular to their more 
luxurious models. To acquire a six cylinder Traction Avant or an early DS19 was a privilege, and 
those wo did not meet the criteria were kindly referred to the more modest models such as the 
11CV or the ID19. Citroën cars were distributed through a tightly controlled system of Lease 
holders (Concessionaires) who were only granted this concession on the condition that they would 
adhere strictly to the rules as laid down by Headquarters.  

Anything that related to marketing and sales, as well as all technical matters, was directed from the 
Citroën headquarters. The latter is understandable, as technical modifications, repair and 
maintenance instructions, etc. should preferably come from the manufacturer only. But also the 
advertising material and even the sales approach were prescribed. For example, a sales 
representative was under no circumstance allowed to let a potential buyer of a DS19 take the wheel 
during a test ride. I can confirm this from my own experience, both in 1956 when my father acquired 
his first DS19, and later in the early ‘70’-s when friends were taken for a test-ride in a DS21 Injection. 
The possibility of clumsiness on the customer’s part in handling the semi-automatic gearshift, the 
mushroom brake pedal or the power steering must have been too great a risk for a successful sale of 
this avant-guarde vehicle.  

One of the most clear examples of a tight control must have been Citroën’s approach to selling the 
six cylinder Traction Avant with the hydropneumatic suspension, the 15/Six H. There have always 
been stories that these cars were to be sold to hand-picked customers only, and that once they 
owned the cars, those customers were not allowed to sell them on to anybody else (except back to 
Citroën of course). During a recent visit to the Conservatoire Citroën which is located in one of Paris’ 
suburbs, I came across evidence to support the rumours. The 
Conservatoire sell bundles with all sorts of historical 
documentation relating to different Citroën models. The one 
about the 15-Six, for example, includes copies of hand-written 
notes with comments from Marcel Michelin, addressed to 
Pierre-Jules Boulanger (the CEO of Citroën at the time). He 
had apparently been selected as a test-driver of a pre-series 
15-Six and communicates his findings directly to the Big Boss 
(after all his name was Michelin….). Mr Boulanger thereupon 
instructs the Bureau d’Études to deal with the remarks, etc. In 
this bundle, there is also Circular Note No 3235 dated 16 April 
1954, from Citroën to its Concessionaries in which the 
availability of the 15-Hydraulique is announced, including the 
instructions for distributing them. A press release about the 
15-H (also included in the bundle) had been issued two days 
earlier, on the 14th of April 1954.  
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In short, the cars were to be sold only to customers who they knew personally, who should already 
own a 15-Six or an 11CV, giving priority to 15-Six owners. Proposals were to be submitted to Citroën 
in writing, including the credentials of the customer like name, profession, current car, etc. Citroën 
would then need to approve the sale before a car could be delivered. Cars were to be collected from 
the factory personally, and no agents or intermediaries were to be involved. And indeed, the owner 
had to agree specifically to use the car for private purposes only –which meant as much as to not sell 
it to any third party. The tone of the Note to the Concessionares is mind-boggling. It was clearly 
written at a time when legislation about free trade and the segmentation of markets was not yet in 
place. No manufacturer could afford such a directive approach nowadays without facing serious legal 
consequences!  

One wonders why Citroën took such a protective approach in relation to the 15-Hydraulique. Was it 
out of fear for bad publicity in the case of technical malfunctioning? They had had their fair share of 
this when the Traction Avant was launched prematurely in 1934. It is a known fact that Citroën were 
extremely protective of their technical innovations. The Bureau d’Études was off-limits for anybody 
except people who worked there and the big-boss himself. Were they afraid that the cars would get 
into the hands of what they considered to be the wrong people, who would subsequently scrutinise 
them and start speculating about the “new model” which everybody knew was under development. 
Citroën were in a state of war with the magazine l’Auto-Journal who had published what turned out 
to be a very accurate article about the “VGD Project” in 1953. Or were they so convinced that they 
had something so special in their hands, that they believed they could decide who would qualify for 
it, and who would have to wait. I believe it must have been a combination of all these factors. It is a 
fact that in the early ‘50s Citroën dominated the market for luxury cars –except for Delages and 
Delahayes which cost at least twice as much as a Citroën 15-Six. Renault, the eternal rival, was under 
governmental control (Régie) because of dubious behaviour during WW-2, and had only small cars 
like the 4CV on offer (the Frégate was anly aunched in 1954). At Peugeot the situation was the same: 
they had only the 203 to offer as a passenger car. The Ford Vedette –which was no doubt meant to 
be a rival- suffered from numerous technical problems and never made it to anyway near the 15-Six. 

Who then did acquire these 15-Hydrauliques? First and foremost people who were in influential 
positions in the wide-spread state network: the president, government ministers, high officials, 
diplomats, army generals and the like. At the time, Citroën was well established as a supplier to the 
Elysée. Then there were the heads of industry and governors of important institutions who were 
always well-connected through the French old-boys-network with its roots in the Écoles Superieures 
that continues to exist to the present day. With some Concessionaires who are known to have 
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acquired a 15-H for themselves, that must have been about all to cover the odd 3,100 Hydrauliques 
that were eventually produced. 

The tight lid on the distribution of the 15-H cannot have lasted very long. After the launch of the 
DS19 in October of 1955, the luxury Traction Avant models very rapidly lost their shine and glamour. 
For those who counted in France, a Traction was no longer the car to be seen with. Many 15-
Hydrauliques are known to have ended up in back-yards of dealers where they stood for many years 
until the early collectors came and took them with them for only a couple of hundred Francs. There 
was one other “leak” that Citroën was not able to control. A number of 15-Hydrauliques were 
shipped overseas by French diplomats and businessmen as part of their household belongings. Many 
of these cars were abandoned and left behind after they had developed problems with the 
hydropneumatic suspension, as it was not worth shipping them back to France. Years later, some of 
these Hydrauliques –like my own- were found in former French colonies and shipped back to Europe 
as worthless wrecks, which were then sold to people who wanted to restore them.  

Back to the present day! Of course I have hastened to check for myself whether I would actually 
qualify as an owner of my 15-Hydraulique, applying the rules laid down in the 1954 Circular Note. 
Whether or not Citroën would accept my credentials and consider me worthy of this enigmatic 
vehicle, remains to be seen. Meanwhile, the best I can do is just to act as a modest guardian.  

Karel Beukema toe Water 
November 2015 


