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Hotchkiss et Cie. of Saint Denis on
the Seine was a French company
organized in 1867 by an American
ordnance manufacturer whose sales
back home had fallen lamentably
following the end of the Civil War.
Benjamin Berkley Hotchkiss’ timing
couldn’t have been better. Scarcely
had he arrived in Paris than the
Franco-Prussian War erupted. By the
time of his death in the mid-1880’s
his business was flourishing.

Shortly after the turn of the
century, however, Hotchkiss”
successors were faced with the same
problem: no big wars, no lucrative
government contracts for munitions.
So the company turned to auto-
mobile manufacture—and quickly
became famous for the development
of the system in which power is
transmitted via an open propeller
shaft through the rear springs, a
concept ever after known as Hotch-
kiss drive.

All this has tended to obscure the
noteworthiness of the Hotchkiss cars
themselves. They were always fine,
and became even finer during the
twenties. A company slogan was
“Qualité Totale,” but perhaps the
company managing director privately
preferred “‘bloody good.”” He was
Englishman Harry M. Ainsworth,
who had begun in the Hotchkiss
drawing office in 1904 and had
taught himself to be a first-rate
engineer. By the late twenties,
Ainsworth enjoyed the estimable
services of first-rate engineer
Vincenzo Bertarione—yet another
non-Gallic entry in Hotchkiss ranks.

The 3%-liter Hotchkiss sixes of the
thirties were exciting cars. In Grand
Sport (GS) guise from 1936 onward,
they could take on virtually any other
car on the road. The company never
laid claim to more than 125-130 hp
but with a short 110-inch wheelbase
and weight held down to little more
than 3,000 pounds, the performance
was electric. A zero to 60 acceleration
time of 9.5 seconds put to shame the
Bentley that Rolls-Royce was
building, as well as the V-12
Lagondas and eight-cylinder Delages.
Bendix brakes stopped the cars
efficiently. Compared to the five
thousand dollars for a Delahaye or
the six for a Talbot-Lago, the
Hotchkiss asking price of $3,375 was
a real bargain.

If Hotchkiss erred, it was mainly
in the matter of conservatism. Sales
of 4,213 cars in ‘36, 2,500 annually
from 1937 through 1939 sufficed. The
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company promotional budget was
minimal, tradition was ever served
and, though his car was, Harry
Ainsworth was not much of an
adventurous sport. And possibly he
didn’t brag enough.

Jean Gorjat, whose two Classic
Hotchkisses appear on these pages, is
happy to boast: "My 1936 686
GS—with a one-off body by Park
Ward—was the wedding present of
Lady Curzon, daughter of Earl
Howe, cousin of King George VI,
and driver for Bugatti, Alfa Romeo
and Maserati. That says something
about the sporting nature of this
Hotchkiss all by itself. With a top
speed of about 110 miles an hour,
what production car was quicker in
19367 It’s faster than a standard
Bugatti Type 57 or Mercedes 500K. I
drive this car quite often at 90 miles
an hour; once a policeman did not
believe his radar reading! The road

holding is excellent. In addition to
other competition, the Hotchkiss 686
GS won the Monte Carlo Rally five
times, despite the fact that the
factory never participated in nor
supported any competition event.

““An identical car to my 686 GS3
won the 1939 Monte Carlo Rally,
driven by Jean Trevoux. My particu-
lar car was shipped to Argentina at
the end of 1939 and participated in
much road competition there in the
forties and fifties, competing against
the vaunted Italian monoposti and
winning quite a few bets for its
owner. The car is fitted with twin
Solex carburetors, Cotal electro-
magnetic gearbox and, with the light
Chapron body, is very quick. The
windshield folds down as on British
sporting tourers. And, again, the
road holding is incredible.””

Postwar, Hotchkiss found the
going tough. The market for luxury
sporting cars was virtually nil in
France. Merger with Delahaye in 1953
was followed by truck manufacture
only.

1936 Hotchkiss 686 GS Drophead Coupe, Park Ward
Ouwner: Jean Gorjat of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania

1939 Hotchkiss 686 GS3 Drophead Coupe, Henri Chapron
Ouwner: Jean Gorjat of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania




