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Introduction

For over a century, Renault has occupied a singular place in the automotive world: at
once an emblem of French ingenuity and a global force, the company’s journey is a
compelling tapestry that weaves together innovation, ambition, resilience, and
reinvention. From the narrow streets of late-19th-century Paris to its present status as
an international conglomerate, Renault's history mirrors the evolution of the
automobile itself—both as a technological marvel and as a symbol of societal change.

At its heart, this book aims to tell the multifaceted story of Renault. It is a narrative
shaped by personalities whose vision and determination gave birth to the company
and steered it through unprecedented trials—spanning wars, economic upheaval, and
seismic shifts in consumer demands. Louis Renault, the founder, was a pioneer not
just as an engineer, but as a restless innovator, introducing ideas and technologies
that would ripple through the industry for decades.

Renault has never shied away from risk or from being bold—whether it was its early
foray into motorsport, the pivotal decision to mass-produce affordable vehicles, or its
persistent drive to solve the mobility challenges of the era. Time and again, the
company adapted to changing markets, transforming itself from a family-run business
to a key player on the world stage. Its vehicles—many of which have become icons in
their own right—brought mobility to millions and set new benchmarks for practicality,
safety, and ingenuity.

Yet, the Renault story is not only about products and profits. It is about alliances and
partnerships that redefined the automotive landscape, about the resilience required to
survive war, occupation, and financial crisis, and about the relentless pursuit of a
sustainable, electrified future. In an industry often defined by tradition, Renault has
shown a rare willingness to disrupt, experiment, and look beyond borders, both literal
and technological.

As Renault forges ahead, pioneering electric vehicles, embracing sustainability, and
laying bold new plans for the decades to come, its journey offers lessons—sometimes
cautionary, often inspiring—about transformation in a fast-changing world. The story
of Renault is thus not just the story of a company, but of the car itself, and of society’s
evolving relationship with technology, mobility, and progress.

In the chapters that follow, we will explore Renault’s rich heritage, its landmark
models, its decisive moments, and its future vision. This book is a portrait in
motion—an account of tradition and reinvention, setbacks and triumphs, that
continues to shape roadways, cities, and imaginations around the globe.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Renault: The Early Years
(1898-1918)

The story of Renault, a multinational automotive giant, doesn't begin in a grand
factory but in a small backyard workshop in Billancourt, France. It was here, on
Christmas Eve of 1898, that a young and ambitious Louis Renault, at just 21 years old,
made his first sale: a Renault Voiturette 1CV. This wasn't just any sale; it was to a
friend of his father's, who, after a successful test ride that included ascending the
steep Rue Lepic in Montmartre, was so impressed that he promptly bought the tiny
car. This initial transaction, though modest, marked the true beginning of an
enterprise that would redefine mobility and industry.

Officially, the company, Société Renault Freres, was established on February 25, 1899,
by Louis and his two older brothers, Marcel and Fernand. While Louis, a gifted
engineer, focused on design and production, his brothers, who had a background in
their father’s textile business, brought their crucial business acumen to the fledgling
venture. This division of labor laid the groundwork for a company that would not only
innovate mechanically but also excel in commercial strategy.

In these nascent years of the automobile, cars were far from commonplace; they were
luxury items, often costing as much as ten years' wages for an average worker.
Despite the high price tag, the allure of the motorcar was undeniable. Early Renault
vehicles quickly garnered attention, not least because of their direct-drive
transmission, an invention patented by Louis Renault that offered a smoother, more
efficient power delivery compared to the chain and belt drives common at the time.
This technological edge, combined with the brothers' shrewd understanding of public
relations, set Renault apart.

The Renault brothers quickly recognized the power of motorsports as a marketing tool.
They actively participated in early city-to-city races, securing numerous wins that
significantly boosted the brand's recognition and sales. These daring competitions,
however, came with inherent risks. Tragically, in 1903, Marcel Renault was killed in an
accident during the Paris-Madrid race. This devastating loss led Louis to cease racing
himself, though the company’s involvement in motorsport continued, cementing its
reputation for performance and durability.

The early 1900s saw Renault rapidly expanding its operations beyond passenger cars.
By 1903, the company began manufacturing its own engines, moving away from
relying on external suppliers like De Dion-Bouton. This vertical integration was a
strategic move, allowing for greater control over quality and innovation. A significant
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breakthrough came in 1905 when the Société des Automobiles de Place placed a
substantial order for Renault AG1 cars to establish a fleet of taxis in Paris. This order
marked a pivotal moment, as these vehicles later became famously known as the
"Taxi de la Marne" for their crucial role in transporting French troops during World War
I. By 1907, a considerable percentage of taxis in both London and Paris were Renaults,
and the brand was even the best-selling foreign marque in New York in 1907 and
1908.

This burgeoning success propelled Renault to the forefront of the French automotive
industry. By 1908, just a decade after Louis sold his first Voiturette, Renault had
become the largest car manufacturer in France, producing approximately 3,500 units
annually. The company was also a pioneer in adopting modern manufacturing
techniques. In 1905, Renault introduced mass production methods, and by 1913, it
embraced Taylorism, a system aimed at optimizing industrial efficiency. Louis Renault
himself visited Henry Ford's Highland Park factory in 1911, eager to learn from
American manufacturing principles and integrate them into his own operations.

The diversification of Renault's production continued with the introduction of its first
proper commercial truck in 1906. This marked the company’s entry into the heavy
vehicle market, which would prove vital in the years to come. Furthermore, from 1907
onwards, Renault became an important manufacturer of aircraft engines, developing a
series of air-cooled V8 engines that gained significant recognition for their
performance and reliability. By 1911, the Renault 90 hp engine even achieved the
distinction of becoming the world's first V12 aircraft engine.

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 brought a dramatic shift in production priorities.
Renault, like many industrial companies, quickly pivoted to support the war effort. The
company'’s factories, already adept at mass production, began manufacturing a wide
array of war materials, including trucks, stretchers, ambulances, and shells. Renault's
20 CV trucks, for instance, proved to be robust and versatile for military transport. A
particularly significant contribution was the production of aircraft engines, with
Renault becoming a leading supplier for the Allies. The company's 300 hp 12Fe engine
was particularly successful, with around 5,300 units built during the war, some of
which were even licensed for production by companies like Rolls-Royce.

However, perhaps Renault’s most impactful contribution to the Allied war effort was
the revolutionary FT tank. Designed in collaboration with Colonel Jean-Baptiste
Estienne, a pioneer of armored warfare, the Renault FT was a groundbreaking light
tank that featured innovations such as a fully rotating turret and a configuration with
the crew compartment at the front and the engine at the rear. This design became the
standard layout for tanks for decades to come, leading some historians to consider it
the world's first modern tank. The FT was easier to manufacture, more agile, and
cheaper than the heavier tanks of the era.
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Production of the FT tank began in 1917, and despite early challenges with radiator
fan belts, thousands were delivered to the French army before the Armistice in
November 1918. The demand was so high that production had to be outsourced to
other French companies, and even the United States received blueprints to build its
own versions. The Renault FT played a decisive role in breaking up German advances
and was deployed in large numbers throughout 1918. Louis Renault’s significant
contributions to the war effort, particularly with the FT tank, earned him France’s
highest honor, the Grand Cross of the Légion d'honneur. By the end of World War |,
Renault had firmly established itself not just as a prominent automobile manufacturer
but as a major industrial force, ready to tackle the challenges and opportunities of the
post-war world.
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