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The Silver Ghost, first introduced in 1906 as the 40/50hp, established Rolls-Royce’s reputation for reliable opulence.












THE SPIRITS OF ROYCE AND ROLLS


Rapid technological advancement amid a relentless pursuit for engineering excellence brought two pioneers together. From polar opposite backgrounds they formed a company that become a byword for luxury. It forged an enduring automotive legend.


The story of Rolls-Royce commences with, consumes and outstrips two men. Henry Royce and Charles Rolls founded an industrial dynasty now over 120 years old. And yet their relationship was ultimately fleeting.


Frederick Henry Royce was born on 27 March 1863 to James and Mary, in Alwalton on Peterborough’s outskirts. His father’s milling business failed when Royce was four and the family was torn apart – through necessity. James found alternative work in London with his knowledge of steam power, and took his boys with him, but succumbed to Hodgkin’s lymphoma five years later in a public poor house. His mother scratched a living as a housekeeper, and Royce spent the rest of his childhood just surviving the challenges of Victorian London. Mary initially stayed back near Alwalton, but later found work closer to Royce to help him get by. With limited early schooling, Royce worked as a newspaper seller to complete a further year of education in his early teens, before becoming a telegraph delivery boy.
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Frederick Henry Royce established a reputation for fastidiousness and a relentless work ethic.








But, aged 14, his life was transformed. His great-aunt paid for an indentured apprenticeship at the Great Northern Railway Works in Peterborough. For the three years his aunt’s money lasted, Royce worked fastidiously and ferociously – trademarks of his later famous character – and developed a keen interest in the fast-developing field of electrical engineering. Subsequent jobs as a toolmaker and electrical tester in London and Liverpool followed, as well as further intense night-schooling. In 1884, having earned capital amounting to £20 (£2,140 in 2025), he founded F.H. Royce and Company. Its premises were on Blake Street, Manchester, and it specialized in electrical and mechanical engineering, while producing new designs for electric lighting and bell sets.


Charles Rolls was born 14 years after his future business partner – and into a different world. John Allan Rolls, the first Baron Llangattock, and Georgiana Marcia Rolls, Lady Llangattock, welcomed their fourth child in London’s Berkeley Square on 27 August 1877. The family’s ancestral seat was The Hendre in Monmouth. Rolls was educated at Eton and then Trinity College, Cambridge, where he studied engineering. He even became the city’s first car-owning undergraduate, rolling around in a 3.75hp Peugeot largely paid for by his father – and went by the nicknames of ‘dirty Rolls’ and ‘Petrolls’, such was his enthusiasm for all things motoring.
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Charles Stewart Rolls quickly earned motor-associated nicknames at Cambridge University as engine work often dirtied his clothing.
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Charles Rolls in his 3.75hp Peugeot, which cost £225. It made Rolls one of the earliest car owners in Britain.








It was 1896, by which time Royce and his initial business partner, Ernest Claremont, were working hard out of bigger Manchester premises on Cooke Street. They’d expanded solidly, earned a contract supplying products to the Manchester Ship Canal, and Royce had married Claremont’s sister-in-law, Minnie, three years prior. They were producing dynamo electrical generators, arc lamps, switches and electric motors, but Royce’s designs for lightweight, strong and reliable cranes soon established an international reputation. By 1898, their book orders had reached £9,000 (over £1 million in 2025) and hit £20,000 (£2.25 million) a year later.


Following a successful flotation, after which the company changed its name to Royce Ltd, the business expanded into the Trafford Park industrial estate in 1901 – sitting alongside the Manchester Ship Canal. Royce designed the new factory to deal with expanding order numbers. But a crisis followed. Again, Royce’s life would be forever changed.


A contraction in the electricity industry, along with growing competition from foreign markets, caused the company’s orders to retract sharply. Royce – already hell-bent on working all hours and generally ignoring meals – took it upon himself to reduce manufacturing costs while not compromising the quality of his products. As a result, to quote Royce biographer Pete Reese, he began to show “alarming signs of strain”.


Claremont and Royce’s doctors concluded that he needed more fresh air, and a De Dion-Bouton quadricycle was purchased for Royce to reach the factory from his Knutsford home. But this effort failed and Royce suffered a nervous collapse. In 1902, he took a prolonged leave of absence. When he returned from South Africa – having visited Minnie’s relations there – he began travelling to work in his first car: a two-cylinder, 2,090cc side-valve engined Decauville.
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A 2,090cc Decauville illustrated in L'Automobile magazine at the turn of the 20th century. Royce's re-engineering of this car would change his destiny.








Royce had also spent his first period of serious convalescence considering how car production might transform his business. When his Decauville developed problems, Royce, true as ever to his fastidious nature, essentially opted to redesign the entire machine. Royce was soon aiming to ensure his own model not only worked better than the Decauville but was also unmatched in terms of comfort and reliability, and quiet too. On 1 April 1904 – after developing it back at the Cooke Street works, still without a coach body – Royce drove the first of his cars. A journey of 30 miles (48km) home and back inevitably went smoothly in a design that suffered less engine overheating than other early automotive models. This was due to Royce adding extra space for water cooling.
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The Royce 10hp developed existing car technology, but Henry Royce’s success in reducing engine noise and improving ride quality was hailed worldwide.
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Only 16 Rolls-Royce 10hp cars were produced between 1904 and 1906. It featured an 1800cc engine and a three-speed transmission.








After three prototype models of the Royce 10hp were built – the car reaching speeds of up to 39mph (63km/h) – the stories of Royce and Rolls converged.


By 1904, Rolls was established as a pioneer driver of motoring’s infancy. He’d left Cambridge with his passion for driving still surging and in 1897, at the age of just 20, was a founder member of the Automobile Club of Britain and Ireland (ACBI, today’s Royal Automobile Club). His ardour intense, Rolls is credited as being among the drivers who got the national speed limit raised from 4 to 12mph (6 to 19km/h), such was their defiance of the original.


By 1902, he’d begun selling French Peugeot cars and Belgian Minerva models, plus Mors cars – in which Rolls set an unofficial land speed record of nearly 83mph (134km/h) in Dublin a year later. The business was all aimed at funding Rolls’ sporting endeavours.


A determined electrical entrepreneur and racer named Henry Edmunds inevitably became an acquaintance of both men. In 1903, Rolls contacted Edmunds about the possibility of representing a British car constructor in his Fulham showroom, as he’d decided to move on from his previous range. Edmunds arranged to have a Royce 10hp take part in several tests in April 1904 organized by the ACBI, with Rolls now on its organizing committee. Suitably impressed, Rolls subsequently attended a dinner with Edmunds and Royce at Manchester’s Midland Hotel. By all accounts they took to each other immediately and afterwards went to inspect another of the Royce 10hp prototypes.


Rolls returned to London simply believing he’d met the world best engineer. He swiftly relayed this to one Claude Johnson, a man also well known in the burgeoning motoring world. He had acted as co-driver to Rolls in the Paris-Ostend road race in 1900 and afterwards joined Rolls’ business as a partner. He would later become better known as the ‘hyphen in Rolls-Royce’, such was his flair for sales and talent for management of the burgeoning industry titan.


In August 1904, Johnson arranged for C.S. Rolls & Co. to have the sole selling rights to Royce’s cars, which would be henceforth known as Rolls-Royce models. Four different models were to be produced at this stage: a 10hp two-cylinder, a 15hp three-cylinder, a 20hp four-cylinder and a 30hp six-cylinder. Their engines were famously quiet and vibrated little – extra comfort for driver and passenger alike.


To promote their new machines, Rolls and Johnson turned first to the 1904 Paris Motor Show – sending two 10hp cars that earned an event special medal for comfort and elegance. Next, they took advantage of the familiar world of early motorsport.
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Claude Johnson in 1906. It was his efforts in keeping Royce alive that helped the Rolls-Royce company continue past infancy.








In 1905, they took two 20hp models to contest the Isle of Man International TT race – a forerunner to today’s stunningly fast motorcycle competition. This was the car Johnson nicknamed the ‘Grey Ghost’, but which gained greater fame as the Light Twenty and in which Percy Northey finished second (Rolls’ model retired with a rare gearbox failure). A year later, Rolls was nevertheless victorious in the prestigious TT – having also just set a record for the London-Monte Carlo run in another Light Twenty, which could hit 50mph (80km/h).


By now, Rolls-Royce Limited had been officially incorporated and in late 1906 the car which commenced its golden age was born. Debuting at that year’s London Motor Show was the new Rolls-Royce 40/50hp six-cylinder car – highly polished, inviting and capable of 125km/h (78mph). Rolls-Royce orders took off. A year later, Johnson arranged a special open body to be built for the new machine, featuring an aluminium paint scheme and silver-plated fittings. The Silver Ghost had arrived.


Its development hadn’t been without challenges. The test model had broken down in April 1907 and been towed to Royce’s Knutsford home, after which he returned to the factory and destroyed a series of new six-cylinder engine blocks with a sledgehammer while shouting, “We must start again!” The fault was water seeping into the cylinders and was soon solved with different casting. Johnson’s subsequent testing of the improved machine convinced him the car was ready to be entered into a trial in Scotland, of 15,000 miles (24,100km), just three months later.




[image: A Vauxhall Light Twenty numbered 4 races along a hillside road.]




Charles Rolls competing in the 1906 Isle of Man Tourist Trophy in the Light Twenty.
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A 1905 Rolls-Royce 30hp model. It featured a 6000cc, six-cylinder engine, with 37 produced in a life-cycle of just one year.








But it was another test in which the Silver Ghost’s reliability played another vital role in establishing the Rolls-Royce reputation for excellence. What was now the RAC organized the 1907 15,000 Mile Trial – where cars had to run constantly, day and night, on journeys between London and Edinburgh, until the huge distance had been completed (the cars were locked away on Sundays). Both Johnson and Rolls took part in different phases of Rolls-Royce’s entry. This was a great success – the car stopping only once, for just a minute, when its petrol cap was briefly shaken shut. Reliability, after all, was another Royce trademark.
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The 40/50hp Silver Ghost from the 1907 15,000 Mile Trial. The design would begin Rolls-Royce’s long and successful one-model policy.








This achievement gave Rolls-Royce valuable press cuttings just after an initial flotation on the Birmingham Stock Exchange had received an underwhelming response to its desired issue of £100,000. This was an attempt to increase the company’s capital from its £60,000 launch to £200,000. Only last-minute investment from the first Light Twenty buyer kept the embryonic business going.


By March 1908, Johnson had already become Rolls-Royce’s main management figure, as Royce concentrated on producing his intricate, dependable designs and Rolls’ interest in the business waned. It was at this point that Johnson decided the Silver Ghost would henceforth be the company’s only product. A year later, Johnson, now as company general managing director, commissioned a series of portraits of Rolls-Royce cars from the artist Charles Sykes as additional advertising.


The company’s factory had by now moved from Royce’s Manchester works to a new facility in Derby – enticed there by low rates on electricity. Royce again shouldered the responsibility for fully designing this new base, as well as working relentlessly to further improve the Silver Ghost as the years ticked by.


Rolls, speaking at the Derby works opening and quoted by company biographer Peter Pugh, explained how Rolls-Royce would produce “comparatively a small number of cars by the very best and most careful methods of manufacture. It is, in fact, the comparison between the ordinary watch and an English lever.”


But just four years after Rolls-Royce’s formation, the founders were split apart. Rolls, who had paired his passion for driving with early hot air balloon flights and would even successfully represent Britain in the 1906 Gordon Bennett Cup balloon race, wished to crack another emerging industry. His visits to America in 1906 and 1907 to advertise the Silver Ghost had brought him into contact with the Wright Brothers (he later drove the aviation pioneers around England in a Silver Ghost). In 1909, Rolls attempted to persuade his fellow Rolls-Royce board members towards the merits of aviation manufacturing but was rebuffed. A year later, he resigned from the company board.


Rolls would become the first person to fly across the Channel and back in June 1910, but a month later his aviation fame turned dark. At the Bournemouth International Aviation Meeting, his Wright Flyer aircraft broke apart mid-flight and Rolls was killed – Britain’s first aviation fatality.


The news shattered Royce, who collapsed. Johnson, fearing too for Royce’s survival, took him away for another lengthy recovery – this time to Egypt. On the return journey, it was decided Royce would buy a villa on the Côte d’Azur for his summers, while the rest of the year he’d live on England’s southern coast, delivering designs to Derby for production. The arrangement, through different properties, lasted for the rest of Royce’s life.
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Silver Ghost chassis being assembled at Rolls-Royce’s Derby factory. The company would build cars there until the Second World War.
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The silver-plated fittings of the Silver Ghost AX 201 chassis helped establish Rolls-Royce’s famous moniker.








Strong and consistent Silver Ghost sales helped Rolls-Royce reach profits of £37,760 in 1910, which had increased to £91,183 by 1913. A year later, another existential crisis faced the company, and the world.


The outbreak of the First World War naturally had Johnson fearing for the company’s survival. When hostilities commenced, he was forced to lay off half its workers and put the rest on half time, with government contracts eyed to replace the utter collapse of the luxury automobile market. Barely two weeks into the conflict, Royce was persuaded to design a water-cooled aircraft engine. This would become the renowned Eagle engine that would power the first non-stop aircraft Atlantic crossing after the war.
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