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LEGAL NOTICE: 
The Publisher has strived to be as accurate and complete as possible in the 

creation of this report, notwithstanding the fact that he does not warrant or 
represent at any time that the contents within are accurate due to the rapidly 
changing nature of the game. 

 
While all attempts have been made to verify information provided in this 
publication, the Publisher assumes no responsibility for errors, omissions, or 

contrary interpretation of the subject matter herein. Any perceived slights of 
specific persons, peoples, or organizations are unintentional. 

 
You are encouraged to print this book for easy reading. 
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For a time, Matchless were the largest motorcycle maker and from the turn of 

the century, the Collier Brothers were involved in powered two wheelers.  
Both Harry and Charlie believed in competition, and it was the latter who won 
the single cylinder class of the first TT in 1907, and again in 1910, while Harry 

took the prize in 1909. 
 
 

Coupled with this, was success on the board tracks of the Edwardian period 
and at Brooklands, so that well before World War 1, the marque was well 

established. 
 
 

The firm’s premises were in Plumstead, South East London, and so well 
removed from the Midlands centre of the industry, but this seemed to have 
little effect on their prosperity. 

 
 
In the 1920s, they also built cars for a short while.  At the start of the 1930s, 

the company had a range of singles much as any other manufacturer, plus a 
big V-twin for sidecar work. 
 

 
For 1930, they also had their all new Silver Arrow, which was kept under 
wraps until the last minute.  It was another attempt to provide the touring 

rider with the fully equipped sophisticated machine it was said he wanted, but 
this was a common trap. 
 

 
The Silver Arrow was listed as Model A; it was a side valve v-twin with 54 x 

86mm dimensions and 394cc.  Its two cylinders were set at 26 degrees within 
a single casting under a single head.  The result looked odd, rather like a 
single that was too long, and with the exhaust emerging from the manifold at 

its right corner and the carburettor in the middle of the block on the left, the 
odd appearance was accentuated. 
 

 
The gear driven camshaft lay along the machine and was extended to the 
rear, to drive the mag-dyno.  It suggested shaft drive, but this was an 

illusion, because chains conveyed the power to the three speed gearbox, and 
then onto the rear wheel. 
 

 
Lubrication was dry sump with the oil tank bolted to the front of the 
crankcase, so there were no external oil pipes.  The frame was tubular, with 

pivoted rear suspension controlled by coil springs and friction dampers 
mounted under the saddle. 
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The front had girder forks and both wheels had drum brakes interconnected 

to a foot pedal on the right, while the front brake could also be operated 
independently by the handlebar lever. 
 

 
It was topped off by an instrument panel mounted above the bars, carrying 
both dials and switches.  This was to provide the finishing touch to a machine 

sold to the discerning as quiet, smooth running and as comfortable as a car. 
 

 
The problem was that enthusiasts would clamour for advanced developments 
and sophistication but would never purchase it. 

 
 
Fortunately, Matchless continued with their line of straight forward machines 

which sold well and kept them solvent. 
 
 

The singles all had a vertical cylinder with the magneto tucked in behind it 
and the smallest was a 245cc and comprised the side valve R/4 and OHV R/6.  
Then there was the twin port T/S2 with 348cc, while in the largest class there 

were three models with the 497cc T/5 having side valves and the 491cc V3 
overhead. 
 

 
There were two versions of the latter, one with twin ports and the other, 
called the Special had one.  The Special was guaranteed to be capable of 85 

mph.  Finally, there was the 583cc side valve V/6 to complete the singles. 
 

 
There were two versions of the big v-twin and both used the same 982cc 
engine with side valves.  The basic model was the X/2 and the other X/R2, 

which had chrome plated rims and nickel plated cylinders. 
 
 

All models had dry sump lubrication using the rotating and reciprocating 
plunger set in the crankcase.  This system was to last for decades. 
 

 
The Silver Arrow had been a focus of interest when it was first shown, but it 
was too small and placid to excite people.  Within 12 months, this changed 

when the company unveiled a machine with a four cylinder overhead 
camshaft engine at Olympia.  It was called the Silver Hawk and was listed as 
model B. 
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Equally new, and just a few aisles away at the show was the Ariel Square 
Four, either model would have been a show stopper, but for two machines, 

with dissimilar engines to appear during a depression was quite remarkable.  
The Hawk was in essence, two Silver Arrows placed side by side.  The 
dimensions were 50/8 x 73 mm and it had a 592cc capacity but the 26 degree 

angle remained. 
 

 
Silver Hawk 

 

The Hawk had a duplex primary chain with Weller spring tensioner, so the 
four speed, hand change gearbox could run at a fixed centre.  Like the twin, it 
failed to achieve much success for it was expensive at a time when the world 

was hard up.  It also paralleled the Ariel in running into head joint problems if 
pressed too hard, while the bevels whined or rattled, which was ok on a near 
racer but not on a deluxe sports model. 

 
 
The customers stuck with the singles and for them, Matchless had some new 

models with inclined cylinders. 
 

 
In May 1931, a light 500 was added to the range as the D/5, and took its 
name from its low weight, which just came under the tax barrier.  This was 

an achievement, for the machine was equipped with electric lighting powered 
by a Maglita unit.  The engine was an inclined cylinder, side valve 497cc.  Dry 
sump lubrication was employed and a three speed hand change gearbox was 

fitted. 
 
 

1932 saw the introduction of a single port D/6 and twin port D/3, each fitted 
with a 348cc OHV engine, the 348cc model D, 583cc SV model C, 491cc OHV 
model C/S and 245cc models R/7 and D/S. 
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All models had a new fabric oil filter fitted in the oil tank that year and a face 
cam engine shock absorber.  From 1933, the company began its practice of 

prefixing each model designation with the last two digits of the year, so the 
D/6 became the 33/D6. 
 

 
The range was much as before, but with all the models except the Hawk and 
the old trio of lightweights listed in standard and deluxe form. 

 
 

The 1934 range was slimmed down a little, and among the casualties were 
the Silver Arrow, D, D/5, D/6, D6 and D7.  The mudguard beading was 
changed to a gold line in 1935 and a change to chrome plated wheel rims 

reflected the move away from the economies of the depression years. 
 
 

A further indication of better times was the appearance of the D90; a super 
sports 497cc OHV with raised compression ratio and polished internals. 
 

 
In April 1935, an important new model was announced which was to set the 
style and format for the range from then on. 

 
 
The new G3 was known as the Clubman.  It had a vertical cylinder and used 

the trusted 69 x 93 mm dimensions to obtain 348cc.  It had an OHV, a 
magneto tucked behind the engine and a dynamo beneath that, where it was 
chain driven from the crankshaft. 

 
 

A four speed foot change Burman gearbox was used, and it and the engine 
was housed in a cradle frame with twin down tubes.  In addition, a Clubman 
Special was listed and typed the G3C. 

 

 
1935 F4 
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During the 1930s, they supplied engines to Brough Superior, Calthorpe, 
Coventry Eagle, OEC and OK Supreme. 

 
 
1936 saw a radical shake up in the list with only the side valve F7, D5 and X4 

remaining.  During 1937, Matchless decided to stop supplying machines to the 
technical press for road tests and this continued for many years.  The 
company also purchased the rights to the Sunbeam motorcycle company 

which led to the formation of the AMC group, although the Sunbeam name 
was sold to BSA in 1943. 

 
 
The AMC Group formed in 1938, as a parent company for Matchless and AJS.  

The group later absorbed Francis-Barnett, James and Norton.   
 

 
1940 G3 

 

1941 saw Matchless introduce telescopic front forks, called teledraulic, which 
was considered by some to be the first major innovation in suspension in 25 
years. 

 
 

During World War 2, the company manufactured some 80,000 G3 and G3L 
models for the armed forces and by 1956, had eight models in their line up, 
but this number had been cut by 1965.  The G3L was the first model to 

feature the teledraulic front forks. 
 
 

The end of the war saw production start of the Matchless/AJS 350cc and a 
Matchless G80 500cc singles; these were developed from the wartime 
Matchless G3.  From 1948, the competition models of the singles were 

produced which gave the company some memorable race wins. 
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In 1949, the first Matchless/AJS vertical twin 500cc was produced.  It was 
later joined by a 600cc and 650cc in 1956 and 1959 respectively.  On the 

racing front, AMC were fielding the AJS Porcupine and the AJS 7R alongside 
the Matchless G50 and the G45 500cc.  Even when supercharging had been 
banned, Les Graham won the 1949 500cc World Championship on a normally 

aspirated Porcupine. 
 
 

However in 1954, they withdrew from racing following the death of Ike Hatch 
and the fierce competition from other European bikes. 

 
 
1960 saw Bert Hopwood resign from AMC; this was the same year that AMC 

posted a profit of just over £200,000 which was not so good when compared 
with BSA’s £3.5m.  However in 1961 they posted a loss of £350,000 and with 
the closure of the Norton plant and the merger of Norton and Matchless 

production, the future was starting to look bleak.   
 
 

With sales declining, AMC made the commercial decision to focus on the 
Norton twins and the Matchless/AJS singles but they were not to be 
successful and the factory ceased production and AMC became part of the 

Norton-Villiers company in 1966. 
 

 
1962 G50 CSR 500cc OHV 

 

 
 
 

 
 

www.ClassicMotorHistory.com 

 
www.ClassicMotorHistory.com/blog  

 

http://www.classicmotorhistory.com/
http://www.classicmotorhistory.com/blog

