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    Sir William Lyons, founder of the Jaguar fortunes and a key figure in the British motoring industry.
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  1. BIRTH OF THE JAGUAR




  Jaguar Cars, Ltd. is one of the most distinguished and prosperous of automobile manufacturers in the world today. But so traditional is the story of its humble origins that newspaper and magazine writers are fond of telling how young Bill Lyons, later Sir William, began in business with “a partner, an idea, a heap of enthusiasm and a small overdraft.” There is only a touch of poetic license in the story—the overdraft was guaranteed by two obliging fathers.




  World War I was over, and the motorcycle and sidecar, the jeep of 1917, had followed the soldiers back to civilian life. This ubiquitous and practical vehicle had an enormous postwar vogue and its popularity could be attested to on every road and byway in England. It was quite the thing then for a young blade to take his lady for an outing in a “chair”, as sidecars were called. By 1922 “chairs” were buzzing all over the landscape.




  In Blackpool, 20-year-old Bill Lyons had caught the cycling fever. However, his great enthusiasm was tempered by both disappointment and hope. He was quite disappointed in the chairs then being produced—plain, with no emphasis on design, bare in their fittings. His hope lay in what he wanted to do most—build a better and cheaper chair. On his 21st birthday, Lyons, his partner Bill Walmsley and a staff of five moved into a small side street workshop and went into business as The Swallow Sidecar and Coach-building Company. He met his challenge head on; a better chair, a quality chair and at bargain prices. He called his chair the “Swallow.” It was elegant, racy, comfortable, well sprung, decently painted and weatherproof.




  One week after Swallow Sidecar opened for business, the young entrepreneurs applied for a stand at the 1922 Motor Cycle Show. When the public got a look at the new, sleek, carefully built Swallow, the order books began to fill. “They gave us a very small space in a remote corner,” Lyons recalls. “A month later we were not only on show, but in production.” The business grew rapidly and was soon doing so well that Lyons began to look elsewhere for new challenges and new fields to conquer.




  By this time it was beginning to be obvious that the automobile, not the sidecar motorcycle, was the vehicle of the future. The young lads and lassies liked the adventure of dashing over the roads in an open chair—in fine weather. But for all-round transportation, a little more comfort and some protection from the wind and rain were required. The market for automobiles encompassed all ages and types. The appeal of the sidecar did have its decided limitations.




  Most popular car of the day in England was the Austin Seven. At first the butt-end of jokes and a subject of derision due to its small size and ungraceful appearance, the “Baby Austin”, because of its low price and economy of operation, soon won an economic and sentimental place in British motoring very similar to that of the beloved Model T Ford in the United States.




  Lyons had decided that his next step would be the designing and building of automobile coaches (bodies), and the popular Austin seemed an ideal vehicle to start with. If he could build a more stylish body on the rugged little Austin chassis, a whole new automobile market could be tapped. He approached the Austin people with the idea; they were agreeable, and Lyons contracted with them to buy engines and chassis in lots “of about 50.”




  The attractive and comparatively lavishly equipped Swallow bodies built on the Austin Seven chassis were sold as the “De Luxe” models and cost only $50 more than the standard Austin Seven. The Austin-Swallow, as it was called, sold for £ 187, then about $935. It was an instant success and orders for the new model came pouring in to the Austin Offices in Birmingham. Austin delightedly loaded hundreds of its chassis and engines onto railroad cars and shipped them on their way to the Swallow plant in Blackpool.




  The station master at Blackpool soon found his sidings piled high with chassis, which the Swallow Sidecar and Coachbuilding Company was unable to accept. Austin had no idea that the small workshop on Cocker Street was geared to a maximum output of two bodies per day, and had little if any storage space!




  Lyons was left with no choice but to expand—and produce. It was weeks before the sidings were cleared and the station master once again resumed his uneventful existence, but by that time, the young businessmen had learned to produce automobile bodies in quantity without sacrificing quality. It was this training that later proved to be the making of Bill Lyons. Austin-Swallows rolled steadily out of the little plant, and in the next few years Lyons began producing custom bodies for several other automobile manufacturers: the Standard-Swallow, Swift-Swallow, Hornet-Swallow and even a Fiat-Swallow.




  By 1928, the growing coachbuilding company had far outstripped the facilities of its Blackpool plant. Lyons then decided the time had come to move his concern right into the heart of the motor industry, which was Coventry. He, Walmsley and their workers loaded all the equipment into wooden crates and shipped the whole works off, addressed to a shell-filling factory that was a large one-time war plant, but now housed several small manufacturers. In it Lyons had rented a bay. By the winter of 1928, the Swallow Sidecar and Coachbuilding Company was firmly established in Britain’s Detroit. With more room and an improving fiscal set-up due to the continuing successful sales of his Swallow coachwork, Bill Lyons was ready for the biggest venture of his life, that of designing and building his own cars.




  He wanted a car of his own—big and imposing—one with an identity and a personality.




  The enterprising young businessman took his proposition to Captain John Black (now Sir John), president of the Standard Motor Company. Standard would supply Swallow with chassis and engines as they had for the Standard-Swallow, but this time they would be built to Lyons’ own design. Captain Black agreed.




  It was midsummer of 1931 when Standard sent the first of these special chassis across Coventry to the Swallow plant over on the north side to be fitted with Lyons’ new bodies.




  There were two versions of the new model, which Lyons had intended to call the Swallow Sports. Captain Black, anxious to keep this product identified with his company, proposed Standard Special. In the end, Lyons suggested that they compromise and just use the common initials SS. This was found to be agreeable. The two models were the famous SS-I and SS-II.




  The chassis Lyons had designed for the SS-I was extremely long, with underslung suspension front and rear, providing a very low center of gravity and permitting body designs with extremely low silhouettes. The SS-II had a similar chassis, 19 inches shorter, and was powered by a stock version of Standard Company’s “Little Nine” engine.




  On these chassis, Lyons built probably the most rakish-looking automobiles seen up to that time. Long, low, handsome, they had an extremely long hood line from which the full cycle-type fenders swept sharply down around racy wire wheels. Only 54 inches high and carrying no running boards, they anticipated design features that came many years later.




  In October, the SS models were presented to the public at the London Annual International Automobile Exhibition held at the Olympia Exhibition Hall. There, in a booth occupying a remote comer of the hall, sat the “big, bizarre, low-built, long-bonneted sports saloon of 20 horsepower,” as the SS-I was described in one newspaper. The new cars of Bill Lyons were a sensation. The national press was unanimous in calling it “The car of the Show.” Everywhere people were asking questions.




  “How much does it cost?”




  “What’ll she do?”




  “Who designed it?”




  “Is it in production?”




  When the price of the car was announced at £310, or a little over $1500, both public and press alike were astounded, and one major daily in a banner-headline paid the newcomer the ultimate in compliments by coining the perfect advertising slogan for the SS-I: “The Car With The £ 1000 Look.”




  The spectacular publicity and torrid public reaction began to pay off immediately. Frank Hough, president of Henly's, Britain's largest automobile distributor, approached Lyons at the show.




  “Mr. Lyons, I’m Frank Hough, president of Henly’s.”




  “How do you do, sir,” was the calm reply.




  “I don’t know what your production schedule is, but I’ll give you a contract for the whole lot.”
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    The first SS-I.


  




  Lyons, his pocket bulging with orders, smiled and settled for half his next year’s output of 1,000.




  The story of the SS-I is an example of the technique with which Lyons has built Jaguar into the £5,000,000 business it is today. He achieved a new kind of design and production breakthrough by offering a combination of features not previously available—daringly racy and beautiful lines, luxurious finish and fine workmanship, all at an astonishingly low price. It was Lyons’ own rare combination of talents that made such an achievement possible; he is simultaneously a designer with a remarkable eye for line, an energetic production man with a flair for getting quantity and quality at low cost, a salesman with an understanding of publicity techniques seldom found in British industry, and a forceful, hard-headed businessman.




  As his business acquaintances and associates working with him have remarked, one of Lyons’ basic business principles is to treat success merely as a jumping off point for further endeavor. The overnight success of the SS-I (far outstripping the less spectacular SS-II) set Lyons immediately to planning new models under the SS name.




  He was well aware that the SS-I, which looked faster than speed itself, only gave a so-so performance with its 43-hp engine. It looked fast just sitting still, and this alone was enough to sell it at first. But unfortunately, nothing much happened when the foot went down on the accelerator, and he knew it was time to prepare for the day when the novelty wore off.




  Back to the drawing board he went. In a matter of months, a newer, more powerful engine was ready, offered as an alternative choice. This larger engine displaced 2663 c.c. (163 cu. in.) and developed about 100 horsepower. Here again was the beginning of another company practice. From 1932 on every new SS model presented had an engine giving more power for its size than the previous one.




  By this time the tail was wagging the dog, and the sidecar business had become a sideline to the automobile factory. In 1933 they were separated. The automobile plant was incorporated as SS Cars, Ltd., while the original Swallow Sidecar and Coachbuilding Company continued as a separate entity up to World War II.




  Progress was rapid. The new 1933 SS models had bodies sporting long sweeping fenders in place of the motorcycle type, and larger more powerful engines. The firm which five years before had occupied one bay in the old shell-filling factory now owned the entire half-million-square-foot plant and the 13 acres of ground upon which it stood. More than a thousand men were on its payroll.




  Lyons, however, was still dissatisfied with his car’s performance. The SS-I just wasn’t as fast as it looked. It did a little more than 75 mph before pleading with the driver for a rest. Feeling that his design was being spoiled by below par performance, Lyons decided to hire an engine specialist to give the car more speed. The man he chose was a young engineer from the Humber car plant named W. M. Heynes.




  Heynes, who today is Chief Engineer and Vice-President of Jaguar, was as much a genius in engine design as Lyons was in body styling, and he went right to work to improve the side-valve L-head engine which Standard had been building for Lyons. He installed such advanced features as a special dual-carburetor manifold, scrapped the old cylinder head and pistons and replaced them with aluminum parts. He raised the compression and replaced the connecting rods with better ones designed of light alloy. The combustion chambers in the new head were reshaped and specially machined; the inside surfaces of the engine also were accurately machined and polished throughout.




  The new models with their hopped-up Heynes engines performed much better. They would pull a 4.25:1 axle ratio as compared with the 4.66:1 on the older models; and they would reach a top speed of about 85 mph. But the L-head power plant has inherent limitations, and Lyons and Heynes had now taken it about as far as it would go. It was apparent that totally new departures would be needed in designing any further cars.




  Lyons by now was dreaming of an entirely new line. He wanted to make a smaller car with a high power-weight ratio. The beautiful and impressive SS-I and SS-II models were luxuriously appointed machines with a “sporting flavor,” but they were actually custom-style coachwork built over regular production engines and chassis. What Lyons now wanted was a genuine sports car for the dyed-in-the-wool sports car enthusiast group that by 1934 had already grown up in England.




  Spurred on by the progress Heynes was making in engine design, Lyons began work on a real speed-wagon, a car with a high power-to-weight ratio that would crack the sports car market. When it was finished, it was introduced as the SS-90. The “90” stood for its rated top speed, and the use of the car’s maximum miles-per-hour rating in its numerical designation became a Jaguar tradition. The SS-90 may be called the true ancestor of the present day Jaguars.
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    The SS Coupe, produced in 1934, was a big hit with the British public.


  




  The SS-90 had an all-aluminum body looking somewhat stark and functional in the classic sports car tradition, yet it retained Lyons' already famous graceful flowing lines. The running boards swept forward and upward into a regally flowing fender line, which terminated well ahead of the radiator in impressive classic fashion. Enormous, arrogant, chromed headlights adorned the grillework, and the long narrow hood bespoke speed and power. The car was built on a 104-inch wheelbase, weighed 2184 pounds and did an honest 90 mph. The engine was Heynes’ hopped-up version of the SS engine with the addition of a high-lift, extreme-overlap camshaft.
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    The 1934 SS-I four-light, two-door saloon. This was the last model produced under the name SS, before the name change to Jaguar.


  




  The car was sensational enough, but not for Lyons. With his inborn flair for advertising and publicity, he knew instinctively that while 90 miles per hour is an impressive figure, it lacked the magical flavor of “100.” “All right, it’s fine,” he said, “but I want a hundred!” There was a goal to shoot for! The publicity value would be enormous. Meantime the SS-90 was to become a true collector’s item, for less than one hundred were actually built. As for Heynes, he was turned loose on a campaign to design and build the 100 miles-per-hour engine.




  Both Heynes and Lyons realized that the whole engine would have to be redesigned. They had reached the optimum in their present power plant, using the old Standard side-valve engine. Working steadily and long into the night, Heynes within a year had developed a six-cylinder, pushrod-operated overhead valve engine of 2,663.7 c.c. (162.49 cu. in.). With a much higher compression ratio than that of the old engines, it developed 102 bhp. Later, with the engine bored out to 3.5 litres (214 cu. in.), this was raised to 120 bhp.




  All this work was carried on in secrecy and behind locked doors. When it was finished, Lyons, still not wishing to take the gamble of tooling up for the manufacture of his own engines, gave the plans for the new power units to Standard, which prepared a special plant for their manufacture.




  While Standard was making preparations to produce the new engines, Lyons decided that it was also time for a new car. The superb new power units would deserve a proper package. He decided to restyle SS body work from the ground up, rather than just produce a warmed-over and face-lifted Standard.




  The new car would also need a striking name to differentiate it from the old SS line and to give it a personality of its own. Ever mindful of the showman’s principles that had got him and his cars so much attention in the past, Lyons ordered his publicity department to prepare a list of all creatures that could walk, crawl, swim or fly, from which to choose a name.




  They went to work with a will. Even after eliminating the names already in use, including Hawk, Tiger, Viper, Hornet, Firebird, Eagle, Greyhound, Lynx, Weasel and Gamecock, and omitting such choice morsels as Toad, Pig, Sloth, Platypus and the like, they came up with a list of more than five hundred beasts, fish, fowl and insects not yet on wheels. The list was rushed to Lyons. He studied it for awhile and then made his characteristically swift and uncompromising decision. “I like the sound of Jaguar,” he remarked, “It has everything we want—power, speed and grace.”
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