The XJ Saloon a Short History

The XJ6, which took over from Jaguar’s confusing range of saloons in 1968, was one of the most significant cars made in that era. We now know that it set new standards in handling, comfort and quietness without sacrificing any of Sir William’s established attributes, such as performance and pure value for money. So it was no surprise when CAR magazine voted it “Car of the Year” in 1968 and the V12 in Daimler livery a little time after, the ‘Best Car in the World’. It was a bigger car than the 420 which had donated most of its running gear to the new car and the pedigree was obvious from the start. With its proportions somewhere between the 420 and 420G it was truly one of the best-looking Jaguars.

The engine options for the new car were two 6 cylinder XK power plants of 4.2 litre and 2.8 litre capacity with a V12 of 5.3 litre to follow as soon as some development problems were sorted out. Much attention had been paid to quality of ride, and although a planned new rear suspension was postponed, the front assembly had been given anti-dive characteristics to help lesson tyre noise. The wide, low-profile tyres had been specially developed by Dunlop, and while improving road holding they were much noisier than the earlier cross-plies. The design was so successfully adapted that Jaguar led Rolls Royce by four years, which had not able to fit radial tyres to their cars until 1972, when it had developed its suspension. “As a result, in terms of roadholding and handling, the Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow, which cost 4 times as much as an XJ, was simply not in the same league as the Jaguar for this time. 

Around 650 XJ6s were built every week: of which 100 went to the USA, In fact 56% of total production was exported. During the period of 1968 to 1972 a great deal of work had to be done to meet the new emission regulations especially from the US before the introduction of the V12 which had been delayed several times and was finally fitted in July 1972.

The XJ12 was a truly astounding car, a full 5 seat saloon capable of 145mph, giving many GTs of the era a run for their money, which cost up to 3 times as much. The only downside being the fuel consumption, at around 12mpg it was fairly excessive even for that time. However, there was strong demand for the car from all markets, it proved the theory that if you could afford the car and its on road costs then you could afford to pay for the fuel. This was echoed in the very low numbers of 2.8 litre cars ordered during this time.

The Series I XJ6 was delivered with the following engines and transmissions:

4,235cc DOHC I-6, 173bhp @ 4,750rpm, 227lb/ft @ 3,000rpm

2,792cc DOHC I-6, 140bhp @ 5,150rpm, 150lb/ft @ 4,250rpm

4 speed manual with optional overdrive Optional Borg Warner 3 speed automatic.

Series II

Only minor changes were made to the Series II cars which were introduced in 1973. The bumpers were raised slightly to meet pending US regulations, the front end was subtly revised and some minor technical improvements were made. The big news, of course, was the introduction of the short-lived two door pillarless coupe (2dht) (1975-1977).

 The first revisions to the XJ centred on comfort, with improvements to the heating and ventilation and a new air conditioning system, plus a restyle of the impressive-looking but ergonomically poor switchgear and facia. Safety was also an increasingly important consideration, so new disc brakes were fitted all round (ventilated up front), the doors featured side impact beams and a laminated windscreen became standard. Extra sound-deadening insulation was packed in, and a heated rear windscreen and central door locking came as standard too for the first time. There were also changes to the exterior, most noticeably a smaller radiator grille and higher-mounted bumpers, to meet the new American federal crash safety legislation which required that bumpers be positioned at broadly the same height.

The 2.8-litre engine was dropped, but that 4.2-litre XK unit continued. Jaguar finally acknowledged the need for better fuel economy in 1975, introducing a 3.4-litre engine, developed from the 4.2. This came in conjunction with cloth upholstery and a stripped-out specification (no electric windows or central locking) and cost from £4,794. The V12 models also continued, including the long-wheelbase Daimler Vanden Plas Double Six, with an interior hand-finished by the Vanden Plas coachworks firm, still in Kingsbury, North London at that point. The LWB option was also available on the six- and Jaguar 12-cylinder models (XJ6L and XJ12 L). In an attempt to address the V12's thirst, and the upcoming exhaust emissions regulations in the States, a fuel-injected version of the V12 was introduced in 1975, which had a 285 bhp output and fuel consumption of a hardly more frugal 13.8 mpg.

The Series II XJ6 was delivered with the following engines and transmissions:

4,235cc DOHC I-6, 170bhp @ 4,750rpm, 227lb/ft @ 3,000rpm

3,442cc DOHC I-6, 160bhp @ 5,000rpm, 189lb/ft @ 3,500rpm

4 speed manual with optional overdrive Optional Borg Warner 3 speed automatic.

Series III

Revised again in 1979, the Series II had, said Dymock, "only a sleeker roofline and detail changes to the windows to show that some £7million had been spent in retooling and improving it". Some of that £7million had gone on the services of Italian design house Pininfarina, the first time Jaguar had out-sourced any styling work. This wouldn't have happened under Lyons, said the pundits. In effect, the exterior re-touching amounted to little more than a lowered waistline and more headroom, though in retrospect, the Series III is still a very attractive car, and it was better that it did not go over-angular like many cars of the time. Pininfarina was generally considered to have made a fine job of the facelift, but Jaguar made a mess of the launch - huge problems with company's new paint plant meant that it could only paint Series IIIs in three colours for months after the launch, which is why plenty of W reg XJs are white, yellow or red.

The entry-level 3.4 (with cloth upholstery) and 4.2 versions continued, but all now had electronic ignition; the 4.2 gained fuel injection. Economy was hardly improved, though, and Jaguar had to revise the gearing to make the 3.4 significantly more frugal than the 4.2. The XJ12 engine was more comprehensively revised, receiving a double combustion chamber integrated into the cylinder head, electronic ignition and new Lucas digital fuel injection. It now had a badge 'HE' - High Efficiency - which was a bit of a misnomer considering it now did all of 15-21.5 mpg. But, it was undeniably an improvement.
The Series III XJ6 was delivered with the following engines and transmissions:

4,235cc DOHC I-6, 205bhp @ 5,000rpm, 236lb/ft @ 2,750rpm

3,442cc DOHC I-6, 160bhp @ 5,000rpm, 189lb/ft @ 3,500rpm

5 speed manual Optional Borg Warner 3 speed automatic.

XJ40

The so-called XJ40 cars had been under development since the early 1970s, but after the difficult years under, and then break-up of, British Leyland, it took a long time to become a production reality. Launched at the 1986 Paris Motor Show, the XJ40 had all-new suspension, a completely different braking system and a much lighter body - it was a far superior car to drive and ride in. Two gearboxes new to the saloons were offered, the Getrag five-speed manual, which had made its debut in the coupe, and a new ZF four-speed auto. The XJ40 also nodded to the '80s with its slightly more angular shape, large rectangular headlights and square rear lights, and the first Jaguar to feature rear quarter-light windows. Though undeniably a better car than the old XJ - and vastly easier to build - it didn't enjoy the quite the elegance of line and exquisite detailing of the original.

The 3.6-litre AJ6 engine, despite accounting for over 90 percent of sales, was thought to be insufficiently refined, and was revised in 1989 to 4-litres with a new digital ignition and fuel injection system. The other engine choice was the poverty-spec single-cam 2.9 (165 bhp), in a model distinguished by its individually-mounted headlights and single coachline, steel wheels, black window frames and no-chrome trimmings. At the other end of the range came the 3.6-litre Sovereign, which had the new anti-lock brakes, leather and walnut trim and cruise control, and also came in Daimler form. The V12 engine, however, continued in the old Series III body until, unbelievably, 1991 - Jaguar couldn't spare enough cash to engineer it into the XJ40. Although appealing to a certain kind of conservative-minded buyer (the sort that probably now buys Bristols today), it looked incredibly dated, especially considering that in 1989, Jaguar had launched its £290,000 XJ220 supercar, the fastest production car in the world until the advent of the McLaren F1, and the company's latest hope for Le Mans. The XJ220 was also Ford's hope for Le Mans - it bought Jaguar in 1989, to develop as its luxury brand for the European market. Co-developed and built by TWR, just 280 XJ220s were made before the market for exotica collapsed and the plug was pulled by Ford, already worried by its expenditure on the Jaguar brand.

X300

Upon its takeover of Jaguar, Ford had pledged £200 million for a programme of new models, though the X300's advancements over the XJ40 were more cosmetic than mechanical; Dymock says that "there was scarcely a feature or a component on the new XJ that betrayed a Ford connection, partly because it was a development of a concept more than 25 years old". Many thought that this was a good thing. The familiar profile remained unchanged, but the shapely XJ bonnet made a comeback and the headlights, bumpers and grille were redesigned. Whilst hardly as technically advanced or sophisticated as the aluminium-bodied Audi A8, also launched that year, or as dynamic to drive as the only-just replaced BMW 7-Series, or, despite Ford's efforts in the quality control department, as well built as the Mercedes S-Class, the X300 still had a faithful following amongst those that wouldn't have been seen in a German car. And it had a refined charm that none of its rivals could begin to emulate. However, it also had a newcomer to contend with: Japanese upstarts Lexus, who, despite being effectively the upmarket division of mainstream Toyota, managed to capture a large market share in the all-important US market with the huge, opulently-specified LS400. This was largely down to the brand's survey-topping customer service and excellent reliability - neither strong points for Jaguar

The engines initially offered were the entry-level 3.2 (216 bhp) and the six-cylinder 4.0-litre (now 245 bhp), plus a supercharged version of the latter delivering 321 bhp in the new XJR. The first time Jaguar had fitted a supercharger, this put the XJ up against the BMW M5 and Mercedes E500, and although it could not compete on outright pace, it was the most civilized of the three. It also showed up how dated the other, normally-aspirated, engines had become.

Reviving the mainstream models, the all-new AJ-V8 engine was fitted in 1997, a 290 bhp quad-cam 4.0-litre, 32-valve unit made at the Ford plant in Bridgend, South Wales, but designed by Jaguar's own team at Whitley. 1997 also bought substantial changes to the X300's body and structure, with stiffening and reinforcement, which gave much-improved handling and road behaviour. 
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