2009 Jaguar XF Supercharged

By Ralph McGill 

The Jaguar sedan. There is a new one this year. The F type. The Jaguar XF to be precise. Is it a worthy successor to the Jaguar sedans of yore? The ones that Sir William Lyons characterized as “incredibly quick and safe as houses”? 

Does it break new ground? Does it beat its successor, the S-type?

It is different for sure. It has lost virtually every exterior visual cue that we have come to recognize as Jaguar. The Leaping Cat is gone as a hood ornament – European Union safety rules now prohibit English sedans from piercing French pedestrians with dangerously protruding ornamentation. The graceful flanks and wheel wells have been hunked up to more resemble a Lexus on steroids. And the tail section? GOK. God only knows from whence the stylists derived their inspiration. Possibly a Nissan Altima, for goodness sake.

Oh, it looks like luxury. The grille incorporates a chrome mesh that is so blingy and ornate, it might easily hang around the neck of the latest hip-hopper. And the state-of-the-art lighting system gives the XF the face of a menacing cobra or Gila monster or another cold-blooded, slit-eyed slit-retinoid beast.

Does it perform?  Heck yes.  It begins with Jaguar’s tried-and-true engine, the 4.2 liter 32-valve all-aluminum V8 that began life as the power plant in the fabled XKE.  To this they added a Roots supercharger that began life in Britain’s finest hour as the extra zip that helped the British Spitfires outperform the Germans in the skies over England.  The supercharger kicks the horsepower and the torque in the XF up and comfortably beyond 400 and makes it about as fast as any car with a backseat can or should be.  Oh, by the way, don’t ask about gas mileage. You really don’t want to know.  A Corvette does about as well.

The transmission is a ZF 6-speed automatic, a shift-by-wire system that adapts to both road conditions and the way the car is driven. It is fully automatic in drive or sport modes, offers additional winter and dynamic shift modes on demand and also one-touch manual gear selection using F1-style paddle shifters. They are fun on a twisty country road but difficult to use if a lot of traffic is around,

The interior holds its own with anybody’s.  The navigation system is first-rate.  The backup camera works like a charm.  The audio system makes sense and is easy to control … changing from satellite to FM to AM to CD was a breeze.  The seats were super-supportive easy chairs, heated and cooled, and adjustable to the nth degree.  Even the steering wheel was heated, for crying out loud.

Is this a better Jaguar?  It depends on your taste.  If you are a traditionalist, save money and buy a used S-type, perhaps an SR with a supercharger.  If you like the latest bells and whistles, the XF will surely satisfy.  The XF achieves the numbers that say it is an improvement.  But at what price?   You lose that nimble road feel and almost intuitive link with what is happening with the tires and the gears and the imminently tossable rear end.  You lose an additional 10 to 15 thousand dollars to purchase computer components that do the driving for you.

The ethos of a Mercedes-Benz is a dreadnaught.  An ironclad behemoth that uses engineering to maneuver with precision and takes advantage of its bulk for comfort and stability.  The Jaguar, on the other hand, is traditionally a light cruiser.  It achieves virtually the same purpose as the Mercedes with less weight and more finesse and precise suspension geometry.  At the heart of a Mercedes is a limousine.  At the heart of a Jaguar is a race car.  

What is happening to Jaguar?  Recently the fabled marque was acquired by an automaker located in one of England’s former colonies – TaTa Motors of India.  One can almost hear a British regimental band playing, once again, “The World Turned Upside Down.”

