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Bentley Arnage RL 3CH19193. 
This is one of only 14 RHD 
Arnage long wheelbase cars, 
stretched by 10in (250mm) 
from model year 2003

Marinus Rijkers takes a look at model year 2003 and the cars built on the cusp of the split between Rolls-Royce and Bentley, marking the transition into a new era of car building at Crewe  
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was in a position to continue this 
range in the years to come. In 2006 
Bentley introduced the Continental 
Flying Spur – essentially a 
four-door version of the 
Continental GT – that model was 
not considered a successor to the 
Arnage range. As a result, the 
Arnage remained until 2009, 
production ended with a Final 
Series and the Mulsanne was 
launched as its successor.

For many years the market for 
stretched limousines was 
dominated by Rolls-Royce. The 
post-war Phantoms and the Park 
Wards of the 1990s were only 
offered as Rolls-Royces, although 
some customers ordered a Park 
Ward with a Bentley grille and 
badges. In 2000 the Silver Seraph 
Park Ward provided the inspiration 
for building the Arnage long 
wheelbase and in 2002 the Arnage 
stretched limousine was added to 
the Bentley model range. 

At the Paris Motor Show and the 
British International Motor Show 
held at the NEC in the last months 

of 2002 the following 2003 model 
year cars were displayed: Arnage T, 
Arnage R, Arnage RL and Azure 
Mulliner. In Paris an Arnage 728 
Limousine was also displayed, 
specially built for the Arab market. 
This selection of cars illustrates 
what Bentley announced as the 
cars for the 2003 model year, only 
a few months before the 
introduction of the Continental GT. 

FINAL SERIES CONTINENTAL R & T
From model year 1999 onwards 
the Continental R was mainly 
built as a Continental R Mulliner, 
Continental R Millennium, 
Continental R 420 and Continental 
R Le Mans. By introducing these 
special editions Bentley kept the 
‘Continental’ name in mind prior 
to the launch of the Continental GT. 

During the last model year 
before the completely new 
Continental GT line appeared, 
Bentley launched the Continental R 
Final Series. This ultimate 
Continental R was based on the 
Continental R Mulliner and was 

powered by a 420bhp turbocharged 
V8 with the four-speed GM 
4L80-E automatic gearbox. The 
Final Series was fitted with many 
features such as Mulliner flared 
wings and wheel arches, sports 
bumpers with a modified front 
air-dam, front quarter panel wing 
vents, five-spoke wheels, 
diamond-quilted seats and so on.

In addition to the various special 
editions, the ‘standard’ Bentley 
Continental R remained a current 
model and could be bought right 
up until the end of production in 
model year 2003. However, it was 
not particularly popular. In model 
year 2001, only five examples were 
sold. In model year 2002 there was 
not a single buyer and in model 
year 2003 there was only one. The 
people who ordered a ‘standard’ 
Continental R belonged to a dying 
breed, and as a result, this model 
became every bit as exclusive as 
the special editions.

From model year 1999 onwards 
the Continental T was also 
available as a Continental T 
Mulliner. Both were fitted with the 
420bhp engine with Garrett 
AiResearch turbo and four-speed 
automatic gearbox. In model year 
2003 however (the final year of 
Continental T production) 10 cars 
were built and none of them was  
a Continental T Mulliner. Neither 
car was officially earmarked as a 
‘Final Series’. 

At the end of the Continental T 
life-cycle the Japanese dealer 
Cornes ordered three Continental 
Ts (one black and two white)  
with special interior trim and a 
plaque on the centre console, 
reading “Continental T Final Series 
– one of three” (followed by two  
of three, and three of three).  
These three cars had their engines 
specially tuned to suit the Japanese 
market and are the only ones ever 
made with this unique engine 
specification. All three cars were 
left-hand drive – despite driving 
on the left, the Japanese regarded a 
LHD model as an imported car and 
therefore a status symbol. 

After these three Japanese Final 
Series Continental Ts only one 
further Continental T was built. 
This car, built for the German 
market, was specified with a Final 
Series plaque in the glovebox.

minute past midnight on the 
morning of 1 January 2003 with 
other customer cars following in 
the summer of that year.

BENTLEY IN 2003
Bentley produced two model lines 
in 2002: the Continental R-based 
range (Continental R, Continental T 
and Azure), and the Arnage-based 
models (Arnage R and Arnage T). 

The Continental R models were 
the last to be built on the SZ 
platform that was introduced in 
1980 for the Silver Spirit. The 
mechanical specification was 
regularly updated throughout this 
period, with an increasing number 
of cars having turbos and a new 

gearbox was fitted from 1992 
onwards. Engine power more than 
doubled during the 23-year 
production period. But the design 
was now at the end of its life-cycle.

However, the Continental R, 
Continental T and Azure were 
continued for model year 2003. 
Highly equipped Final Series of the 
Continental R and Azure were 
launched to keep the last model 
year attractive to buyers and to 
allow Bentley to continue to offer a 
sporty coupé until the Continental 
GT became available.

In 1998 the new four-door 
Bentley Arnage saloon was 
introduced. It replaced the SZ 
Bentley saloons that had their 
production extended until model 
year 1998 with very powerful and 
luxurious special editions such as 
the Brooklands R Mulliner and 
Turbo RT Mulliner. 

During model year 2002 the 
Arnage Red Label was replaced by 
the Arnage R and with the 
subsequent launch of the high 
performance Arnage T, Bentley 

The separation of Rolls-Royce and 
Bentley began in July 1998 when 
Volkswagen became the temporary 
custodian of both marques. In the 
years leading up to 2002, 
Volkswagen – the future owner of 
Bentley - did not ignore Rolls-
Royce entirely but the company 
was more occupied with its future 
brand Bentley. 

Despite an upgraded Silver 
Seraph being announced for model 
year 2000 (Spirit & Speed November 
2018 pp14-18), along with a new 
Corniche convertible and a 
stretched Park Ward based on the 
Silver Seraph, demand for existing 
Rolls-Royce models was in decline. 
Understandable, when you 
consider that, after separation, 
Rolls-Royce would become a 
luxury car rival to Bentley.

On 1 January 2003 the actual 
separation of Rolls-Royce and 
Bentley became reality. BMW 
acquired the right to manufacture 
and sell cars with the Rolls-Royce 
name from the first day of 2003. 
The Phantom was launched on that 
day by an all-new Rolls-Royce 
company based in Goodwood. 

At the same time Volkswagen 
continued the production of 
Bentley motor cars at the old 
factory in Crewe. In January 2003 
the new Bentley era was heralded 
with the introduction of the 
all-new Bentley Continental GT.

ROLLS-ROYCE IN 2003
The last Rolls-Royce built at Crewe 
was finished in September 2002. A 
model year 2003 would not be 
announced by the factory. Although 
some Rolls-Royce cars were 
produced in the first half of 2002 
and during 2003, none had a model 
year 2003 specification. All these 
Phantoms received a model year 
2004 designation in the Vehicle 
Identification Number (VIN). The 
first customer car 4UH0001 was 
collected by its owner at one 
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Above: Rolls-Royce 
Phantom 4UX00071, 
a model year 2004 
example, built during 
2003

Make and model year 2001 2002 2003 2004
Rolls-Royce 321 290 0 740*
Bentley 1404 942 926 4124
Total 1725 1232 926 4864
© Marinus Rijkers; figures based on counting VINs      

Production numbers 
per model year, 
calculated by 
counting VINs. 
NB: the Rolls-Royce 
production figure of 
0 shown for model 
year 2003 is 
because, although 
cars were built, all 
the examples that 
year carried a  
2004 VIN.
*The number of 
model year 2004 
Rolls-Royces is an 
estimate

2003 Bentley 
Continental R 
Mulliner 3CH01852

Bentley Continental R 
3CX01874, the only 
Continental R built in 
2003, the very last 
example built. Photo 
courtesy of Richard 
Vaughan

 
The order form for a 
model year 2003 
Final Series car
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position. Aim is that all content 
can quickly become an offer via all 
SVA routes. Importantly, car must 
be built as 2003 model year.’

The Arnage limousine was 
available with either a 450mm 
(17.7-inch) or a 728mm (28.7-
inch) stretch. The roof height of 
the 450 limousine was increased 
by 100mm (3.9 inches). This 
configuration was called a “high 
roof”. The roof of the 728 
limousine was raised by 50mm (2.0 
inches). Furthermore, the 
limousine could be ordered with 
armoured protection.

Both the Long Wheelbase and 
the Limousine were fitted with the 
400bhp engine from the Arnage R, 
but top speed was limited to 
124mph (200kph). 

Six 2003 Arnage Limousines 
were ordered (two for Saudi 
Arabia, three for the United Arab 
Emirates and one for China). Two 
had a 728mm stretch and four had 
450mm – at least two of the 
450mm cars are known to have 
been armoured.

model. The Arnage R and Arnage 
T both enjoyed successful sales 
figures that were up on 2002. In 
model year 2004 sales decreased 
significantly, due in part to the 
introduction of the popular 
Continental GT.

In 2003 no special editions 
were sold. Pre-2003 sales were 
boosted by models such as the 
Arnage Le Mans, and in 2004  
with the Arnage R Mulliner and 
Arnage T-24 Mulliner. However, 
the 2003 standard saloon range 
was limited to the basic Arnage R 
and Arnage T.

ARNAGE LIMOUSINES
As mentioned previously, the 
highly bespoke Arnage Long 
Wheelbase (250mm, 10-inch 
stretch) was introduced in model 
year 2000 and was built in 
increasing numbers during the 
next few years. Sales were roughly 
5 to 10% of the standard saloons.

In model year 2002 Mulliner 
built the first Arnage limousine, 
an Arnage with a 728mm stretch. 
It was displayed at the Paris Motor 
Show in October 2002.

‘The objective of the Bentley 
Arnage ‘Pinnacle’ (+728mm),’ the 
factory wrote in 2002 in an 
internal memo, ‘is to 
contemporise current Arnage 
+728mm specification and 
appearance with increased 
modern “designer” appeal, 
counteract Maybach, and position 
away from “Rolls-Royce”. The 
theme is technology based 
entertainment and the objective is 
to achieve a hi-impact car that 
delivers for the +728, as the 
“Frankfurt car” did for the +250 

FINAL SERIES AZURE
The Azure Final Series was 
announced together with the 
Continental R Final Series. The 
special features were similar, but 
unlike the single-model 
Continental R Final Series, the 
Azure Final Series was announced 
in two versions: the Final Series 
Performance and the Final Series 
Luxury. Most customers were 
attracted by the Performance 
edition and 62 examples were 
ordered with this trim, whereas 
only three left the factory with 
the Luxury specification.

The most important 
differences between the 
Performance and the Luxury 
edition concern interior trim. The 
Luxury edition has a cigar 
humidor, additional hide on the 
waistrail and other special leather 
and wood treatment.

The Azure Final Series was 
powered by the same 420bhp 
engine as the Continental R Final 
Series and the Continental T.

BENTLEY ARNAGE R AND T
In April 1998 the Bentley Arnage 
was launched with a 4.4-litre 
BMW V8 engine and twin turbos. 
In model year 2000 the Arnage 
Red Label was added to the range 
and the Arnage Green Label was 
gradually phased out. The Red 
Label used the same engine as the 
Continental R of that model year: 
the 400bhp 6750cc V8 with turbo. 
During model year 2002 the  
Red Label was replaced by the 
Arnage R, and alongside this more 
comfortable Arnage R, the sporty 
450bhp Arnage T was introduced. 

In model year 2003 the Arnage 
four-door standard saloon 
models continued to be the most 
important volume production 
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NO AIRBAGS – THE PRICE 
OF ADDITIONAL   
SAFETY IN A STRETCHED 
LIMOUSINE 
Stretched limousines were not  
fitted with airbags. An internal memo 
dated September 2002 explains the 
reason for this initially surprising 
specification:

‘The reason no airbags are fitted to 
any limousines over 250mm (10”) or 
any armoured vehicles (250, 450 or 
728mm) is this. When defining the 
specification we decided that the type 
of customer who would order these 
vehicles is going to be a very 
influential high profile person who may 
potentially be a target for highjackers 
of some sort, and therefore may under 
extreme circumstances need to 
instruct their driver to drive through a 
road block or obstacle. It would 
obviously be inappropriate to have 
airbags fitted, which would deploy at 
the very moment the driver is driving 
through obstacles.

‘I would also point out that airbags 
are a secondary safety system, and not 
doing the same essential restraining 
role that is carried out by the seat 
belts. Fitment of seat belts means we 
meet legal requirements – the only 
market in the world that requires the 
fitment of airbags is the US.

‘It is not therefore possible to fit 
airbags on any limousines built, or yet 
to be built, as far as the current 
specification is concerned.’

Arnage model and year 2001 2002 2003 2004
Arnage Red Label and R 1094* 280 316 169
Arnage T  409 446 189
Arnage LWB 31 62 39 43
Arnage Limousine  1 6 12
Total 1125 752 807 414
© Marinus Rijkers; figures based on counting VINs

Production figures 
for the Arnage 
before, during and 
after model year 
2003.
*The Arnage Red 
Label figure for 2001 
includes two 4.4-litre 
Birkin (Green Label) 
models

Bentley models, MY 2003           Number built RHD LHD
Azure Final Series 65 15 50
Azure Mulliner 22 8 14
Continental R 1 0 1
Continental R Final Series 11 5 6
Continental R Mulliner 10 7 3
Continental T 10 2 8
Arnage R 316 94 222
Arnage T 446 165 281
Arnage RL 39 14 25
Arnage Limousine 6 0 6
Total 926 310 616
EXP Speed 8 Le Mans prototype 4  

Bentley production 
figures for model 
year 2003
© Marinus Rijkers; 
figures based on 
counting VINs

Above: Bentley 
Arnage T. The Arnage 
R and T cars can be 
distinguished from 
each other by the 
alloy wheels and rear 
bumper treatment

Top: 2003 Bentley 
Arnage R 3CH09245 
Above: 2003 Bentley 
Arnage R 3CH09272


