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[image: A red antique sports car parked in front of a hedge.]


The firm that would eventually become Jaguar was originally known as the Swallow Sidecar Company, later renamed SS Cars.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A red antique sports car parked in front of a hedge and some trees. The car has two headlights, two smaller lights below them, and a silver grill. The car has a white license plate with black lettering that reads EPJ 460.




THE TWO WILLIAMS

A young William Lyons meets fellow motorcycle enthusiast William Walmsley and the pair go into business, initially building sidecars, planting the seed for what will become one of the world’s greatest and most enduring car marques. All it needs is a name…

There have been countless talented individuals involved in the success of Jaguar over the years. But its direction and image were down to one man: William Lyons.

Lyons was born in 1901; his father was an Irish musician who settled in Blackpool, Lancashire, and set up a shop selling and repairing musical instruments, his mother the daughter of a wealthy mill owner (who so strongly disapproved of the union that he “cut her off without a penny”). After studying engineering at evening classes followed by a false start as a motor car salesman, the young Bill was languishing in his father’s shop when the Walmsley family from Stockport moved into their road.


[image: A black and white photo of a man sitting on a motorcycle.]


The young William Lyons was a keen motorcyclist, pictured here on his favourite Harley-Davidson when he was just 18.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white photo of a young man wearing a light colored long sleeved shirt, light colored pants, tall boots, and a dark helmet. He is sitting on a motorcycle with the license plate FR 1030.


William Walmsley’s sleek, gleaming aluminium sidecar soon caught Bill’s eye, and the two young men were drawn together by their shared love of motorcycling. Walmsley, it transpired, had a small business building such sidecars and fitting them to reconditioned army-surplus motorcycles. It was a good product let down by poor business skills, and Lyons immediately spotted the potential.

The two formed the Swallow Sidecar Company in 1922 with a bank overdraft of £1,000 (around £72,000 today), found basic premises in Blackpool and started to build the sidecars in partnership. Fashioned in bare aluminium, they were among the most stylish around – something that Lyons realized was crucial in appealing to the potential buyer.

Unfortunately for the two Williams, the sidecar market was soon to be all but obliterated by the introduction that same year of the Austin Seven, the humble little car that brought motoring to the masses with its low purchase price, reliability, ease of driving and modest running costs.

It was at this point that Lyons displayed the shrewd thinking that would define his management of Jaguar over the years: he set about creating a car that would be affordable and yet appealing to those who saw themselves as a cut above the typical Austin Seven owner. To that end he created a stylish two-seater aluminium body mounted on the proven Austin Seven chassis and negotiated the first of many deals with Bertie Henly, of the successful London dealership Henlys, to supply no fewer than 500 cars.


[image: A black motorcycle with a sidecar attached.]


Strikingly streamlined and fashioned in gleaming aluminium, the products of the Swallow Sidecar Company certainly caught the eye.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A side view of a black motorcycle with a sidecar attached parked in front of a brick building. The sidecar has a shiny aluminum exterior and a black leather seat.



[image: A black and white photo of two men on a motorcycle with a sidecar.]


William Walmsley aboard his Brough Superior motorcycle in the early 1920s, with now business partner Lyons in the sidecar.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white photo of a man wearing a suit and cap sitting on a motorcycle. Another man is sitting in the sidecar attached to the motorcycle. The motorcycle has the license plate FR 3354.


The Austin Seven Swallow, as it was known, looked genuinely special, with neat lines and a polished radiator cowl, allowing its owners to live out the fantasy that they actually weren’t too badly affected by the economic hardships of the day and could instead keep up appearances among their peers. In a typical Lyons masterstroke, the model sold for £175 – or £185 with a hinged hard-top – only about £10 more than a typical standard Seven.

Such was the Swallow’s success that the company introduced a saloon variant, swiftly followed by a larger vehicle built on the Morris Cowley chassis. And in a bold but pragmatic move, Swallow Sidecar relocated in 1928 from Blackpool to the Foleshill area of Coventry, by that time firmly established as the heart of the British motor industry.

Come the 1929 London Motor Show and the firm was exhibiting a whole range of new models, these being based on the Fiat Tipo 509A, the Swift Ten and the Standard Big Nine. The largest, the Standard Swallow, was to prove especially important, for it offered relatively extravagant styling and a range of colours that were genuinely daring and extrovert 
for the era.

But Lyons was beginning to feel restricted by using other manufacturers’ chassis – the next model would still feature Standard running gear but on a Swallow-designed platform with a new body. And so, in summer 1931, the SS1 and SS2 sports coupés were born.


[image: A side profile photo of a dark red and cream Austin Seven Swallow saloon.]


The Austin Seven Swallow, pictured here in its saloon variant, was Lyons and Walmsley’s first venture into four-wheeled transport.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A side profile photo of a dark red and cream Austin Seven Swallow saloon parked on a grassy field with a river and trees in the background. The car has wire spoke wheels and a spare tire mounted on the back.



[image: A side view photo of a dark green Standard Swallow SS1 parked indoors.]


The car that made the world sit up and take notice: the Standard Swallow SS1, here in Tourer form, with its long bonnet and sweeping lines.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A side view photo of a dark green Standard Swallow SS1 parked indoors. The car has wire spoke wheels, a long hood, and a black soft top that is folded down.


Lyons used simple tricks to make the SS models stand out from their more mundane (but similarly priced) rivals. Engines were mounted further back in the chassis than was normal practice at the time to allow an outrageously long bonnet, while the front leaf springs were mounted alongside the motor, for the lowest ride possible. The consequently sleek and sporty-looking SS1 prompted one journalist to write that the new model had the look of a car that would sell for £1,000 – and yet it went for just £310. And while the flagship SS1 was the one that everyone hankered after, the smaller, cheaper SS2 was cleverly styled to bask in the SS1’s reflected glory – and sold strongly as a result.

In 1933, Lyons demonstrated another trick that he would go on to use again and again to maximum effect: the use of his cars in motorsport. The new Tourer version of the SS1 became the first of the breed to take part in a serious competitive event, and three were entered into the tough and prestigious Alpine Trial; a string of successes over the following years would do much to enhance the SS name.

William Walmsley, however, had begun to lose interest and eventually left the company in 1934, leaving Lyons to go it alone with the now renamed SS Cars Ltd and a determination to improve the quality of the vehicles being built at the Swallow Road factory.

Despite having no formal training in design, Lyons had an unerring eye for a line and was personally responsible for the look of the company’s products. This was enabled by skilled metalworkers who worked directly under his instruction to produce full-size mock-ups, which would then be tweaked and refined until the boss was happy. Autocratic by nature and a hard taskmaster, Lyons was always respected if never loved by his workforce, preferring to keep a formal atmosphere, calling even his closest colleagues by their surnames and keeping them personally at arm’s length. Years later, this guardedness would be reinforced by the death of his only son, John, killed in a road accident in France when driving to the 1955 24 Hours of Le Mans, at the age of just 25.

As well as his gift for styling and his shrewd business brain, Lyons also had a great ability to choose the right people. In 1935, after a series of searching interviews, he hired a quiet young man from the Humber car company to become his first chief engineer, and placed the engineering future of his company in the best possible hands.

William ‘Bill’ Heynes was a rarity in being equally adept at chassis work as he was engines, one of the reasons that the company’s cars always rode so well. Lyons also employed the services of expert engine design consultant Harry Weslake, another shrewd signing. Indeed, over the years Lyons recruited a number of brilliant engineers who complemented his own natural talents perfectly.


[image: A silver SS1 'Airline' saloon parked on a grassy field.]


The 1935 ‘Airline’ saloon version of the SS1 was a particularly striking design, incorporating a swept-back tail that was much in vogue at the time.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A side profile photo of a silver SS1 'Airline' saloon parked on a grassy field with a river and trees in the background. The car has wire spoke wheels and a sweeping rear end.


These talents included marketing, never better illustrated than in 1935 with the launch of the new SS1 Airline saloon and SS 90 tourer, a particularly good-looking soft-top sports car based on a shortened SS1 chassis. Lyons decided the new, expanded range warranted a new, more appropriate name. But what to choose?

“I immediately pounced on ‘Jaguar’, for it had an exciting sound for me,” Lyons would later recall. “An old school friend had joined the Royal Flying Corps… he was stationed at Farnborough and told me of his work as a mechanic on the Armstrong Siddeley ‘Jaguar’ engine. Since that time the word Jaguar has always had a particular significance to me and so SS Jaguar became the name by which our cars were known.” And one of the first cars to bear the Jaguar name would become one of the most iconic models in the marque’s history.


[image: A close up photo of the front grill and headlights of a cream colored SS1.]


The SS1 had the appearance and accoutrements of a much more expensive car, a trick that Lyons would pull off again and again.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A close up photo of the front grill and headlights of a cream colored SS1. The grill is tall and narrow with vertical chrome bars. There are two large round headlights mounted on either side of the grill, and two smaller round lights mounted lower down.


While the SS 90 had wonderfully swooping lines, under the long, louvred bonnet was a fairly humdrum 2.7-litre Standard
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