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number S1083 / 100, with registration 862 EUY) that 
shows an extra mention on the plate: ‘Chrysler no: 
61’. This could mean that another experiment took 
place in 1961 (?), but there is no confirmation of this.

Ultimately, Jensen Motors did not continue with 
a Chrysler V8 for the 541S. The reason was that the 
Chrysler FirePower Hemi was now obsolete and had 
already been replaced by a different engine. As a 
result, the FirePower engine was increasingly difficult 
to obtain, and costs also played a major role.

The experiments however did result in Jensen 
switching to V8 engines for the years after the 541S.

Yet in the meantime, a 541S would be equipped 
with a V8 one more time, although that did not happen 
at Jensen Motors. In 1962 Donald Healey, who had 
strong relations with Jensen due to the contract to 
build Austin Healey, ordered a 541S without engine 
and gearbox. At his own factory in Warwick, Donald 
Healey fitted the car with a 5258cc V8 from a 
Chevrolet Corvette, coupled with a General Motors 
two-speed automatic gearbox. Healey liked the 
handling of the 541S but wanted more performance 
to travel between his Cornish home and the Warwick 
factory in a sporty way. Donald Healey used this car 
to his full satisfaction until November 1964. Then it 
was sold. At the moment this car is still in the UK in 
good and unrestored condition.

Over the years, there have been owners who 
have been looking for even better performance 
(or perhaps greater reliability) and have installed a 
different engine on their own initiative. The fact that 
people wanted to race the car sometimes prompted 
adjustments. Fortunately, these conversions are 
tracked as much as possible by David Turnage, the 
JOC registrar of the 541 models. We received the 
following information from him:

The 541R (6011/484), which was exported to 
the United States, has been converted into a racing 
car by the Swiss Sbarro Motors and is accordingly 
equipped with a burly V8.

The 541S with chassis number 100S / 1034 has 
only recently been equipped with a modern V8, after 
previously a six-cylinder engine from a Jaguar XK had 
been installed.

The 541R (4319/362), which is currently being 
restored, has already been fitted with a Rolls-Royce 
V8 in recent years.

It also happens those cars are returned to (as 
much as possible) original specifications. An example 
of this is the 5412R (4319/315), which was initially 
released with a DS7 engine, but later equipped with 
a Jaguar XK engine and was again equipped with an 
Austin power source in 2015, although a DS5 had to 
be used. The owner couldn’t find a DS7. This car with 

registration VUV 105 is currently for sale at Bridge 
Classic Cars in Woodbridge.

Bridge Classic Cars has also been the home of 
another 541R (328/4319) for the past two and a half 
years, which is currently in the spotlight. My car, ex-
factory equipped with the rare DS7 Austin power 
source, was taken by its owner in 1957 after his 
emigration to the United States. A publication by one 
of the later owners, Peter Becker, shows that the car 
was normally used as a means of transport until early 
1967.

In 1969 it was decided to replace the engine 
with a new Chevrolet Corvette 365bhp ‘Small Block’ 
engine. A certain Sarkis Najjarian of Najjarian Auto 
Sports in Boston was commissioned to do this. A 
number of other adjustments were also made to the 
car to handle the extra forces. The total bill must have 
been something like $10,000. In 1977 the car was 
bought for a price of $1200 by the aforementioned 
Peter, who in no time had recouped the purchase 
price with street racing. In fact, Peter Becker made 
$12,000 in eight months. In 1978, after the rear 
suspension had failed, the car was put away and 
taken out again after 11 years for a restoration. A 
lot was done on the car around 1989/1990, but the 

BY JOERG HUSKEN

A s we know, the Jensen 541 in all its variants is 
equipped with an Austin six-cylinder 4-litre 
(3993cc) inline engine as standard. Most of 

them were fitted with three SU carburettors. The car 
delivered a respectable 125 HP in this form. This 
engine, also known under the designation DS5 and 
originally from the Austin Sheerline, was also used in 
the Jensen PW and the ‘early’ Interceptor, although 
it breathed in that car through a single carburettor.

The Jensen 541R was introduced in 1957. It was 
equipped with an improved version of the engine 
(DS7), which featured two larger double SUs, which 
were mounted on the right-hand side due to the 
modified cylinder head. In this form, the car delivered 
no less than 140 HP.

Unfortunately, the DS7 engine was soon phased 
out by Austin and as a result Jensen had to equip the 
541R with the original DS5 engine, as well as fit it to 
its successor, the 541S. The sources differ about the 
exact number of copies of the Jensen 541R equipped 
with the DS7 variant. Numbers ranging from 40 
to 57 pieces are mentioned. In his book “All the 
Models“, Richard Calver puts it at about 50 of the 
total production of 193.

In general, it can be said that both the DS5 and 
the DS7 were powerful engines, which already 
delivered a high torque at very low revs. Furthermore, 
coupled with the four-speed Austin gearbox and later 
the four-speed Moss gearbox (and the Rolls-Royce 
automatic transmission on most of the 541S models), 
they offered the driver of all variants of the 541 the 
necessary driving pleasure, certainly in combination 
with the overdrive on the manual ones. The 541 was 

and still is a wonderful car to travel.
Although the performance of the 541, the 541 

Deluxe and the 541R could be called very good, the 
Jensen brothers decided to experiment with a V8 
engine in a 541 Deluxe (which, by the way, already 
had many external and internal characteristics of the 
541R). The car turned out to be perfectly suitable for 
the installation of a V8 FirePower Hemi from Chrysler. 
Only the steering column needed some adjustment.

After the test, which was very satisfactory, the 
Jensen brothers saw more opportunities for export to 
the United States. The SEA 770 car was registered 
by Jensen Motors and was widely used by Richard 
Jensen from April 1958 to May 1959. After that the 
car was sold equipped with an Austin DS5 engine. 
Today the car is in Switzerland and in the good hands 
of Felix Kistler, who is seriously considering installing 
a Chrysler FirePower engine again!

Further experiments from Jensen Motors began 
in 1959 with pre-production of the successor to the 
541R, which would eventually become the 541S, but 
was initially referred to as the 541 MkII. The fact that 
the 541S is also wider than its predecessors seem to 
be proof of plans to continue with a V8 for this type. 
It seems that Jensen performed such an experiment 
three more times, with an RHD manual model (JM 
/ EXP / 100), an RHD with automatic gearbox (JM / 
EXP / 101) and with a manual LHD (JM / EXP / 102).

Ultimately, all these cars were sold, but after they 
were again equipped with the well-known Austin 
DS5 power source. Actually, the identification plate 
of these cars does not show that a car was ever 
equipped with a V8. Yet there is a 541S (chassis 
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A Jensen  
-Healey  
at last

BY JOE CHAMBERLAIN   

W hen I was 16, my paper-round route 
took me past a car-lot which contained 
a beautiful white sports car. Each week I 

lusted after that car and it sowed a seed in my heart. 
Roll the clock forward 42 years and a pandemic 
later and the time had come. To be honest, I’d been 
planning to get some kind of proper soft-top car for 
years but building a new garage during lockdown 
removed my final excuse for prevarication.

My shortlist included the MX-5, MR2 and 
maybe even a Z4, Porsche Boxster or Audi TT (all 
astonishingly good value right now) but what I 
really wanted was a proper open-top, like the ones I 
remembered.   So I went to view a nice MkIII Spitfire 
and I nearly bought a TR6. Then I remembered the 
Jensen-Healey. I hadn’t seen one for years, were 
there even any still alive? 

Not many, but more than I was expecting. As 
lockdown relaxed and the nice weather returned, a 
small flurry of adverts started to appear. Altogether 
I viewed/investigated about six cars but it was quite 
hard work and all of them were compromises. All of 
the cars I viewed (probably typical of most of the cars 
which survive) had been extensively restored 20 or 
30 years ago and hardly used at all since.  The MOT 
records for three of the cars were astonishing, only 
one or two miles recorded annually, year after year – 
why didn’t the owners just SORN them? One of the 
cars was in Germany, a very nice right-hand drive 

MkII and by lucky chance I have a friend who lives 
nearby (a Lotus Elan owner in fact) who was happy to 
inspect it for me. Sadly the cost, hassle and delay of 
importing the car made the deal uneconomic.

In the end I took the advice in Rob Heydon’s 
excellent buyer’s guide and bought the best example 
I could find. It’s a MkI which has had the full 
renovation treatment; not perfect, but better than any 
others I’d seen. The cockpit has been re-upholstered 
and retrimmed in black with white piping; an 
expensive job and very smart. It has the original floor 
mats too. The seller told me that he has carried out 
a lot of maintenance himself and the car certainly 
drives nicely, everything working as it should. There 
is very little history with it, but I am trusting that if 
someone invested so much money in the bodywork 
and trimming they would not have completely 
neglected the mechanicals. It must have received 
considerable maintenance to still be working well 
at 90,000 miles. However, several puddles of oil 
appeared on my newly painted garage floor and 
when I crawled underneath to investigate I spotted a 
number of things I wasn’t happy about. I’m making a 
list. Hopefully, she’ll see me through the summer and 
I can plan on starting the spanner-work next winter.

What a nice car to drive, all that I’d hoped for 
and still one of the most beautiful open-top cars 
ever designed. And, best of all, just like my boyhood 
dream car from all those years ago, it’s white.

restoration was never fully completed. 
After Peter’s sudden death the car was sold by 

the landlord of his workshop to get back some of 
the outstanding rent. It was advertised in the JOC 
forum, and I was interested in buying the project. 
Unfortunately, a person nearby with cash at hand was 
faster – don´t forget the car was still in Massachusetts 
at that time.

Some time later I was able to purchase #493, the 
last ever build Jensen 541R as a restoration project 
from a Dutch Classic car dealer. The car was stored 
for some years in my workshop while I was busy 
with other things and also planning the restoration. 
As always, my first thoughts are related to the 
engine. Thankfully Denis Welch Racing reintroduced 
the aluminium heads for the 541R engine. The 
mould came originally from Paul Boulton who 
runs Appleyard Parts and Service at that time. So, 
head number one went into my storage after it was 
presented on the NEC.

At some point I realised that the restoration of a 
541R need much time and skills – and I have a great 
lack of both. That’s why in 2018 #493 crossed the 
channel on its way to Ipswich. Bridge Classic cars 
had done three other 541 before they started with 
mine. They did everything but the engine; it went 
to Denis Welch Racing and came back with about 
200HP at the wheels.

Then, at the end of 2018, the 541R with the 
Corvette engine (still in bits and pieces) appeared in 
the JOC forum again. The man with cash was not 
able to get a clear US title for the car and wanted to 
get at least some of that cash back. A sleepless night 
later we made the deal, and the car came back to 
Britain in a container, declared as ‘classic car parts’. 

In the period from October 2018 to May 2021, 
the two unequal siblings at Bridge Classic Cars 
have undergone a ‘nut and bolt’ restoration. The 
cars were completely dismantled and completely 
rebuilt from the chassis, of course after everything 
had been made completely rust-free by means of 
blasting and treating in such a way that rust would 
no longer have a chance of success. Everything has 

been made as new again; the wheel suspension, the 
polyester bodywork, the chrome, the upholstery, etc. 
The Corvette engine with transmission and drivetrain 
were also completely overhauled. Power steering 
was also fitted as a modification, which is not a 
superfluous luxury. Bridge Classic Car’s website has 
an extensive report with detailed photos. The end 
result will go down in history as the Jensen 541RS.

After a process of more than two and a half years, 
in which the car was built entirely according to my 
wishes and to a very high-quality standard, the final 
result was shown to me and my little son. On that 
occasion, we also saw #492, now a black Jensen 
541R, according to the original specifications, so with 
the Austin DS5 engine. 

After a few more minor adjustments, both cars 
have been shipped to Germany, where they will both 
be added to my collection of odd Jensens and have a 
new lease of life.
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