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The James Motorcycle Company The James Motorcycle Company The James Motorcycle Company The James Motorcycle Company     
“ A Lightweight In a Heavy Weight Business.” 

 
James, like so many other British motorcycle manufacturers, had disappeared by the end of the 
1960's, but their legacy of light-weight motorcycles still lives on in the memory of so many 
riders whose first machine was a ‘Famous James’. 
 
We hope that this booklet chronicling the advertising history of the company, will be the first of 
many similar documents which will tell the story of one of England’s now long forgotten 
motorcycle companies and may be of interest to a wide range of people. 
 
This collection of material is by no means complete, but   represents the culmination of many 
years spent gathering odd fragments from back issues of popular motorcycling magazines, 
period newspapers and periodicals, and buying and retaining engine and service manuals. It is 
hoped that the availability of this document will itself  bring more information and  material 
about the James company and its products ‘out of the woodwork’, to enable us to continue 
building a resource to support the memory of  ‘The Famous James’. 
 
 

The James Advertising MaterialThe James Advertising MaterialThe James Advertising MaterialThe James Advertising Material    
 
In most of the early James advertising, high-grade illustrations of the machines against a 
contrived background, were the norm, with the company logo featuring prominently in the 
foreground. 
 
Price was not considered that important at this stage  as the companies name and reputation 
was enough to sell it products.  James, having been established as a bicycle manufacturer, was a 
well-known brand and the move to motorcycle production complimented these products, as 
the James name became associated with reliability and good workmanship, which was in itself 
an advertisement. 
 
James was a firm of many paradoxes often breaking new ground with innovations and ideas to 
improve products, but at the same time staying  with the tried and tested traditional methods of 
manufacture, while the competition turned to the new emerging technology, such as screw 
threaded wheel nipples, James continued using  brazed wheel nipples. It is probably fair to say 
that James was slow to adapt to market forces and retained a very Victorian approach to 
business. It was not until the influence of AMC that the company gave any thought to market 
needs, and in a very short space of time many of the James range of traditional motorcycles 
developed quickly into typical bikes of the 60's. Through the advertising we see a good 
illustration of this change when we consider the development of the ‘James Captain’ from its 
open frame traditionally designed machine into its final production as a sports machine. 
 
Many James advertising photographs of the late 50's and 60's were taken informally around the 
company’s headquarters in the Birmingham area.  There were no expensive, high profile photo 
shoots that  we are familiar with today but simple and inexpensive sessions. Former James 
employees have told us, that it was often the secretary from the company office, 
 
 



 
 
having been asked to wear a pretty frock for the occasion, who appeared in the advertising 
photographs, and during a display at one of the motorcycle shows we attended  
a visitor actually recognised her own sister, posing for a picture next to a ‘James Captain’.  
 
Favourite locations of the time were local football grounds (Moor Green being an example), 
Birmingham and East Midlands Airport and country locations on the outskirts of Birmingham 
and Warwick, portraying the ability to leave the hustle and bustle of the city behind.  
The photographs, however, were by no means naive, and reflected much of the contemporary 
advertising style.  By associating the bikes with glamorous locations, and pretty girls, the 
advertisements were intended to appeal to the new, post-war generation of young men, eager 
for their own independence and the ‘James Lightweight’ was portrayed as the ideal answer to 
their need. 
 
The early 50's also saw success for James in the trials market and the company was keen to 
promote its ‘Commando’.  Powered by the Villiers 197cc engine, the Commando was light and 
agile, being ideally suited for trial riding.  In 1952 the company pronounced it as “Winner of 
the greatest number of awards in the lightweight class” and was keen to show it off at the Cycle 
and Motorcycle show in November of that year. The following year saw more success for the 
Commando and for only £111, and £23 2 Shillings, and sixpence purchase tax, you could join 
the likes of D. Hogg, H. W. Thorne and H. R. Kemp, whose pictures appeared in that years 
company advertising.  Once again the Villiers logo featured prominently as a sign of reliability. 
 
By the early 60's James returned to high-grade illustrations once more and in the competitive 
market of the time, price became important and featured prominently in the adverts.  James 
also started producing reply coupons in the bottom right hand corner to tempt the new 
generation to send for a glossier brochure. Also enclosed was a check box to tick if you were 
under 16, and I can’t help wondering how many under 16's actually received a reply.   
(It is interesting to note that the legal regulation on engine size did not apply then and at 16 you 
could own and ride the most powerful of the James range).  
  
The company was always keen to align itself with Villiers, who supplied engines for all the early 
James machines.  This policy continued until the company was taken over by AMC, and 
subsequent bikes were equipped with AMC engines.  At this time, the adverts seem to lose 
something of their earlier charm, becoming slicker, emphasising the use of AMC components 
and more glamorous colour schemes (‘Stromboli Red’, and ‘Caribbean Blue’ were examples) 
as the company tried to compete against the new Japanese imports.  The range was no longer 
considered “economic” but “sporty”.  Tank shapes were redesigned as the company struggled 
to persuade a new generation to buy a James.  In an ironic twist of fate one of the last acts of 
AMC (the James company owner) was to turn part of its factory over to storage and offices for 
the importing of the new generation of Japanese motorcycles. 
 
Like so many other of the smaller British motorcycle manufacturers, James was quickly 
eclipsed by the influx of cheap and glamorous imported bikes, only to be remembered by 
those whose lives had been changed by owning a ‘Famous James’. 
 
 
 



The Jimmy JamesThe Jimmy JamesThe Jimmy JamesThe Jimmy James        
 
For many older people the merest mention of the James Company normally brings the 
response “Not an old Jimmy James?”. The origin of this term ‘Jimmy James’ is shrouded in 
some mystery which may relate to the early thirties when the character young James (Jimmy) 
was used to entice the younger generation to buy a James, but the most likely explanation for 
this obvious term of endearment lies deep within the marketing department of the James 
company, and as far as we can tell owes its origins to the “Second World War”. 
 
 

 
Like most companies James were involved heavily in 
wartime production, making bicycles, Spitfire parts and 
many other vital supplies for the war effort. The James ML 
(Military Lightweight) motorcycle is a very good example of 
this and it is conceivable that to create interest in the 
company’s efforts and to boost morale among the 
workforce, this product was given a personality.  We can 
imagine slogans like “The Jimmy James goes to war” used to 
promote the ML with the Jimmy character used to 
advantage within the factory. Certainly among the many 
service men the James ML is always referred to as a ‘Jimmy 
James’ or sometimes candidly referred to as the ‘mobile 
sheep-dog’, relating to its work on the beeches of 
Normandy. 
 
Whatever the origin, this term of endearment stood the 
company in good stead and in 1948 the company was still 
using slogans like ‘Jimmy James says.... “She’s simply 
wizard” in their drive to sell civil versions of the ML. 

 
 
 
By 1949 the marketing ploy of ‘Jimmy James’ had ended as the company produced the 
‘Comet’, its first lightweight specifically for the post-war market and with it a whole new line of 
advertising was born.  In all the advertisements found to date only this one 1948 advert links to 
that past.  The romantic in me imagines a whole campaign of advertising based on the ‘Jimmy 
James’ character, clad in army uniform, leading a squad of soldiers astride a new, reliable James 
Military Lightweight.  
 
 
 
With the destruction of all the James paperwork, I doubt if the origin of young Jimmy will ever 
be fully revealed, but it remains unique for motorcycle advertising of the period to use a 
character to sell a product, which is more akin to early 60's advertising.  Irrespective of its 
origin, a James was still a ‘Jimmy James’ to many owners. 

 





After The War Was Over  

 

With the end of World War 2, there was a growing need for cheap economic transport 

within the British Isles, but there were also a large surplus of cheap army motorcycles 

being sold, no longer required by the services. So new markets for motorcycles were not 

easily or readily available. James like so many English companies involved in war work 

struggled to make the transition back to economic sufficiency, no longer able to rely or 

survive on war munitions work and government contracts. By the war’s end only the 

Famous 122cc ML and the 98cc Auto cycle and a range of utility James Bicycle’s were 

still in production in the Greet factory. To try and cash in on the success of the ML the 

machine was modified to meet post-war civil regulations and found a ready market in the 

US where its Villiers engine made it popular and many of the last cancelled batch of 

wartime ML’s were returned to the factory for repainting and found there way overseas at 

a very cheap price. James also modified the Auto cycle with a change of engine and some 

cosmetic work on the tank which became the Superlux, a kind of half way house between 

motorcycle and bicycle. Production on the Superlux with the Junior Deluxe (JDL) engine 

soon ceased however, but the project had bought valuable time for the company and had 

re- established James as a motorcycle manufacturer once again in the eyes of the public. 

The Superlux was to remain in production until 1954 with a new more reliable 2f engine 

but clearly James needed a new range of models but this would need investment and 

time. 

Back to:  http://www.comet-restorations.uk/James-Book/




