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With the 541, Jenaen theew down A
a gauntlet to Jag[:ar. But can a 541R
- really trade punches with an XK1507?

Jon Pressnell adjudicates
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olden years: how do vou define
them? For Jaguar you could easily
cite the 1905, the decade thar
biegan with the launch of the
E-type, arguably the most sensa-
tional sports car of all tme, and
closed with the bringing into
produetion of that finest of saloons, the original
X6, But the 19506 was the period when Jaguar
achieved most. Its XKs conguered the United
States, its big saloons became a sub-Bentley
reference, Aand ¥4 annihilaned
both mainstream and specialist opposition. All
this, plus five Le Mans victories: no wonder
William Lyons picked up a knighthood in 1956,

Underpinning everything was a simple fact,
Jaguar made cars people wanted: good-looking,
smartly trimmed and blessed with strong
performance — ata price that made the compen-
vion blanche, So the noton nf-|_'1r|||.:|1:|.1||r;|; E T3]

and its smaller 2

130 Classic & Sports Car February 2014

Jensen Car Club of Switzerland

‘THE JAGUAR IS COLOURED - NO,
DEFINED=S8Y THAT MAGNIFICENT
HEMI-HEAD TWIN-CAM ENGINE’

XKI130 coupé with a Jensen 541 might seem
laughable. In 1958, the ||.|LL.-|.|1-.-n[&_‘i'-rrnlnmp-
spec 541 R form, when the 3.3-litre Jaguar in s
most commeon Special Equipment guise = deli-
cious 2 10bhp twin-cam engine and all - cli whed
in ata mere 22007 with optional overdrive. For
the 43 % more asked ||'|. ||.'r'!|-.l. I, ViFL g0t l:_,| 155~
fibre body and ||u||L||||.. more exotic than a4-litre
pushrod utruﬂhi gix normally fownd in Austin
lorries or punting local |Im_n1r.1|t-.- around in
their Vanden Plas limousines. Game over?
Lers [t price astde for a moment E11i|'|;
when new, that is. The two cars are otherwise
surprisingly comparable. They measure roughly
the same, they weigh roughly the nnm,amlthr
offer a maximmim *~pl:l.l| a whisker over | 20mph
The similarities seem all the greater when you
ook at our twa black-hinished featured cars, the
S41R of Mark Bird and the uprated XK150 SE

t\:iI'H“'_I. \||||]||:|._'|,|. |1j.' Kacing Careen Lars,

There’s a school of thought that considers the
last of the XKs as the I-.|'_=|'|I|rj.' alsa-ran of the
series, relative in |t:::|'.i1,'||l:tl' tor the liche and I:||,|IE§.
drawn XK120. These same people probably
regard the 3000 MET as the most degenerate of
the Big Healeys. | beg to differ. For me, the
XK150 has a harmony and a broad-chesred
elegance to irs lines - and thar’s leaving aside the
fact that it’s the fastest of the breed. Irshould also
b pointed ourt that in size its only an inch longer
phan an XE 140 and s the same widih, ||r.-|m|. an
extra 4in of shoulder room in the coc I'..!'I:II.

The Jensen lacks the easy fluidity of the
Jaguar, but itisa striking and not unattractive
de sign, with its Merc edes-like wing blisters,
m:u1|==1u air-intake flap and ageressively wrap
arounil ]“|l.'-.|"5| 15 rear window, It looks lean and
low —and at 2in less tall than the Jaguar the eye
Funcrionally, too, the 541 almost
|'v|,'|'l:.|||||§.' has in over the ."-.'I-.:l||._'|'|'-.-:_'|| 1Y list Foric

does not lie,




Abeve, left-right- this XK
is wprated to triple-cark
S tune; famous |eaper;
lewther-clad dash in place
of predecessor’s veneer;
rear cushions lift out: boot
strake adds dynamism end
celbebrates La Mans wins
Jag handles and rides well.
Right: nor-original Moto-
Lita @i ds modern feel of
stearing: column adjusts

MNeale set out to produce an acrodynamically
|.'r1-i-:_'||.'111 -.||."-.:|5-_l||
LKA
lested in the Austin wind -tunnel, the prototype
apparently registered a highly laudable 0.365
coelfic e ol |.1:|_l'-' with the air-intake 1].1|||.E|r-.-:_1|

a figure on a |1|r'-'-||.:t|1.11ur a lare Citrodtn DS,
not to mention one rumping such later exotica
as the Ferran Davtona,

In terms of their mechanicals, neither car
holds any surprises, Announced in May 1957 as
a tixed-head and drophead (the roadster came in
March '58), the XK 1505 essentially a rebodying
uf[l'ﬁ_‘ "l.llﬁ. 14 - ||:r'-:||, pil'u_'; 1|‘I|.' .||'4'|'|.|i1_ H]II:II Wi |I'|-,;|-
SCTEEn ll-:|I||_ I|‘!||._ WL,
FEneTation of the box-section XK chassis, with
rack-and- pimon stecring and telescopic rear
dampers, and with the |:|1|_1m moved forward 1o

never a William Lyons prece-
andd 1|:|. skill or chance he succeeded.,

|'I 1|1||1. |'| LY I|1|. 51_|.|1l14|

{'rl..'.l"l, TTHENE LM J\IHI FOFEEEN ,|I1I:1 '|'||1F||||'lt|_' FEREITES
stable understeer-biased handling. The double-
wishbone torsion-bar front suspension (again
with telescopics) also remains unchanged from
that of the XK 14, Where the 150 differs is in
having four-wheel servo-assisted Dunlop discs
—~ although in theory a base 19%0bhp model was
offered with all-drum brakes.

The engine marks a modest step forward, too.
[he XK150% SE “Blue Top' unit offers the same
horsepower as the engine of the XK 140 SE, but
maximum torque — up by 3b fr, o 216 - comes
inawhole 1K i lomwer, at MK Irpsim, thanks o
a combination of relatively small inlet valves and
the larrer exhaust valves of the C-type head. A
triple-cart XK 130 5 became available in 1958,
initially for export, and the Racing Green car was
at the
timie when Joguar had added the option of 2206hp
anil "mhhp 1. 8-litre engines for that model vear,

The Jensenisr ||_uruu-|1. orthodox, ify ou look
||-|'_l. ol |.I-.!|:|| INEerng _ut.lhh.hh-rr ||-.||.!:;._ W |'||-:_J'| Aaf
be claimed o be the world’s first production
four-seater reinforced-plastic shell. Conscious
of the possible frailties of this material, lensen
resolved to give the 541 robust underpinnings,
<0 it designed a new ladder-frame chassis,
FFeaturing tour round-tube crossmembers and
beefy Sin-diameter side rails, it was intended 1o
b sniff b porsion

L |_.||11|1u| iy TR0 ey s ""!H'|||1||- S[eEL

anil =0 it o e when ipwas

T
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tested for resistance to twist. [es unlhikely that the
preceding Interceptor’s clongated \ustin A70
frame: '.l.-:|1:|||r have been any r|'|1:|'|'\-r like as r |1_.:|.I
['he= Austin coil-and-wishbone front SLIS]RET -
sion was carried over from the In terceptor, al beir

adapted to take telescopic dampers instead of

lever-type Armstrongs. Also inherited from the
older car was the 3993 ce Anstin straight-six and
its matching gearbox, taking drive o a straighe-
forward leaf- SPrung live back axle with
telescopics and a Panhard rod. To provide some
EXIra |||_l_ru.'l|l|,' all-iron CIELE SR |_I.,|.1I|I|l|{' SLJ
carbs, pushing power up to 117bhp.,

Such, at any rate, was the imitial speahcation
when the 541 was announced at the 1953 Motor
Show, trailed by the not-quite-complete alloy.
bodied prototype on the Jensen stand.
Production Ih.".:.m i late " 54, and built up slowly
— tov the poant where it was only in September "5 5
that The Anrecee was able vo vest an ex; |.I||L:-|1,

In Oerodier "56, a Dre Luxe version was intro-
duced, with four-wheel Dunlop disc brakes and
with all the !-:1':.' OIS of the 1|._'_u|.|E:i:r i as
standard = high-compression head, overdrive,
wire wheels, twin exhaost and rev-counter. A
year later, a third model joined the catalogue
The 5341 B had the larest verston of the Awstin
engine, with separate inlet ports, and reverted to
twin 5Us; despite this, power rose to c150bhp
from the estimated 130bhp - lensen never
quu[r_d output — of the De Luxe. BMC was by
then fitting only automanic gearboxes to the

Vanden Plas, so Jensen switched to the same
Muss "box as used in the Jaguar, Equally signih-
cantly, the steering |1.||'||_|.|irr=|n:| a Iwn:rn.tuml
and the chassis was rl.ﬂ|q':~1_'.r.|=l.li o take an Austin
A front suspension cradle = meaning a back-
wards move to lever-anm front dampers.,

Tostrengthen the body, the 541 R also boasted
hlisters over the rearw Ings in L:||.|u_' r|1'||||.'-.i||||r|-:_'
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‘speed” moulding of the 541 and 541 De Luxe,
and there was an extractor ventin the bonnet and
ane at the botom of each frong w Ing, w hile the
boot hinged from the top rather than the
bottom. These coachwork changes were eventu-
ally standardised on all 541s. The 541 and 541
De Luxe were phased out during *59, leaving the
341K to carry on until the ]IFLLF 5415 was
announced in October 1960, I-.u-.r;'-:.nnp[-.'.h ol
the *R' — all but the first 30 or so—went back toa
triple-carb set-up, as on Birds car; seemingl
this made lirtle difference o [HIWET UL,
With 546 bualt, of which 193 were 541 Rs, the
Jensen has always had ranity on its side against
the more commonplace laguar, of which 8884
L1 4s .||::|-.| QR85 NEK 1305 were 11|,||||; OVEE
virtually an identical period. With that sort of
mass-production, you might expect the Jaguar o
have a better-honed cabinm and for the Jensen o
Faee Prosaic = of ude, even —inirs presensmon.
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In tact, the Jaguar is surprsingty plain insade
Crone is the :.:ll'l'-.'-.j. wilnmut veneer of the XK 14
|.'|:-||||-ef. I'|'|r|.||:_'|._'||. Iil:. a leather-covered dashboard
and doors with top-to-hottom trim in a coarse-
grained leathercloth, The seats are flar slabs, and
in the rear there are just tiny lift-out cushions
and backrests —and no pockers. There’s Jaguar’s
sl lowely ser of white-on-hlack Smiths dials,
and the he ||1-.|1. provision of deep full- length doar
pockers, but any quality is frankly skin- 1||.|.|1—.|-.
| can testify, In'l.ln-l helped w carry out a full
retrim of an X k. |l\. all a bir smnke- lll.E MiFrors,
and doesn't age well, as demonstrated by the
halding flocked cardboard in the glovebo.

The Jensen again does without wood gamish-
ing, and has an understated leatherdoth-covered
dashboard with Brinish Jaeger dials thar are pos)

tioned to be more casily readable than those of

the XK. The seats are better-shaped buckers,
and an :|.|.|1.||3:.|.|::|. cushion can be <lid behind the

Above, beft-right triple
carb 'liu'g,au-d far about
1506kp: rear kas proper
seat; hints of Mercedes in
wing flourishes: recessed
door ‘ﬁ.l'nih.lrl:lignlh.lu
nh'uﬂli.nl intaka FIJP; edd
indicator an rear pillar;
541 needs more effort to
hustie but handies tidily.
Lafi: dash Businesslike,
with adjustable column

covering of the front seats to give extra lumbar

LU0 ]1I=III||I-||.,|;I 2o 1T 1% said, |:|l. orne of the

_:II_'I“I_'H brothers ~.1:|I11,:|||!_l from ||.||,L rrouble,

More to the point, the 541 has two micely shaped
rear seats that can happily accommaodate reason-
ably sized children. There are also some rather
'|1.1r||||||” details thar make you forgive the odd
exposed serewhead: Ereen celluloid sunvisors
that slide out of 2 padded cant rail, for example,
and handles set into a recess in the door trim. Ies
a genuinely pleasing and practical cabin, and
certainly not home-made in teel.

It's om the road, however, that the real differ-
Ll L |:I{'I1.'.'|._'1.'II I!|'|1.' WO GRS |.'|'|'|-:'|'_|:|.;. '| hl.'J-H.'“-“
o, defined ||_1. that rt!:l;_'lliﬁi_‘rlll
hemi-head twin-cam. Bassy, growly, rugged,
howling, it marrics instantly accessible smooth-
revving power with hefty low-down torque.
]}I_‘H':litl_' a rels |I11.q|1. ]1|lr.'| L_“_l of tune, its in no
way hekle, yet it’s fair tosay that its not at its best
lTII’.nlII11._'i|1FIiII.IL_|1 Surrey rush-hour trathe.

If vou want to cut-and-thrust, the XK will rise
o the oceasion: |_'|.|:|.|:|.||.:;. YOl CAM st Ll.'l_'p i im
tourth and drop in and out of overdnve, making
use of the surging acceleration that's still available
in top, even from low speeds. On the motorway
you don't just give nothing
can best them with disdaan., I}u-gu ¢ legend, the
Muoss gearbox helps rather than hinders. Yes, the
synchromesh can be beaten, but theres an agTee-
||r||._ mechanical feel o the ¢ IHHL]'. :' aved amd
refatively long-throw change; with 2 tirm hard,
the long, slender lever just clicks into rear.

If the gearbox all the same has an “old-fash-
ioned action, the rest of the XK feels remarkably
madern, The clutch is stnooth and the brakes
progressive, not notably heavy and most deh-
nitely effective. The steering, meanwhile, is
well-oiled, judiciously ~.u.||_|1[-.|| and only
Illl 2CONeS 3 Tac I'I III. '|"||. “I'II. I LR FRERC T \{IJIIL
Chassis behaviour 15 exemplary, with hard
cornering producing a litthe tyre squeal but with
roll well checked, There’s a little liveliness from
the suspension on undulating roads, but other
wise thie XK ades with comfor

I you had to sum up the Jensen in one phrase,
KR ol il."ll'lll-il-’.l'l'll'. desenibe it as a car of heefy
III|I11-‘~\. [The "|_|||_r~|:-||'-.|'». |.||||.|,||~u|-e|1'lu:|'.'.||-:_|._|||:|||v..'-.

IS L0 'l]r IEIEI\.'G"

away pon s erns: Yo




M=
——
—_—
—]
-
=—

e —

——
= m—

BOTHWOULD GET
YOU TO THE SOUTH
OF FRANCE SWIFTLY
AND ENJOYABLY, BUT
THE JENSEN WOULD
BE MOREREEAXING'

to steering that is weighty at low speed, though
it becomes light and precise when on the move;
the brakes need such a lean that vou feel tempred
to check that there is a servo under the bonnet;
the clutch demands a similar effort. Even the

gearchange is firm, and demands some elbow -
1|1.'\|'I-||L'|[I'II.|FEL'|I'|I. g s unit as in the XE.
I'he unperturbed ride yvou might also feel
tempted to put down to the perceived weight,
which the thickness of the glassfibre mouldmgs
could suggest to be substantial. Ara kerb weight
of 291w (32621h), though, the Jensen comes in
at only 36]h more than the Jaguar

Then theres the engine —all 7owt of it. Its not
a revver — you wouldn't expect it 1o be, with a
redline at just 4250rpm. But its smooth, unruf:
fled, and spools out grear gabs of torque. Lazy
rather than cnsp, it just hags. At40mph theresa
mere 1250rpm on the clock in overdrive top
(against 1HMhrpm in Ii'u;'_l.l!_:':l. ana ar ._'1|I||'|'|'|'| the
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needle is sull sitting south of 2500rpm. Chang-
ing gear quite often becomes optional: you can
trickle through many roundabouts in vop.

S0 the Jensen's straight-six lacks the sophisti-
cated crackle and sparkle of the Jaguars XK unir,
but despite its power dehcit delivers ample
performance, on an unrelenting surge of torque.
You enjoy playing w ith the Jaguar while vou feel
inclined to sit back and cruise in the _I':.nh:.n.
Theres a paradox to the XK 150, in that it is both
softer and sharper than the Jensen: itk less of an
effort o drive but has more vim o its perform-
ance. It's a profoundly seductive car, with that
lovely engine, and with all other inputs being
harmaonious and in no way laboriows, You'd have
1o be a strange person not to fall for its charms,

Both would get you to the South of France
swiftly and enjovably, but the Jensen would be
the more relaxing - so long as vou steered clear
of the urban jungle, Also, the Jaguar is a strict

two-seater. Those rear sears are purely symbaolic,
whereas the Jensen has generous room i the
back. Tr also has more SUTHHITTIV ¢ fron sears, Get
used 1o that ||||:|_r.|; STEEMnE W heel amd 'l"~'.|'~"1""'-""
CoCkpit is actu; illy a better place to be.

For many people the Jaguar would be supe-
rior, bt :hn._lq neen hasa gre ater spread of talent
than you mighe expect. If you can live with the
extra musche needed o drive the 541, it makes a
totally valid alternative to the XK. Is it a mark-
edly less good car than the Jaguar, which could
costat least three times as mach? OF course mot,
With rarity in its favour, it could make a fascinar-
ing wild-card proposition for those who don't
want to make the abvious choices in life, =g

Thonks to Jensen Qwners' Club (01625 525695,
wiww joc.orguk) The fnternotional XK Club
(01584 781 588: www.xkclub.com}; Rocing Green
(01252 B94840: www.racinggreencars.com]
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