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Jules Goux at the wheel of the 1913
Indianapolis-winning Peugeot, the first European car to win the 500
miles classic. This was one of the famous Henri-Peugeot Grand Prix
cars.



1. PEUGEOT IN AMERICA

A Tale Of Two Eras

The rampant lion of Peugeot is really no newcomer to America.
It’s true that the golden emblem made his first modern American
appearance in 1958, but by that time he was already an old hand at
crossing the Atlantic for a king’s share of the spoils, both in
headlines and public approval.

Modern Peugeot fans tend to date their pleasure from a March day
in 1958, when the New York Motor Show opened its doors. A key
display, to their way of thinking, was that of Peugeot; these were
the first of the renowned 403 models to reach American hands on
regular shipment from the French factory. The solid, imaginative
Gallic sedan (and later the station wagon) went on from this debut
to capture experts and public alike.

With the 403 model well established, the factory by the Swiss
border used another automobile show in New York, in April of 1961,
to introduce their newest offspring, the Peugeot 404. But these two
were not the first Frenchmen of their family to book passage to
America.

But those “pioneer” buyers who thought themselves the first to
recognize a worthy newcomer back in 1958 shouldn’t take their bows
too soon. That year was really Act II in the tale of Peugeot In
America. The initial new world conquests carry much earlier
datelines.

The lion’s first invasion dates clear back to 1913, when the
Peugeot name was suddenly emblazoned in American motor sports
headlines by a French race driver named Jules Goux. Date and place?
Memorial Day in Indiana. That should be sufficient for motoring
buffs. Goux’s factory mentors picked the famous Indianapolis 500
Mile Race to open a campaign of Peugeot factory and private
participation that would carry from one end of the American road
racing scene to the other. Starting at the top they went on to
sweep their category here and abroad during the few short years in
which Peugeot backed racing cars at a works team level. There were
many Peugeot victories before 1913, in Europe, but this date was
the opening gun in America. Strangely enough, the Indianapolis race
formed the background for both the beginning and the end of Peugeot
factory racing in America. The years spanned were 1913-1920.

There were many laurels for the French machines as they wove an
American record. Here arc a few of the highlights:
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But those are only the bare bones—and only the pick of them at
that—while the background of those racing years is fascinating. The
men behind the Peugeot American sweep make the story. Dario Resta
must take first place, of course, with his uncanny string of
victories in the French car, although he wasn’t running for the
factory in a strict sense of the word. The first war was underway
in Europe by then. All the same, he met the best cars Europe and
America could offer in the early war years. Both France and Germany
sent many of their competition machines to America where they could
continue to race, until America’s entry into the war cut racing
short here as well.

Father Of The Engine

The Peugeot wins, inaugurated by the all-factory Goux victory,
were never accidental. They were the fruit of team planning and the
agile mind of one of motoring’s great designers, a withdrawn Swiss
engineer named Ernest Henri. Henri is truly the father of the
modern racing engine, and his innovations for the early Peugeot
race cars brought both names vast glory.

Henri’s variations on the basic themes of his time startled the
motor world and he was just as inventive around the components as
he was with the motors. But it is the powerplant that carries his
stamp today. We’ll examine some technical details of these
then-revolutionary racing machines in the next chapter, since they
ushered in an entire era of racing—that isn’t over yet—but it will
give our modern Peugeots a truer historical frame to devote a
moment now to Henri and the designs that were so successful from
Indianapolis to the Pacific Coast.

The Geneva-born (1885) engineer first joined Peugeot in 1911.
The family head of the factory, Robert Peugeot, listened to the
importunings of his race team—Zuccarelli, Georges Boillot and Jules
Goux. This trio had a batch of ideas for the new powerplant they
were convinced Peugeot must have for the 1912 Grand Prix of France,
but they were equally sure that they needed Henri to do the real
design work.

He joined the factory close to his Swiss homeland and turned out
an engine that was a sensation in its day; in fact, it won the
first race it ever contested. This was the powerplant which had the
honor of being the first European motor ever to win at
Indianapolis—in May of the following year.

The heart of the first Henri-Peugeot was a 7.6-liter,
four-cylinder engine that boasted 130 hp and propelled the first
version of the car close to 100 miles per hour. It set the pattern
for the 1913 and 1914 Peugeots which carried the lion to
Indianapolis wins in wartime and post-war races. The descendents of
this first Henri engine were smaller in capacity at 5.6 and 4.5
liters, but the cars they powered were 8 to 16 mph faster, thanks
to Henri’s refinements. All revolved around the same basic theory
of design.

In its briefest form, Henri’s basic belief was that the monsters
of his day could be beaten by relatively small, high performance
machines. True, we wouldn’t consider 71/2 liters—or even 41/2 liters— small by today’s racing
standards, but they seemed pretty tiny next to the 20-liter
behemoths they displaced.

Among the features these first Henri-Peugeots synthesized for
racing—many still hallowed and used today -you’ll find twin
overhead camshafts, opening four valves per cylinder. These valves
were also laid out with an included angle between the stems. The
7600 cc engine might not look dainty in the 1960's, but it was the
first to be tagged “small” and “high-performance” and it did the
job better than the bigger, slower motors could. The Henri cars
marked an end to the “growth boom” in racing. You might even draw a
parallel to the manner in which European practical cars, like
Peugeot, turned the tide against sheer size in passenger car
construction in recent years.

The New Giant Killer

The season after his first triumphs Henri produced two cars for
Peugeot, carrying his new theory of high performance instead of
high capacity a step further. The factory unveiled the 5.6-liter
car which posted a lap mark at Indianapolis before relinquishing
the glory role, and a three-liter machine that was never intended
for Grand Prix racing. Yet this last model, a sort of peak in
Henri’s thinking, showed its heels to many of its own larger
stablemates, and scores of the opposition. In the 1914 500 Mile
Race one of this breed finished second to a true Grand Prix Delage
and ahead of the factory 5.6 machinery. This giant-killer act was
to prove a favorite one for the small car.

In the tally of victories the next type—Henri’s 1914 European
design of 4.5 liters—topped them all. This was the model driven by
Dario Resta to win that abbreviated Indianapolis meet in 1916, when
rain shortened the race to 300 miles. The model came back again in
1919 for a win, in the private hands of H. Wilcox. It was the 112
hp model with an estimated top speed of over 115 mph.
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The famous Peugeot 403.



This Peugeot 4.5 carried Resta (1916) and Wilcox (1919) to the
coveted AAA national championship crown.

One look at the starting grids is enough to convince us that the
pre- and post-war Indianapolis races were important to European
factories to a degree we haven’t seen since those years. The brick
track 500 was just as big on their schedules in those days as the
Grand Prix of France, for instance. Peugeot didn’t sweep those
bricks against American opposition alone; some of their toughest
scraps were with Mercedes, Sunbeam and Delage, among others.

Right after the war American entries from Duesenberg and Miller
began to enter the fray as well, alongside Packards and Bugattis.
The war years themselves, before America entered, saw some of the
fiercest US racing for Peugeot and saw them achieve some of their
best seasonal tallies, despite the lack of direct factory backing.
They were on even footing there with the other foreign makes, all
being cut off from homeland support.

Wartime Track Battles

Because of the war, America was the only place for the top cars
to compete, and racing went on for several seasons here. Many of
the continental factories sent over their last all-out race
cars—generally the 1914 French Grand Prix models—and the best men
in America took them in hand. Peugeot furnished three of the
4.5-liter, ’14 Grand Prix machines, which found themselves facing a
brace of Sunbeams and Ralph de Palma’s Mercedes. This last was a
powerful thoroughbred racer with no small number of advanced
features of its own.

The first big war year of racing in America was opened with an
easy Vanderbilt Gup win for Dario Resta and Peugeot. This was the
only time during the era that he used one of the older 1913 Grand
Prix cars. After that San Francisco victory he moved into a
41/2-liter 1914 machine,
fresh off the boat. This was the car that put his name on our
winner’s list so often, against the best opposition Mercedes could
offer.

The 500 Mile Chicago Derby, run on the boards, was a win for
Resta but he needed help from the competition, in the form of a
late-race breakdown. Resta held his Peugeot to the exact pace his
pre-race calculations had indicated, but it still took a stroke of
racing luck to clinch things. Following these two wins, most of the
remainder of the 1915 season went to the pairing of Peugeot and
Resta. Despite a deficit in brute power, the car proved faster on
American soil than arch-rival Mercedes. It was further vindication
of Henri’s convictions about small frontal area and low weight.

The only victory that eluded the French design that year was the
one they wanted most—Indianapolis. Resta proved again at the
brickyard that he was the top Peugeot driver, but Memorial Day
wasn’t his turn to win. He was one tenth of a second slower than
the Mercedes in practice, turning 98.5 mph. Dario led for the first
100 miles, with supe [...]


