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The lines of the Silver 
Shadow convertible 

were drawn in the 
1960s and would 

remain in production 
for 28 years. This is 
Bentley Continental 

MCX30609 from 1991

Rolls-Royce and Bentley are known for building many exclusive dropheads throughout the years. Marinus Rijkers describes the convertible models offered during the Silver Spirit era
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CONTINENTAL TURBO
In 1992 the factory agreed to build three 
turbocharged examples of the Bentley 
Continental for the royal family of Brunei. 
Fitting the turbocharged engine presented 
some difficulties. The body needed to be 
modified to fit the intercooler and ducting 
and the sills needed to be replaced with 
stiffened structures to cope with the extra 
power. The Turbo R exhaust system was 
mounted and the car received 16-inch 
Continental R wheels, which required 
modification of the spare wheel storage. It 
was decided at that time not to make this 
model generally available.

In model year 1995, when the Rolls-
Royce Corniche S was announced as a batch 
of 25 turbocharged Corniche IVs, a limited 
run of five turbocharged Continentals was 
also announced. These Continental Turbos 
had painted radiator shells and polished 
vanes. All of them were sold in the USA.

CORNICHE S
In August 1994 the company announced 
that Corniche assembly was soon to end. 
Last orders for the regular Corniche IV 
could still be placed, but the Corniche S 

was regarded as a kind of Final Series. The 
contemporary Rolls-Royce Flying Spur and 
the Corniche S were the first Rolls-Royce 
motor cars to be fitted with a turbocharged 
engine. The Corniche S was fitted with red 
badges and alloy wheels. Every car had a 
‘Corniche S’ badge on the boot lid and a 
unique number on the dashboard. Basically, 
the Corniche S was a Corniche IV with a 
Bentley Turbo R engine and drive train. 

TECHNICAL UPGRADES
All Corniche convertibles from 1971 onwards 
and all SZ convertibles had a 6750cc V8 
engine. Fuel injection was introduced on 
Californian cars, including convertibles, in 
model year 1980. The Silver Spirit and 
Silver Spur were available for the American 
(and Canadian) market in early 1981. 
Legislation in this important export market 
forced Rolls-Royce to provide the new 
models with fuel injection. Fuel injection 
was standard for all markets from VIN 
#20001 onwards (model year 1987).

The convertibles received several 
technical upgrades. In model year 1985 the 
seats were redesigned, incorporating 
adjustable lumbar support. Also a new 

storage system for the safety belts was 
introduced for all markets, clearly visible as 
a lengthened B-post. In model year 1986 
new rear lights were introduced for all 
markets and headlamp wipers were replaced 
by high pressure jet washers. Anti-lock 
brakes were introduced in model year 1987 
and the K-Motronic engine management 
system for model year 1990. The GM400 
three-speed gearbox was replaced by the 
GM 4L80-E four-speed gearbox introduced 
on all models for the 1992 model year. In 
September 1993 the Shift Energy 
Management System was added.

BENTLEY AZURE
The Bentley Azure was launched on 7 March 
1995 at the Geneva Motor Show. The car 
was basically a Continental R convertible 
and was the first entirely new convertible 
since 1967. It was designed and partly built 
by the Italian coachbuilder Pininfarina and 
used the same turbocharged 6750cc V8 
engine and four-speed gearbox as the 
Continental R. It was mechanically similar 
to the Continental R, however, the Azure 
seats were redesigned with integral seat 
belts. When the automated convertible top 

Use of this name was part of the Bentley 
revival policy. The Continental convertible 
was distinguished by a few significant 
cosmetic touches: the radiator vanes were 
painted in body colour (unless a customer 
ordered bright vanes) as well as the mirrors 
and bumpers. Delivery of the Bentley 
Continental started in December 1984. From 
1986 the Continental convertible was fitted 
with alloy wheels. 

It was basically a Rolls-Royce Corniche 
convertible with Bentley features.

During the next 10 years the Rolls-Royce 
convertibles received several name 
upgrades as explained below. The Bentley 
convertible, however, remained purely 
‘Continental’ until the end of production.

CORNICHE II AND CONTINENTAL
During model year 1986, the convertibles 
for European, Middle East and other markets 
remained as ‘Corniche convertible’ and had 
the Silver Shadow II interior. For the 
American and Canadian market the 
Corniche II was announced with a change to 
the interior. A new dashboard with a new 
centre console was introduced, as were 
seat controls with a memory function.

All Corniche IIs received the colour-
keyed bumpers and mirrors that were 
introduced in 1985, but they also sported 
new wheel trims and a Corniche II badge on 
the boot lid.

From #20001 onwards (1987) all 
American cars were fitted with a catalyst, 
which was not available for other markets.

Bentleys were still known as 
‘Continental’, but included the model 
changes of the Corniche II.

In model year 1988 convertibles for all 
markets received the Corniche II 
specifications, the first non-American 
Corniche II being JCX21732. From then on, 
all cars had a centre console, active safety 
belts and Corniche II wheel trims.

CORNICHE III AND CONTINENTAL
In 1989 (model year 1990) the Corniche III 
was introduced. Some upgrades were made 
to the dashboard and interior, but the active 

ride that was introduced on the standard 
saloons (Silver Spirit II etc) was not at this 
time fitted to the convertibles. From this 
model year onwards a driver’s airbag could 
be ordered in the steering wheel of a saloon 
and was standard for the American market. 
The American Corniche III received this 
safety item as well. Other upgrades 
included inlaid woodwork, revised 
instrumentation, seat heating and new 
stainless steel wheel trims with painted 
rings. A catalytic converter, that had been 
standard for the American market since 
1987, could now be ordered for all markets 
at no extra cost. The identification plate on 
the boot lid now read ‘Corniche III’.

The Bentley Continental received the 
same features as the Corniche III but kept 
its name ‘Continental’.

CORNICHE IV AND CONTINENTAL
Two years later, in model year 1992, 
adaptive ride was added to the convertibles. 
Furthermore, a redesigned hood with a 
heated glass rear window replaced the soft 
top and plastic window of previous models.

Model year 1994 cars received revised 
V8 engines with up to 20 per cent more 
power. The passenger’s airbag was 
introduced on all cars, which meant 
relocating the glovebox to the lower part of 
the dashboard. As before, the Corniche IV 
specifications were mirrored by the Bentley 
Continental although the Bentley’s name 
was not updated. 

The last Corniche IV orders were taken in 
spring 1995, by which time the Azure had 
already been launched. When production of 
the Corniche IV ended, the Continental was 
succeeded by the Bentley Azure – a car that 
would only be offered as a Bentley. At this 
stage no convertible was included in the 
Rolls-Royce model range.

ANNIVERSARY CORNICHE
To acknowlege the Corniche’s 21st birthday 
in 1992, Rolls-Royce built a special limited 
edition of the Corniche IV. This car had 
redesigned seats, burr elm veneer woodwork 
with oak cross-banding and silver inlays. All 
25 examples were finished in Ming Blue 
with magnolia upholstery and a cream-
coloured convertible top. A specially 
engraved silver plaque was fitted inside the 
glovebox lid. Additional features included a 
vanity set in the driver’s door and cocktail 
requisites in the passenger’s door. Three 
cars were delivered in December 1992, and 
all the other examples came in 1993 and 
1994. Only one Anniversary Corniche was 
delivered to the UK, eight were sent to the 
USA, six to Brunei and the others were for 
European and Far Eastern customers. 

ROLLS-ROYCE AND BENTLEY both have a 
rich history of building convertibles. In this 
article the cars are referred to as 
‘convertibles’ because that word was 
increasingly used in factory records during 
the 1980s and 90s although ‘drophead’, 
‘drophead coupé’ and ‘DHC’ could equally 
apply. When the Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow 
and Bentley T were launched in 1965, a 
convertible version was already planned for 
release soon after. From late 1967 the Silver 
Shadow Mulliner Park Ward convertible and 
Bentley T derivative were added to the 
range. Several engineering improvements 
were included in the 1971 MPW convertible 
models and these were offered as the 
Rolls-Royce Corniche convertible and 
Bentley Corniche convertible. “An SZ (i.e. 
Silver Spirit-based) convertible mock-up 
displayed none of Corniche’s charisma”, 
says Graham Hull in his book, Inside the 
Rolls-Royce and Bentley Styling 
Department. This may explain why the 
Corniche continued in production after the 
Silver Spirit replaced the Silver Shadow II.

This article deals with the convertibles 
the factory offered from the moment the 
Silver Spirit was introduced. At this stage 
the Silver Spirit, Silver Spur and Bentley 
Mulsanne were no longer identified by a 
chassis number of 8, 9 or 10 digits, but by a 
17-digit Vehicle Identification Number (VIN). 
The convertibles included in this article are 
those of the 1980s and ’90s with a VIN.

CORNICHE CONVERTIBLE
Although the Corniche convertible was 
upgraded with a new rear undercarriage and 
mineral hydraulic fluid from the beginning 
of 1979, the car did not receive a Silver 
Spirit standard saloon-based undercarriage 
until mid 1982. This new undercarriage was 
coded SZ, whereas the Silver Shadow-based 
models had been referred to as SY. The last 
Corniche convertible with an SY 
undercarriage was CCX05036, built for the 
US market. Apart from two experimental 
Corniches earlier in that model year, the SZ 
Corniches were numbered from CCH05037 
onwards, with CCH05822 being the first SZ 
Bentley Corniche convertible.

In model year 1985 the Corniche 
convertible was updated with body coloured 
bumpers and mirrors. The last Corniche 
convertible was HCH21668, delivered new 
in August 1987 to a customer in London. 

BENTLEY CONTINENTAL
For model year 1985 the Bentley Corniche 
convertible was renamed Bentley 
Continental, a name that was introduced to 
bring back memories of the R-type and S 
series Continentals of the 1950s and ’60s. 

Production of 
Rolls-Royce 
convertibles at Crewe 
ended in summer 
2002 after a limited 
run of the Corniche 
Last of Line. This is 
2CX02073, finished in 
Iridium with Cotswold 
hide. Following the 
completion of this car, 
only six more 
Rolls-Royce Corniches 
were built before 
production in Crewe 
came to an end

Until 1985 all 
dashboards were 
based on the Silver 
Shadow II layout (far 
left, 1985). In 1986 a 
substantial centre 
console was 
introduced, which 
provided space to 
accommodate 
additional controls 
(left, 1991).

1988 Rolls-Royce 
Corniche II 
JCX22401
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rear, 18-inch five spoke wheels, increased 
rear track, a single oval exhaust, bright 
radiator grille with mesh or vanes, a restyled 
front bumper, burr walnut door panels and 
ruched seat leather. Only ten were built.

Azure with Continental T body kit
Dealer H R Owen in London ordered a 
model year 1997 Bentley Azure with a 
Continental T body kit. This had 17mm flared 
wheel arches at the front and 32mm at the 
rear, modified sill panels, cut through 
Continental T bumpers and 18-inch ‘T’ 
wheel and tyre assemblies. It also sported a 
bright radiator shell with polished vanes, 
and ruched leather. Only one example was 
made and took a year to build, partly due to 
the many amendments to the undercarriage.

Azure Chatsworth
Dealer Burton House in Sheffield, England 
received nine cars (ten were planned) 
badged Chatsworth, named after the home 
of the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire. 
Only one of the nine cars was an Azure, the 
other examples were model year 1998 
Continental Rs and Ts.

The Chatsworth editions feature 
Continental T style wheels and seats. The 
striking interior brightwork is finished in 
black chrome and the woodwork is 
grey-stained bird’s-eye maple.

Azure California edition
The Bentley Azure California Edition is also 
known as the Bentley Azure Beverly Hills. 
The cars were ordered by Rolls-Royce 

Motor Cars Inc. for the California region. In 
model year 1998 a series of ten examples 
was ordered and in model year 1999 a 
second series of eight examples. The 1998 
cars were finished in Silver Pearl with 
Silverstone and Slate hide with flared wheel 
arches (17mm front, 20mm rear), five spoke 
18-inch alloys, a front bumper and air dam 
as per the Azure Jack Barclay Platinum, a 
special rear bumper, a stainless steel oval 
tailpipe, rouched (Jack Barclay-style) seat 
faces and many other features. The 1999 
examples had a similar specification but 
with a choice of colour schemes.

Azure Symbolic DLE
In 1998 the California-based Symbolic 
Motor Car Company ordered six dealer 
limited editions (DLE). Limited series orders 
were repeated in the years to follow, with 
four Azures in model year 1999, four in 
2000 and five in 2001/2002. From the first 
example onwards all cars had the 420bhp 
Continental T engine. The last two series 
were based on the Azure Mulliner with a 
long list of features such as body and fascia 
modifications, special veneer, umbrellas, 
audio equipment and badges.

ROLLS-ROYCE CORNICHE (2000)
The Bentley Azure had become the company 
convertible, but it was assumed there would 
be a demand for a convertible Rolls-Royce. 
In 1999, after four years of absence, the 
factory built such a Rolls-Royce with a 
convertible top. The Corniche (referred to 
here as “Corniche (2000)”) was launched 

in January 2000. This was the only new 
Rolls-Royce developed during Volkswagen 
ownership. Its production ended in 2002, 
just before Rolls-Royce passed into BMW’s 
ownership in 2003.

The Corniche was basically a Bentley 
Azure, but at a late stage it was decided to 
provide the Corniche with front panels and 
other styling elements that linked it to the 
Rolls-Royce Silver Seraph.

The engine was the old V8, fitted with 
the low pressure turbo.

CORNICHE LAST OF LINE
The Corniche Last of Line was produced to 
commemorate the end of Rolls-Royce 
motor car production in Crewe and also of 
the Corniche. Rolls-Royce production in 
Crewe ran for 56 years from 1946 up to and 
including 2002. For that reason, 56 
examples of the Corniche Last of Line were 
planned, although only 45 were built.

The Corniche Last of Line had red 
badges, special wood trim, a numbered 
commemorative plaque on the centre 
console, a Spirit of Ecstasy motif on the 
hub caps, and further distinctive features.

The final Rolls-Royce Corniche rolled off 
the assembly line on 12 August 2002. This 
was the very last Rolls-Royce to be made at 
Crewe before it was turned over entirely to 
Bentley production. This last-ever Crewe 
built Rolls-Royce is retained by the factory. 
The unique colour scheme and specially 
designed interior are based on those of the 
famous 1907 Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, also 
owned by the Crewe factory.

profile tyres and an engine-turned 
aluminium facia.

The first example was ordered in May 
1998 and was delivered in December.

BENTLEY AZURE LE MANS SERIES
In 2001 Bentley launched the Le Mans 
Series, a limited edition to celebrate the 
company’s return to racing at Le Mans after 
71 years. Initially production was planned to 
include 50 examples of the Continental R 
Mulliner and 150 of the Arnage Red label. 
Plans changed and soon the Continental T 
and Azure were offered in Le Mans guise. 

Basically the Azure Le Mans Series was 
an Azure Mulliner, with quad exhaust pipes, 
ducting vents in the front wing, wide 
wheelarches, sports bumpers, five-spoke 
sport wheels and red brake calipers. The 
instruments had a Racing Green 
background and ‘Le Mans Series’ lettering 
on the speedometer and rev counter.

Four examples were made, with two 
being sold to Germany and two to France.

BENTLEY AZURE FINAL SERIES
Bentley Azure production ended in 2003 
with a run of Final Series models. Two 
versions were offered, the Final Series 
Luxury (only three produced) and the Final 
Series Performance. These cars were based 
on the Azure Mulliner and featured a 
chrome-plated radiator shell as standard, 
which recalled the days before painted 
shells had taken over at Bentley.

The Final Series included five-spoke 
wheels, Bentley-branded brake calipers, a 
turbo boost gauge on the facia, a large red 
starter button, diamond quilted sports seats 
and door inserts and a dual colour interior.

Orders began in summer 2002. The last 
example, a Peacock blue Azure FS with 
Cotswold hide, was ordered in April 2003 
and delivered at the end of the year to the 
factory in Crewe itself. 

DEALER LIMITED EDITIONS
During the 1990s the factory encouraged 
dealers to create their own exclusive 
editions. In 1997 and 1998 the following five 
special editions of the Bentley Azure were 
ordered with a list of special features far 
longer than can be included here.

Azure Jack Barclay Platinum Edition
Jack Barclay in London was the biggest 
Rolls-Royce and Bentley dealer in the world. 
It commissioned a limited edition Azure to 
mark the 70th anniversary of Jack Barclay 
Ltd. The model year 1997 Azure appeared at 
the end of 1996 and featured a 17mm flare 
for the front wheel arches and 20mm for the 

was lowered, it was completely concealed. 
Deliveries started in July 1995.

During its early years the Azure had a 
vaned radiator grille with a colour-keyed 
shell. In model year 1998 a matrix replaced 
the vanes and the car featured restyled 
bumpers, new alloys and new upholstery.

Only 10 cars were built with 1995 
specifications (360bhp engine). The 1996 
models were fitted with a Zytek controlled 
engine with several upgrades and an eight 
per cent performance boost (385bhp). The 
final standard Azure engine upgrade was for 
model year 2000 cars which had 400bhp 
and an intercooler. The last standard Azure 
was a 2002 example, ordered in February 
2002 with “full T flare wheel arches” and 
delivered new to California. 

The Azure was the first Bentley convertible 
not to have a Rolls-Royce equivalent.

BENTLEY AZURE MULLINER
From 1998 onwards several Bentley models 
could be ordered as a Mulliner edition, with 
speed and luxury oriented upgrades. In 
model year 1999 the Azure Mulliner was 
launched. It had the engine from the 
Continental T, delivering 420bhp and 875 
Nm at 2200rpm. It was fitted with a Garrett 
AiResearch turbocharger with intercooler.

Extended wheel arches and a widened 
track were standard as well as mesh vents 
in the front wings. It sported modified 
bumpers with mesh inserts to match the 
radiator grille, sporting sills, twin exhaust 
pipes at each side, 18-inch five-spoke alloy 
wheels with Pirelli P-Zero 285/45 low 

Model year 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Total RHD LHD
Rolls-Royce Corniche convertible 223 239 229 176 353 56 29                 1305 135 1170
Rolls-Royce Corniche II      263 284 321 360               1228 59 1169
Rolls-Royce Corniche III          235 216             451 71 380
Rolls-Royce Corniche IV            49 40 49 56         194 26 168
Rolls-Royce Anniversary Corniche            1 24           25 9 16
Rolls-Royce Corniche S               25         25 0 25 
Bentley Corniche convertible 5 1 3 3                    12 3 9
Bentley Continental     17 22 48 50 57 91 89 20 18 18 17         447 131 316
Bentley Continental Turbo            3   5         8 3 5

Bentley Azure               9 251 182 207 149 106 112 71  1087 243 844
Bentley Azure Mulliner                   4 31 51 47 22 155 23 132
Bentley Azure Le Mans                     3 1  4 0 4
Bentley Azure Final Series                       65 65 15 50

Rolls-Royce Corniche (2000)                   1 172 121 35  329 38 291
Rolls-Royce Corniche Last of Line                      45  45 10 35

Total 228 240 232 179 370 341 361 371 417 326 305 73 82 67 112 251 182 207 154 309 287 199 87 5380 766 4614
© Marinus Rijkers; production figures based on counting VINs

In this table, Dealer 
Limited Editions are 
included in the 
production figures for 
the models they are 
based on. 
Special projects are 
excluded, because 
they were not offered 
to the public.
The numbers in this 
table are based on 
VINs by model year. 
These figures may 
differ slightly from the 
number of sales or 
number of cars built in 
the years mentioned.
The Continental SC 
and the Phantom VI 
State Landaulette are 
not considered to be 
convertibles within the 
definition of this 
article.

In the 1990s the Royal family of Brunei ordered several cars based on existing models but considered to be special projects. 
The cooperation between Crewe and this important customer was of great importance during a difficult economic time. 
These cars were manufactured in secret and were not available to other customers. Since they were built by the factory (and 
a number of subcontractors), brief details are included in this overview.
• The Bentley Continental R convertible had model year 1993 and 1994 specifications. 
• Continental R convertibles with a modified body were built as the Bentley B2. These had Continental R VINs and are 
included in the regular range of numbers.
• The Bentley Java (left) was shown at the 1994 Geneva Motor Show. This was built on a BMW 5-series platform and had a 
BMW 3.5-litre V8 twin turbo engine. The sultan of Brunei ordered the complete model range, which included a convertible.
• Other convertible models were based on the Continental R and Turbo R. The Bentley Silverstone had a retractable hard-top, 
the Bentley Monte Carlo and the Bentley Imperial had a detachable hard top, the Bentley Spectre and the Bentley Phoenix 
were soft-top convertibles, and finally the Bentley Pegasus range included convertibles with soft tops.

1996 Bentley Azure 
TCH53738
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