
60th Anniversary Trip of a 15-Hydraulique 
still “Reine de la Route” 

The number of surviving Traction Avants below the age of 60 is decreasing rapidly; this applies in 
particular to the 15-6 models, of which the production numbers dropped dramatically after 1952. 
At Citroën, everything seemed to be focused on the launch of a new succeeding model in the 
course of 1953, an event that for a number of reasons had to be deferred until October of 1955. 
The re-launch of the six-window 15-Six Familiale late 1953 and the introduction of the 15-
Hydraulique in 1954 were escapes to masquerade the problems and to keep the clientele happy. 
As for the Six, mainly the fact that the French President (Coty) and other senior government people 
continued to use them as their official cars, has kept up the numbers somewhat. History shows 
that quite a few 15-Hydrauliques found their way abroad in the hands of French Ambassadors and 
Army Generals, and were subsequently left behind when the postings were over –much to the 
dislike of Citroën who tried to keep a tight control on where the 15-H’s went. Nowadays, a 
surviving Six cylinder Traction Avant of the very last production years is a rarity of its own.  

The Conservatoire Citroën has confirmed the release date of my 15-Hydraulique to have been 8 June 
1955, less than 4 months before the launch of the DS. It is the 2803rd vehicle out of a series of about 
3,000, making it a truly late 15-H. So, this car has now also passed the 60-year mark. For me this was 
a good excuse to treat the car to a tour around “La Patrie” (see map attached). I have folks who 

spend their summers on the coast in the Charente Maritime 
(just North of Bordeaux), supporting the lives of the oyster 
growers. That seemed like a sensible and pleasant destination 
for my trip. From where I live in Holland, the shortest distance 
would have been about 1,100 km (680 miles). Obviously I 
chose a different route with stopovers in places where there 
was something interesting to see. My first aim was to try and 
avoid heavy traffic as much as possible. For one, because I 
dislike driving an old car between dense HGV traffic and 

inpatient drivers who all seem to want to be the first to arrive. As for a Six, the other reason is that 
they tend to overheat quite easily in slow, backed-up traffic. My car still has the original radiator and 
water pump, both of limited capacity, with no modern additions like a cooling fan or an electric 
circulation pump. Traffic jams had not yet been invented when these cars were built and as long as 
you keep them rolling there will never be a problem. In practical terms this meant that I wanted to 
avoid Paris by the widest possible circle. As my final destination was in the South-West of France, a 
westerly route seemed the most obvious. There are several to choose from. 

I had also decided that it would be nicest to avoid driving on motorways as much as possible –as this 
seems rather dull and the old Routes Nationales (most of which have been renamed to Routes 
Départementales) would offer a more pretty scenery. It turned out to be a mix of both, also because 
the 15-Hydraulique revealed itself as being particularly suitable for the Autoroutes. As most of the 
Autoroutes in France are built higher up, they also offer magnificent views and very spectacular 
bridge crossings of river valleys and estuaries. The first challenge after setting off from home was to 
try and get around Antwerp . The beltway was blocked as a result of an accident and this resulted in 
a massive traffic mess starting just after I crossed the Dutch-Belgian border, including secondary 
roads. As the temperature gauge kept moving between 80 and 100 degrees C in the crawling traffic 
through small villages (with also the chance of the dreaded vapour lock developing when the engine 
is very hot), I decided to turn around and go around Antwerp counter-clockwise. This caused no 
problem at all, I only lost 1,5 hours as a result of this. As my first stopover was to be at Boulogne-sur-
Mer, just south of Calais, I decided to take a westerly route, from Antwerp via Gent towards Ostende 



and then through some picturesque towns like Diksmuide and Ypres –which are renowned for their 
WW1 trenches and the impressive “Menen Gate” in Ypres where the Last Post is still played every 
day since the end of the war in 1918. It also meant crossing the access to the “Tunnel sous la 
Manche” (Channel Tunnel) near Calais and seeing groups of Refugees from Africa and the Middle 
East lined along the motorways, trying to hide themselves on board of trucks in an attempt to make 
their crossing to England which for some reason they seem to consider the “Promised Land”. On my 
way back this would be an even bigger issue. 

For the second day I had scheduled a 
stopover in Saumur on the Loire river, 
about half way along the famous string 
of Chateaus of the Loire. From Boulogne 
there were some 500 km (310 mi) to 
cover, so I decided to make some early 
progress by taking the (toll) Autoroute. I 
have one of these “Télépéage” tags that 
automatically charge your bank account 
as you pass through the toll gates. Very 
convenient and time-saving, particularly 
on busy days. It must have looked a bit 
pretentious to have one of these behind 
the windscreen of a 60-year old car, but 

very soon it turned out that the 15-Hydraulique is actually 
quite at its place on the Autoroute and capable of making 
good progress by sustaining an average of well over 100 
km/h (65 mph), also on the 5,5 – 6% climbs for which 
there are separate slow-traffic lanes. This meant that I 
would overtake all HGVs (which are limited to 80 km/h all 
over Europe) and quite a lot of other traffic as well. Apart 
from the holiday season the Autoroutes are usually very 
quiet, so the combination of the performance of the car, 
the hydraulic (rear) suspension and the comfortable seats 

made for a very pleasant ride which would have differed little from that of a modern car. 

One can now begin to understand the disappointment of André Lefebvre and his team when the 
design of the flat six-cylinder engine that was initially meant to power the DS had to be aborted due 
to all sorts of technical problems.  The pimping of the 4-cylinder Traction engine by means of an 
aluminium cylinder head must have been an act of despair, because although the rated horsepower 
was about the same and the DS19 had a 4-speed gearbox compared to the 3-speed one of the 

 
Steady 100 km/h (65 mph) on Autoroute 

 
Empty Autoroute - comfortable driving 

Saumur Château (Loire) 

French Autoroute Toll Tag 



Traction, the torque of the 6-cylinder Traction engine is some 25% higher. I wonder if the ride on 
today’s Autoroutes (there were no autoroutes in the ‘50s) would be as effortless with a DS19 of the 
first production years (my father used to have one) –not that driving on motorways is an objective of 
having a classic car, but only to underline the impressive driving standard which Citroën managed to 
set with the Traction Avant 15-Six models. 

I left the Autoroute at Le Mans to cover the last 120 km (75 mi) to Saumur by the former Route 
Nationale 32, now D323. The approach to the Loire valley from the North is really very pretty, with 
endless rows of high trees lined up on either side of the road which leads through small villages 
where little seems to happen. I stopped for a delicious “plat du jour” at a slightly smudgy place in a 
village of which I cannot remember the name. Whenever you park a Traction by the roadside there 
will always be someone who comes up and tells you that his “papa” or his “grand-père” used to have 
the same car. As a foreigner, the fact that you take the trouble to cherish a piece of their heritage –
and it helps a lot if you speak French as well- creates a friendly atmosphere right from the start.   

The third day took me from Saumur 
via Niort and La Rochelle to my final 
destination on the Royan peninsula. 
Driving south from La Rochelle one 
passes by Rochefort and crosses the 
Charente and Seudre estuaries by 
way of spectacular bridges, high 
above the water. This is where the 
world-famous “Huîtres de Marenne” 
oysters are grown on banks that 
partly fall dry at low tide (there is a 
huge difference between high and 
low tide in this area). Freshly 
harvested these sell at about 8-10 
Euros a dozen on any local market. 
With a glass of Muscadet and some 

brown bread they are at their very best.  The owner of the “Chambre d’Hôtes” (B&B) turned out to 
be a Citroën enthusiast who insisted that I park the Traction in the courtyard rather than on the 
public road. So I enjoyed my 4-day visit wining and dining, visiting the occasional Cognac producer 
and wandering around markets in tiny villages. That is French life at its best! 

 
Oyster racks piled up along Seudre River 

 
Low tide on dead arm of  Seudre River 

On the way back I drove via Nantes and Le Havre (spectacular crossing of the Seine estuary!) to 
Bayeux on the Normandy coast. Rain was pouring down when I arrived at Bayeux (a good test for the 

La Rochelle 



windscreen wipers and the water-tightness of the Traction which is sometimes a bit questionable –I 
always carry a couple of old towels in the car just in case…). Bayeux is particularly famous for its 900 
year old tapestry consisting of fine woollen broidery on linen cloth which depicts the conquest of  
England by William the Conqueror in 1066 and the famous Battle of Hastings. It is about two feet 
high and 70 yards long, a sort of cartoon avant-la-lettre, which used to be displayed every year in the 
Bayeux cathedral to remind the people of the glorious accomplishments. Obviously this treasure is 
now kept and cherished under well-preserved conditions in what is called the William the Conqueror 
Museum. 

 
Arromanches-les-Bains (Normandy D-Day Coast) 

 
Omaha Beach (Normandy D-Day Coast) 

The following day the weather had improved, so I decided to take a drive along some of the D-day 
beaches (Omaha Beach) and Arromanches-les-Bains where below half tide the remnants of the 
artificial harbour can be seen which was constructed by the allies in a couple of days’ time to be able 
to supply the advancing forces. It is particularly at Arromanches where all the official D-day 
remembrances are held –the last major one in 2014 to mark the 70th anniversary of the landings.  

As mentioned earlier, I did pass by Calais and Dunkirk on my way back north. At the very day I drove 
by there appeared to be a strike of ferry personnel who had not only blocked access to all ferries but 
also set fire to some old tires on the rail track into the Channel Tunnel with the result that there was 
a huge  back-up of traffic –mainly trucks on the motorway. This in turn had attracted hundreds –if 
not thousands- of Refugees who did not hesitate to open the cargo doors of trucks and attempt to 
hide inside. As all vehicles were being scrutinised by the police and the British Immigration Service 
before being allowed to board a train or a ship, these stowaways would be discovered and sent back, 
only to run back to the motorway and make a go at another truck. The police were under instructions 
not to arrest any of these people –a political decision, so this strike created a real mess as a side-
effect. One can now begin to understand the problems which the authorities are facing in the 
southern-European countries where these refugees attempt to land by the thousands on a daily 
basis. This is a true humanitarian tragedy of unparalleled magnitude. 

The last day of my trip home went smoothly with the Traction not being out of top gear for four 
hours on end, except for one stop to pay toll at a tunnel. The entire trip covered some 2,600 km  
during which the 15-H performed very well. I am one of those Tractionists who worry a lot about all 
the things that could go wrong, but gradually –as the trip progressed- my faith in technology –and in 
my own skills as a mechanic started to improve. There were no technical issues of any significance 
and the usage of oil was negligible. Fuel consumption was better than 7 km to a litre (14 litres per 
100 km or 20 miles per Imperial and 16.5 miles per US Gallon), not bad for a 15-Six with its original 
crown wheel/pinion ratio, also given the fact that I have covered about 2/3 of the distance doing 100 
km/h or more on motorways. The Michelin X radial tires which I inflate to about 2.1 bar (about 30 
psi) are likely to have contributed to a slightly improved fuel economy. 



All in all the 60th Anniversary Trip of the 15-Hydraulique was a success, both for the Old Lady and the 
owner. 

Karel Beukema toe Water 
July 2015 

Holland to Royan (France) 
Stops at Boulogne-sur-Mer (Channel) and  

Saumur (Loire) 

Royan (France) to Holland 
Stops at Bayeux (Normandy) and  

De Panne (Belgium) 
 

  



 

 


