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Introduction 

I started writing this whilst I sat and convalesced after a leg injury that had kept me off my work and, 

more importantly(?), my bikes for five months. Thankfully I am now well enough to get ‘back in the 

saddle’, both at work and at play. 

Has anyone else noticed that even in today’s world there is still that sense of camaraderie between 

most bikers that has long since vanished amongst car drivers, along with being saluted by the AA and 

RAC road rescue patrols if you were a badge displaying member. 

Bikers, generally speaking, will still give a nod or raise a hand in greeting to other bikers in passing, 

whereas Mr Mondeo is more likely to raise a finger in frustration as he gets caught in yet another hold 

up whilst being passed by a superior being on two wheels [Bike Magazine did a sticker saying just 

that I remember - that was back in the early seventies I recall]. 

So in a lot of ways biking hasn’t changed much since my early days, although the machines 

themselves have become so much more sophisticated with traction control, fuel injection, ABS brakes 

etc., even twelve volt electrics, and, in the superbike range, hugely more powerful, coupled with vastly 

improved tyre technology which enables that power to be put on the road - something which catches 

out many retro bikers returning to the transport of their youth, there is still that adrenaline rush and the 

sheer joy of catching flies on your teeth - well in an open face helmet there is. 

The road where I live is fairly quiet with regards to traffic, but is used as a cut through, or rat run, by 

those who know, especially at school run times. And there are not many bikers down this road but I 

have made the acquaintance of one just now after he spun off right outside my front door, too much 

throttle on cold tyres with a damp surface will do it every time. He wasn’t really hurt, more 

embarrassed and as for damage he got away very lightly on his Fazer 600. 

I’ve done much the same and I am sure that many motorcycle riding readers will, in a quiet moment, 

admit that they have too. It’s just one of those bike experiences that we all have and we learn from. If 

we are lucky we are like the young bloke down the road here, if not . . . well, let’s just say it can be 

painful for us riders and sometimes for our families. Even at best ‘gravel rash’ is uncomfortable. 

So here we have a collection of real stories which I have put together to share with others who have 

the same joy and, often, frustration with our two, sometimes three, wheeled companions. Some of 

these stories are sad, some funny, or that may just be my warped sense of humour, some may be 

helpful and some, with hindsight, are just plain ridiculous. 

Some people say that sailors are married to the sea. I think that bikers must be wedded to the smell 

of hot metal and oil and the feeling of skinned knuckles and aching muscles. 

I hope you enjoy this and maybe your non-biker friends may learn a bit about why you love your bikes 

from reading it too. 
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Oh, just before I shut up do please remember that even a bike with all the best safety features built 

into it is still a bike and only as safe as the rider on it and the next Captain Ovlov you meet [you have 

to be a certain age to remember him – but he is still out there and he votes!] 

As an ex Isle of Man TT rider said to me once, it is better to go into a corner slow and come out fast, 

than to go into it fast and not come out at all.  

Take care out there. 
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Hear the Sounds of Christmas Bells . . . 

In hindsight and from today’s vantage point Uncle Freddie was not that much older than me, perhaps 

twelve years older, but he was still a ‘grown up’ when I was little. He was also a bit mysterious 

because he wasn’t often at the Friday night family gatherings at Granny’s. 

He also didn’t dress like the rest of the relatives and he had a motorbike. My Uncle Les had a 

motorbike as well, but his was attached to a huge Watsonian double adult sidecar. Freddie’s was a 

solo. 

I remember one Friday night being taken down into the tiny yard that constituted the garden in Old 

Kent Road and being hoisted into the saddle of Freddie’s bike. I am pretty sure it was an Ariel, but I 

can’t be certain. Whatever it was it seemed huge to me and smelt of oil and engine and I was hooked. 

There was really only one time of year that was more of an event than Friday nights at Granny’s and 

that was Christmas. 

Most Friday nights there would be at least one Uncle and Aunt visiting Nan at the same time as my 

family and it was often more than one set of relatives. Freddie, if he was in, was usually preparing to 

go out. It was a Friday night after all and he was still single. But Christmas was different. Christmas 

meant that everyone was there. 

This Christmas morning was just the same as previous ones in that we kids, my older brother, my 

older sister and myself, were awake and going through our Christmas stockings [yes, they really were 

school socks stuffed with goodies] trying to open the nuts or peel that mandarin orange having 

already devoured the chocolate coins and playing with the little Dinky or Corgi car or small game, 

marbles or Jacks or the like. 

Big presents were to be opened after lunch at Nan’s. 

In those days we didn’t have a telephone in the council flat we lived in; in fact I think there was only 

one phone in the whole block, so I’m not really sure how the message got to us. It may have been a 

GPO [Post Office] Telegraph boy on one of those bright red BSA Bantams, or even a red push bike, 

or it may possibly have been a call made to the one and only phone in our neighbour’s flat, either way 

I wasn’t paying too much attention as I continued to discover new delights in my Christmas stocking. 

Mum and Dad gathered my sister from her room and came into the bedroom that I shared with my 

brother. That was odd and I can still picture Dad standing by the bedroom door whilst Mum sat on my 

brother’s bed and held my sister on her lap. 

Dad, ‘the Old Man’ as he was later called by everyone, was never any good in a crisis. When he got 

stressed he used to break things, not in violence so much, it was more as if his co-ordination had 

gone to pieces or frustration had got the better of him. So seeing him fidgeting by the door and Mum 
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without her ‘face’ [makeup] on it was pretty clear that this was not going to be a normal family 

gathering. 

‘Uncle Freddie is dead’, said Dad and then paused for such a long time I thought he had finished 

speaking. Eventually he continued in a voice like he was reading aloud from a newspaper; ‘He was 

killed in a motorcycle accident early this morning’. 

That was it. End of Family meeting. Happy Christmas to you all. 

We didn’t go to Nan’s that Christmas Day. 

It was a long time later that I got the sequence of events from my Granddad. 

Granddad and the Old Man would occasionally on a Friday night go down to the Bricklayers Arms, or 

the Old Dun Cow, for a couple of beers and sometimes they would allow us kids to go along as a 

special treat. Whilst they had a beer and a smoke inside we would stand outside with a glass of 

lemonade and an arrowroot biscuit which seemed the size of a car wheel, or a packet of crisps that 

had a twist of blue paper containing salt which was always at the bottom of the bag whatever end you 

opened it from. 

This Friday night both of them had drunk a bit more than usual and when we got back to Gran’s it was 

time for Granddad to get out his bottle of rum. Brother and sister were in the kitchen with Nan and 

Mum, but for some reason I was with the Old Man and Granddad. 

The Old Man was never good at holding his booze and whilst not asleep he was not far from it. 

Granddad was, by now, in a melancholy mood and started talking about Freddie. 

On that Christmas Eve Freddie had gone out on his bike to meet his mates and have a good time. 

However, when it was time to leave Freddie’s bike wouldn’t start. One of his friends offered him a lift 

home on his newly acquired Triumph. 

There was one small problem in that the Triumph wasn’t his and when a police car started following 

them, bearing in mind this was the very early hours of Christmas Day when there was hardly any 

traffic on the road, the rider panicked. 

He opened up the throttle and tried to lose the Police car and a chase ensued. It didn’t last very long 

as the Triumph crashed at speed. Freddie was killed outright but the rider survived with some injuries. 

Freddie had his license on him so the Police were able to come and knock on the door at Nan’s and 

break the news. 

By that time it was around six in the morning, apparently, and Granddad set about trying to let the 

family know. 

In later years Freddie’s death was always used as an argument as to why I was never to have or even 

ride a motorcycle. This lasted until I was twelve when I bought my first bike, a 1954 Panther 75 Spring 



6 

 

Frame, 350cc, from my neighbour with five pounds that I had been given for my birthday, made up 

mostly out of small change. 

My promise to my neighbour to not ride the bike on the road lasted about the first five minutes it took 

me to work out how to start it. That could have been embarrassing as he was a Sergeant in the 

Metropolitan Police at the time. 

Happy days. 
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Not Everyone Can Be A Lazarus 

Denise was a girl who used to live in the block of flats at the opposite end of the close to the block we 

lived in. She was also a year or two older than me and so we didn’t speak to each other, but in the 

way of relatively young kids, would acknowledge each other with a look or a nod in passing – 

providing no one else was around. 

I was about seven years old so Denise would be maybe nine at this time and it was probably around 

Easter time, well it was definitely a Bank Holiday because neither of us was at school but there wasn’t 

the mobs of kids that used to meet up to play fifty a side football or cricket matches that lasted a week 

or more during the longer ‘proper’ holidays. 

I was mooching around on my own, probably looking for one of the rope swings that the older lads 

used to put up the trees on the large communal green areas and I had seen Denise go down the 

footpath leading to the main road, she was off to see one of her friends who lived off the estate I 

supposed. 

The main road was part of the A205 South Circular in London and was often busy, even for those 

days, but today it was quiet, just like it would be on a Bank Holiday. Consequently I heard the bike 

sometime before I saw it. 

The Triumph twin was travelling at a good rate of knots as it came around the gentle lefthander at 

Fenstanton School and began the decent towards Tulse Hill. 

Maybe Denise didn’t hear it or see it, although I suspect she just didn’t look, and she stepped off the 

kerb into the road. 

The horn blared and she started to run, tripped and fell flat on her face in the road. 

The Triumph with nowhere else to go hit her on the upper leg before leaping into the air and climbed 

up to reach a surprising height. 

The guy on the pillion came off backwards and his flat cloth cap was no protection as he landed with 

full force on the back of his head. He was probably dead before his body came to a standstill in the 

middle of the road. The expression ‘tossed like a rag doll’ describes it exactly. 

The rider crashed back to earth with the bike which took some of the impact before it spun away from 

him finishing up on the other side of the road. 

Amazingly the rider managed to drag himself to the kerb from the crown of the road although he was 

seriously hurt. 

All of this had taken a couple of seconds. And the most amazing thing was how quiet it all was, almost 

like the world was holding its breath in shock. 
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I went to the rider first and could see his bone sticking out through his jeans above his knee and the 

leg below the knee was twisted at an impossible angle. He was rigid with pain and shock and just 

stared at the carnage in the road. 

I couldn’t do anything for him so ran up the road towards the telephone box. As I passed Denise she 

was already being comforted by people who were coming out of the houses on that side of the road. 

In those days telephone boxes were cared for because they were the only phones available to many 

people, and only very rarely vandalized or used as toilets. 

I dialed 999 and asked for an ambulance. I knew how to do that, besides there were instructions in 

the box for just this purpose. 

When I came out a small crowd had gathered and it wasn’t very long before both police and 

Ambulance arrived. 

Denise and the surviving rider were swiftly taken off to the local hospital for treatment along with the 

body of the dead guy [not all three in the same ambulance, the men in one and Denise in another] 

and the police started asking if anyone had seen anything and who had called for assistance. 

I was about seven years old and nobody wanted to listen to a little boy, so eventually I gave up and 

went home. 

Denise came home from hospital after a couple of days with a huge plaster cast on her leg. Her thigh 

bone had been broken and she was bruised. She wore the cast for nearly six months and limped for 

some time after that. 

I never knew what happened to the rider and it was obvious that the pillion passenger had been killed. 

The report of the inquest appeared in the local paper and it, as read to me, blamed the rider – no 

surprise or changes there then.  

This was more ammunition, had any been needed in later days, against me ever getting a motorbike 

of my own. 

As a teenager the last person you listen to is your Dad, know what I mean? 
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The One That You Never Forget . . . 

Shortly before my eleventh birthday, it was during the summer school holiday, apart from getting 

ready to attend a new school the family, me, brother and sister and the Old Man, moved from the 

council estate where we had lived for about seven years to a terraced house in South Norwood near 

Croydon. 

The day of removal started with me being sent off to find the new house with the one and only door 

key, trusting soul my Dad, to await the removal van’s arrival and the rest of the family. 

I eventually found the house up a side street off a turning which itself was a small road coming off the 

main road. 

Can I simply say that it was a long and very boring wait for everyone else to appear and I was both 

hungry and thoroughly cheesed off by the time we all got together. 

Our neighbours on one side were Scottish from the Western Isles who, at that time had no children, 

and on the other side by another couple also without children. I’m not at all sure how they coped with 

us as a young teenage boy, a near teen girl and yours truly. 

Over the next year or there about we all got to know each other to a greater or lesser extent with the 

Scottish man giving me an occasional lift to the station instead of me having to get the bus to the 

station to get the train to school. I also used to clean his car every now and then, a Vauxhall Victor, for 

which I got paid the princely sum of half a crown (12.5p if you don’t remember that far back). 

The couple on the other side were a bit strange. Ron, I think that was his name, was a policeman and 

used to work shifts so I may not see him for a week or two at a time. His wife, I’m pretty sure her 

name was Elspeth, was definitely strange. To be honest I can’t remember seeing her outside the 

house apart from half a dozen times in the back garden. I never saw her in the street or going to or 

from the shops. Like I said - strange. 

During one of my periodic games of shooting up an old Airfix kit that had got damaged using my 

brother’s air pistol, only when he was out of course, Ron saw me and asked what I was doing, so I 

told him. He told me to be careful and then proceeded to start taking a tarpaulin of an interesting 

shaped lump up the side of his house. 

His house was the end of the terrace and so he had a side access which none of the rest had. 

Being nosey, and also not wanting to use up too many of my brothers air pellets in case he noticed, I 

went over to the fence to watch what was going on. Underneath the tarp was a definite motorcycle 

shape but I couldn’t work out what make, size or even colour at that time. 

Ron uncovered the bike on a few occasions over the next number of months and I even asked him 

what it was as he was pumping up the tires one warm afternoon. ‘It’s a Panther’ he said still pumping 

away. 
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That didn’t mean anything to me at the time but I did like the look of it. 

My twelfth birthday arrived along with assorted ten bob notes and various coins all of which I stuffed 

into an old tin money box I’d bought from Woolworths for about 9d (4p) because it had a lock and I 

used to think it would be safe from any sticky fingered sibling. 

The day after my birthday I happened to see Ron as he came home from work. ‘’Scuse me’, you were 

taught to be polite in those days, especially to policemen, ‘Do you want to sell that bike in your 

garden?’ 

A pause, a look and then ‘OK, I’ll sell it for five pounds’. 

A Fiver! That was a lot of money in those days. Ron had seemingly picked a figure out of the air and 

out of my reach. 

I went back to our house and emptied my tin onto my bed and started counting.  

By deciding to walk to the station for the rest of the week and save the bus fare I would otherwise 

have spent i had just about got five pounds and so I gathered it all into one pocket and went back to 

knock on Ron’s door. 

He didn’t seem terribly pleased to see me and even less so when I started handing over a few 

crumpled notes and handfuls of small change. ‘It’s all there I checked it twice’ I announced. 

He told me to wait a moment whilst he went back inside, I presume to count it, and on his return he 

said, ‘You better go round and get it uncovered then. I’m having my tea and will come out when I’ve 

finished’. And with that he closed the door and left me on the doorstep not quite knowing what to do. 

I know that sounds dumb, but he had side gates and a lock on them and I wasn’t about to climb over 

just in case he got the hump and changed his mind. 

A year went by, it was probably no more than ten minutes but it seemed forever, and Ron came out to 

find me standing there like an expectant puppy waiting for a biscuit. 

‘I thought I told you to get it uncovered’. 

‘The side gates are locked and . . .’ 

‘I’ll get the key’. 

He came back and unlocked the gates and, for the first time ever, I went into their back garden. 

The tarpaulin was stiff and heavy and also quite grubby. I went straight to the first rope knot I saw and 

started trying to undo it. In my impatience and excitement all I ended up doing was making the knot 

even tighter. 
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Ron saw what I had done and put his hand on my arm to stop me. ‘Watch’ was all he said and pulled 

on an end that I hadn’t even spotted and the knot simply fell apart. 

The remaining ties were swiftly dealt with and then together we took the cover off the bike and I could 

see it for what it really was. And it was amazing. 

The chrome, and there wasn’t a lot to start with, was dulled but not rusty apart from a few pock marks 

here and there. The paint was covered in a combination of road dirt, dust and a fine oil film (Ron had 

apparently wiped it down with the ever popular ‘oily rag’ before putting it under cover) but a quick wipe 

with a finger showed the bright red of the tank and a glossy black to the headlight shrouds etc. 

Ron pushed it off its stand and wheeled it out onto the road. 

He then spent the next ten minutes showing me the various knobs and switches, there weren’t many, 

and then explained the controls, the gear shift and how to tickle the carb to prime it before starting. 

He also pointed out this odd little lever on the right hand engine case and said ‘Don’t forget this bit, it 

is the timing advance / retard mechanism’. 

He could have told me it was a Christmas Pudding maker, I was just too excited to take it all in. 

Ron gave the kick start a preparatory swing and then jumped on it with all his weight. 

Nothing. 

He tried it again half a dozen times. 

Still nothing. 

This was starting to look like hard work and the excitement was slowly diminishing. 

‘Hold on there, don’t touch anything’. 

Ron went back into his garden and came out a minute or so later with some petrol in an old can. The 

can may have been old but the petrol wasn’t.  Into the tank it went and with a vigorous shake about to 

mix it with the fuel already in it Ron went through the starting procedure again. 

I would like to say it started the very next kick, but it was about three kicks before it fired and another 

couple before the engine caught and ran. It sounded like the wrath of God. 

After letting it warm up a bit and checking the clutch and brakes Ron pulled up the decompression 

valve and stopped the engine. 

‘Your turn’ he said. 

I was distinctly nervous at this point, not wanting to mess it up and be made to look an idiot. I carefully 

ran through all the bits that Ron had told me and then taking a deep breath I jumped on the kick start. 
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She fired and with Ron at one side to tweak the throttle she ran. 

Ron said I could have a ‘little play’ but to be careful. I know he watched me as I struggled to get it out 

of the steep camber in the road and then watched as I slowly went down the street. 

When I had turned around at the end of the street Ron had gone back in. I went up and down the road 

a number of times getting used to the feel of the bike and discovering, in a practical way rather than in 

an abstract way, what the clutch actually did, going up into third gear at one point before Ron came 

out and stopped me. 

‘Enough for now’ he said. 

I was about to protest when he pointed out that I had no tax, no insurance, no MOT, no license at all 

and I hadn’t passed my test which meant I should only have been riding a bike up to 250cc, not the 

350cc I was sitting on and that was providing all the other objections had been met anyway. 

‘Put it away now and never let me catch you riding it on the road until you are all legal’. 

He never did catch me but, yes, of course I rode it. 
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Why Did You Do That? 

This is as much a postscript to the previous story as it is a hankering after something I can’t get back, 

i.e. that Panther. 

I mentioned that my neighbour, Ron, never caught me riding the Panther illegally, but I did have a few 

near misses with him and his colleagues over the next eighteen months or so. 

One day Ron told me that I should really either get rid of the bike or, at least, take it somewhere that I 

could ride it without being an uninsured menace to other road users.  

It just so happened that I had a mate whose Dad was in charge of a huge nursing home come 

hospital with some quite extensive and private grounds. So on one sunny afternoon and by prior 

arrangement I got on the Panther, fired it up and using all the back streets I knew of I headed over to 

my mate Mark’s place off Anerley Hill. 

Everything was going swimmingly until I spotted a police car that I hoped hadn’t spotted me. 

I pulled up the decompression valve lever and the engine died and I coasted to the kerb. There was a 

gentle downhill gradient so I stayed on the bike and just, sort of, scooted it along with an occasional 

prod of one foot. 

The police car pulled up alongside and the passenger told me to stop. So I did, looking all innocent 

and law abiding – if you believe that you’ll believe anything! 

‘That your bike?’ 

‘’Yes’. 

‘You look a bit young for that. Can you prove it’s yours?’ 

‘Erm . . . I dunno, what do you mean?’ 

‘Got a receipt for it? Paperwork? Log book?’ 

‘I’ve got the log book at home’. 

‘Where did you get it from?’ 

‘I bought it off my neighbour and I’m taking it to my mate’s place so I can ride it’. 

This was long before computers and mobile phones and even police radios were steam powered so 

there was no near instant check available to them, but they were obviously not happy. 

‘My neighbour is a police sergeant in traffic’ I said helpfully. 

They obviously concluded from that that I wasn’t an international old bike thief because I would surely 

have come up with a better answer otherwise. 
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‘O.K., off you go’. 

I went to push forward with one foot when . . . 

‘Wait. Get off it and push it’. 

I got off and started to push it. 

‘Not on the road, on the pavement’. 

This bloke was starting to give me the pip, but I complied because I had no choice. They sat there 

and watched me struggle along the pavement for what seemed ages before they drove off. 

I had by now reached the bottom of the slope and was facing quite a steep incline. I stopped and had 

a cigarette previously borrowed from my Mum’s pack a couple of days earlier without her knowledge. 

Whilst puffing away the police car appeared again, slowed, looked and then took off in the opposite 

direction. I finished my cigarette, started the bike and rode it the remaining mile or so to Mark’s place. 

We used to have great fun cavorting about through what had once been vegetable patches and along 

moss covered pathways. 

Life was good then, Champion N5 spark plugs were two bob (10p) and a gallon of five star petrol – 

yes five star – was only 2/3d (about 11p). As a side issue, if the weather was really bad there was 

always a selection of abandoned cars to chunder around the grounds in. 

Some time later, months later, after Mark and I had had some fun on it I took it to school whereupon it 

broke down. I’m pretty sure now with hindsight that the front pulley had come off or the woodruff key 

had broken, allowing the primary chain to fall off, but I didn’t know that then. 

The bike got parked up down the side of one of the school outbuildings and basically forgotten. 

About a year after that a younger lad from the school approached me whilst I was having a much 

appreciated cold beer outside the Greyhound in Dulwich one Friday and asked if the old bike down 

the side of the shed at school was mine and if so could he buy it. 

Like I said, I’d pretty much forgotten it was there, so I said he could have it for a fiver. As if by magic 

one of the Queens finest five pound notes appeared in his hand and vanished into my pocket. 

Job done, Panther gets a happy new owner and I won’t have to worry, not that I had been, about 

complaints from the school grounds staff for turning the place into a breakers yard. 

Many years later I wish I hadn’t sold that bike and had treated it with the respect it deserved. 

It taught me lots and gave me great fun. Probably long gone to the great recycling plant in the sky by 

now. 
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You live and learn. By the way, I recently spotted one on e-bay and you won’t believe how much they 

wanted for it and it wasn’t even a runner. 
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Just Because I Smoke It Doesn’t Make Me A Bad Person 

In these ‘enlightened days of Political Correctness’, or the March of the Thought Police – take your 

pick – smoking is especially frowned upon. In fact it is seen as being a worse sin than sharing your 

sexually transmitted disease around your friends in some people’s eyes. 

Be that as it may, back in the day I smoked, my parents smoked, my teachers smoked – everybody 

smoked. It really was no big deal. 

A packet of five Park Drive cigarettes cost 6d [a tanner, that’s 2.5p to you youngsters], they were 

revolting – but cheap, and you could buy them as singles too, provided you knew the right places to 

shop. 

So in no particular order, here are a few of the funny things that happened whilst enjoying a smoke on 

and around a bike:- 

1/ Dave was on the back of my bike and we were up town, it may have been when he was working for 

Mercury Despatch [if you remember the name you will also remember the company bikes were 

Suzuki GT250 ‘Ram Air’ two strokers – appropriate really in this section on smoking], whatever, we 

were riding down Gower Street in heavy traffic, filtering our way through towards Shaftesbury Avenue. 

Stopped by a red traffic light Dave asked if I wanted a cigarette, I said yes but he had to light it as my 

hands were full of clutch, brake and throttle. 

Just before the lights went to green Dave’s hand appeared from behind me with a lit cigarette, I 

grabbed the smouldering offering with my teeth and let go of the clutch almost simultaneously as the 

lights finally changed. 

I accelerated hard hoping to beat the sequence of lights but had to get through a narrowing gap 

between two busses to do so. 

What the heck, why not? 

It did get a bit tight as we went through, especially as neither bus driver seemed to know what mirrors 

were for, or had left their white sticks back at the garage, but we did get through. 

A few moments later we were stopped by another red light and I turned to say thanks for the cigarette 

to Dave. 

He was sitting rigid on the back with both hands up to his face as if to light the cigarette which was 

broken and smeared half way round his face and, as we later discovered, that gap had been a bit 

tighter than I had thought, because Dave had red paint on his knees and elbows. 

Got a light anyone? 
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2/ Another incident happened when I was working on a repair to a Suzuki GT380 which had been in a 

collision with a car. The insurance company had given the ‘go ahead’ even though it was being close 

to a ‘non-economic repair’ or write off. 

The front fork legs had been replaced along with the handle bars and right hand, front brake, lever 

and switch assembly and the new tank was in place and I was draining the fuel from the old tank into 

the new tank when the new boy from the spares department decided to have a look at what was 

going on. 

We were pretty easy going in the workshop, but at the same time visitors, even other staff members, 

were not encouraged. Even in those days I could get a ‘bit short’ with people, if not downright grumpy. 

The new boy, I really can’t remember his name, decided to plonk himself down on the little stool we 

used when setting up ignition timing which was right in front of me to ask some questions. 

It was a bit irritating, but he was keen and so whilst balancing the old tank in an awkward half 

crouching position and directing the stream of petrol into the neck of the new petrol tank I tried to 

answer his questions without telling him to ‘get lost’ or worse. 

This was fine until he decided it would be a good idea to have a cigarette at the same time. 

As his lighter flicked a spark I just dropped the tank and jumped back expecting a woosh of flame. 

The whole of the workshop was awash with fumes, even though the rear doors were wide open to 

vent the place. 

Amazingly there was no flash, no bang, no fire and just a look of dumb surprise on the face of this 

idiot on his stool. 

Fortunately someone got to him before I did and he was ejected via the back door, still with his 

cigarette, before I had a chance to get my hands on him. 

The damaged tank didn’t matter but it had hit the new tank as I dropped it. That meant another new 

tank and a delay on getting the bike back to the customer as we had to order in another of the right 

colour. 

My reaction may seem a little excessive but that was because a guy I had been at school with had 

been doing something similar in the street one day when a passer-by had casually flicked his dog end 

away which had landed in the bowl [perhaps not the best receptacle for fuel] into which he was 

pouring petrol to clean some parts. 

The ensuing flash fire had left him with a really radical facial ‘sun burn’ and removed the hair – all of 

the hair – from his face, arms and half his head and his fingers were badly blistered. 

Sure, he recovered – eventually, but I didn’t want to look like that myself. 

Smoking can seriously damage your health, even if you don’t smoke. 
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3/ It was cold and it was wet and it was the early hours of the morning. I had just arrived at the venue 

for a weekends racing and I had been told/asked to get there early. 

So here I was. 

And everyone else was probably still tucked up in their nice warm beds and fast asleep. 

I looked for somewhere to get out of the weather, but there was nowhere. So I did the next best thing, 

I pulled up in the lee of a large hanger, at least I was out of the wind and the large overhang gave 

some protection from the rain. 

I didn’t even take the bike out of gear, let alone get off it – I needed what heat there was from the 

engine and exhaust to try and dry out a bit – I just came to a stop against the hanger wall and leaned 

against it. 

I had gone well past the first icy trickle of water that lets you know that your waterproofs aren’t any 

longer waterproof and apart from a Mars bar that I knew I had in a pocket somewhere my only other 

consolation was an open packet of cigarettes carried in an inside pocket. 

Now that presented me with certain logistical difficulties. Yes, I wanted a cigarette, but no, I didn’t 

want to open my jacket and let whatever body warmth that remained to escape. 

I pondered this for a while, then decided to get the cigarette packet out. 

Off came the very wet leather gloves which, in the process of removal, also managed to pull all the 

lining out. These I carefully arranged around the lower part of the exhaust pipe to dry. 

Next job was to try and dry my hands. Any attempt to get a cigarette with hands that wet would be a 

non-starter. I eventually got the worst off by shoving my hands up the back of my jacket and taking 

the worst of the water off by rubbing them on the inner lining and my jumper. 

In so doing I also managed to break the bond between my trousers and my t-shirt under my jumper 

resulting in an involuntary jump as my very cold hands touched what was still, at that point, a 

relatively warm back, which almost had sent me and the bike sprawling on the deck. 

I then tackled the fiddly little buckle at the neck of my jacket, popped open the pop stud and pulled 

down the zip about eight inches. 

Not enough. 

My hands were still cold and had not a lot of feeling in them so zips and things were a bit of a mission 

and the zip toggle and my fingers were not working in unison. 

I yanked on the zip and it came down, all the way down. As it did so it allowed a little pocket of water 

that had been trapped in a fold somewhere to run down the front of my jumper and through the t-shirt 

and yes, it was cold. 
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‘Oh gosh’ and ‘What the heck’, or words to that effect were uttered. 

Oh well, at least I have free access to my pockets. 

The cigarettes looked ok from the outside but were definitely damp on the inside. I managed to 

destroy two trying to get them out of the pack. When one finally came out intact I placed it ever so 

carefully on the rocker box to dry out a bit whilst I tried to find my lighter. 

Another rummage around every pocket revealed nothing. It must be there somewhere. 

Yet another circuit of every receptacle still came up void, however, a quick check of the lining 

revealed a lump of the right size and shape in a corner. 

By this time I may just as well have not bothered to wear my jacket, but I was determined now. I was 

going to have my cigarette. 

The lighter was finally extracted through a hole where there had been no hole before and I re-zipped 

my jacket. It was still cold and wet and so was I. 

It was about now that I started to get the shivers. You know those uncontrollable shakes that sort of 

grab you and rattle you about for five or ten seconds at a time and come in waves? Those ones. 

OK. Here’s the situation, I am trying to get hold of the cigarette that seems to have nicely dried out, 

but I can’t sort of feel my fingers and I am getting waves of violent shivering, and I don’t want to drop 

or knock the cigarette off its perch before I can get a proper hold with my frozen fingers. 

‘Oh, drat and tarnation’, which probably sounded a bit different when uttered, I knocked it off the 

rocker cover, but all was not lost as it got caught by the HT lead and didn’t fall into the small river 

running around the side of the hanger I was parked against. This time I used my whole fist and 

grabbed cigarette and lead together before separating them. Yes, the cigarette did get a bit out of 

shape, but it was useable. 

Lighter. Click, flick. Click, flick. No spark, the blasted flint has expired. Would you believe it? 

By now I was getting a bit annoyed. 

I put the bike into neutral and pulled it onto the main stand. Then taking the HT lead firmly I 

unscrewed the plug cap from the lead. This manoeuvre resulted in an interesting stream of cold water 

finding its way down the back of my neck – Oh deep joy.  

Next I separated the case of the lighter from the fuel wadding section [great things these Zippo type 

lighters] and earthed the fuel body against the engine cylinder whilst balancing the HT lead on top. 

Two prods on the kick start later and I had a ball of flame in my hand from which I lit my cigarette and 

also warmed my hand up for about five seconds before it got too hot to handle and I dropped it. 

As I luxuriated in my hard won cigarette all became well with the world once more. 
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I was less than half way through it when some uniformed ‘jobs worth’ yelled at me to ‘Put that fugging 

fag out. There’s no smoking near the hangers’. 

To which I replied; ‘Genesis 1:28, go forth and multiply’ but in a rich Anglo Saxon colloquial sort of 

way. 

4/ Bowling along the Euston Road in the late morning on a bright summer day can be really pleasant. 

There are numerous hazards to watch out for, Black Cabs, suicidal ‘knowledge’ riders (same thing 

eventually), ‘I’m all right Jack, I’m driving a bus’ drivers, legs and short skirts etc. 

One thing that you do get used to, but never appreciate is having your face used as an ashtray by 

other road users. Yes, I know I was a smoker, but even I knew what mirrors were for. 

So the dark blue Rolls Royce convertible with the tan leather interior, smug driver and pretty 

passenger, drew my attention when it stuck its huge shinny bonnet across my path as it nosed out of 

a side turning. 

I was in no rush, I was on my way to a timed pick up at Euston Red Star Depot and I had about 

twenty minutes in hand, so I let them out. 

As usual, I received no thanks for this small act of, admittedly forced, kindness, but then on a bike you 

are all too often invisible, despite having lights on, hi-vis jacket even flashing lights and sirens 

sometimes. 

As we went to the next red light matey in the motor decided that lane discipline didn’t apply to him and 

managed to completely fill the lane leaving no room for even a push bike to squeeze through. 

And then he did it. He started flicking his cigar ash over the side of his door, where the prevailing wind 

took it straight back into my face. 

Puff, reach, flick. Puff, reach, flick. 

The lights changed and we progressed another fifty yards or so. This time, however, I pulled next to 

him and pointedly looked inside the car. 

A little look of irritation crossed his face as he viewed this lowly peasant on his nasty dirty motorcycle 

shading him from the sunshine alongside. 

‘Nice looking motor’ I said. 

‘Erm, yes.’ 

‘Cost a few bob I expect?’ 

‘Forty thousand’ he replied with a self-satisfied look. 

‘All that money and they can’t even put in an ashtray. You were robbed’. 
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Lights change and away I go leaving him dumb struck and his passenger trying not to laugh. 

There are all sorts of techniques for smoking a cigarette whilst riding a bike, none of which are either 

particularly effective or even sensible. 

There is the ‘old school’ method which consists of getting one lit, sticking it in the side of the mouth 

and then just puffing away for the twenty seconds or so that it lasts. This is not good for oh so many 

reasons, particularly if you have an abundance of facial hair.  

Apart from the obvious, it won’t last long, you are quite inclined to end up with a scorch mark on your 

face when your whiskers start to smoulder, not very nice and it stinks, or you find that you can’t get it 

out of your mouth in time and it burns your lips, now that does smart, because your hands are 

suddenly full of levers and knobs. 

An alternative is to do the one handed thing, you get the cigarette lit, take a draw and pull away whilst 

cupping the offending item in the palm of your hand. This works marginally better in the longevity 

stakes but has the drawback of having to jettison the part smoked fag when you meet Captain Ovlov 

who, apart from being a successful brain transplant donor, is blind, deaf and terminally stupid. 

There are all sorts of other fun things to do with a cigarette on a moving bike like having the end fall 

off down the front of you jacket, which you have left part open to expose your manly chest, or more 

likely because it is a pigging hot day. 

A flavoursome alternative is to get a mouthful of ash, you don’t even have to smoke to get one of 

those, some helpful car driver can usually oblige, the taste and coughing that ensue are well worth 

avoiding. 

Having ash, hot or otherwise, floating about under the visor of your helmet has the same effect as 

getting a live wasp in the same place. It really isn’t a benefit to concentration. 

One more thing, it isn’t recommended to check your fuel level by taking off the filler cap whilst 

smoking. I know it’s obvious, but you won’t believe how often I have seen it done. Of course I have 

never done it myself, hang on just got to push my suddenly very long nose back into place. 
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Just Popping Out . . . 

I developed a taste for beer at quite a young age, apparently I had necked about a quarter bottle of 

Gin as a very small – make that young, I was never very small – boy and then proceeded to sleep it 

off between and partly under a pair of beds. 

That in itself was enough to cause a panic and when I woke up it was to the sound of a rather grumpy 

Policeman who was having a moan at my Mum for losing me.  

I suppose it was just as well he didn’t find out why I had gone AWOL all the way into the next room. 

Leaving that aside my mate Ace, more on him in a while, lived pretty much next door to The Rising 

Sun and I had, don’t ask me where I got it from, I honestly can’t remember, a bright red Raleigh Wisp 

moped. 

Yeah, you can laugh all you want to but let me tell you it would do silly amounts of miles on a mere 

sniff of petrol and, as I had sort of forgotten to register, tax or insure it, it made for very cheap 

transport. And the speed it would get up to was totally underwhelming. 

In fairness given a long enough run it would have given the old Noddy Velocette a run for it’s money, 

but being overtaken by pigeons is embarrassing. 

So as Ace lived on the doorstep of the pub it kind of became natural for us to pop in for a sherbet or 

two when we had a couple of bob to spare. 

We actually got quite good at playing bar billiards and used to get a few pints by beating all comers – 

that was useful. I was also invited on one memorable night to make up a shortage in the darts team at 

short notice. 

I did win the first heat but by the time the second came around I had necked a few pints of Watneys’ 

Special. It wasn’t that special by today’s standards but at 1/3d a pint (about 6p) and then not having to 

pay for it as well . . . You get the idea. 

A merry time was had by one and all and at closing time I managed to find the Wisp and even get on 

it. What I couldn’t do is get the bleeding thing to start. 

I tried standing on the pedals with the bike on its stand to spin the back wheel, I tried bump starting it 

– that shows how tipsy I was because you can’t really bump start a constant drive moped I even tried 

pedalling furiously down what I thought was a hill. 

Nothing. Not even a pop. 

By now, despite it being quite chilly, I am sweating away like the proverbial porker and turning the air 

blue with muttered, and some not so muttered, curses. 

In the end I just decided that I would simply have to pedal it or walk it home to fix on another day. 
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At a point roughly half way home, about three miles from where I started, I decided to have a bit of a 

breather, so I rummaged around in my pockets for a cigarette and a light and puffed away for a few 

minutes. 

Don’t ask me why I did it, I just did it. As I got back on the bike I turned on the petrol tap and within 

one revolution of the pedals the engine was running as smooth as, well as smooth as a Raleigh Wisp 

ever did. 

Somebody, and it may even have been me, had turned the petrol tap off and I hadn’t even looked at 

it. 

On the bright side I was by now fully sober and got the rest of the way home safely. I am also 

reasonably sure that I never told anyone about that little escapade, so do me a favour and keep it to 

yourself. 
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Forgive And . . . 

Ace got his nickname from his initials, A. C. B.  and his carefree attitude from his family who were 

always able to bail him out of trouble. 

We were at school together and when I was struggling to keep an Arial Leader on the road – not 

always successfully – he turned up on an AJS 250CSR which was fully maintained by his grandfather 

who had raced at the TT in the twenties, and when that was insufficient there was always Dunstall 

Motorcycles down the road to care for it. 

Basically all Ace had to do was ride it and polish it, and it did look nice when it was cleaned up. 

As we grew older and left school we still kept in touch which wasn’t too difficult as we only lived 

around five to six miles apart and used to often drink at the same pubs. 

One day Ace called round to see me for a chat, or rather to show off his latest motorcycle, a Triumph 

Tiger 90, a 350cc twin ‘sports’ bike [well it was in its day].  

As usual with Ace’s bikes it looked like the dog’s biscuits, highly polished chrome work and good 

quality paint job with various little tweaks and extras which this time included, instead of the standard 

Triumph pipes, or the common alternative megaphone silencers [bit of a contradiction in terms really] 

he had got some custom made hexagonal profile silencers. Made a nice sound, sort of mid range 

rumble with a bit of a crackle on over run. 

The sun was shining and I was getting really irritated trying to set the timing up on a magneto that was 

really too far gone for anything apart from the dustbin. 

I was sitting on the kerb having a cigarette whilst trying to think of a way of compensating for worn 

points and bushes when I heard him coming. It was around lunchtime and there weren’t many 

motorbikes in the streets around so to hear one being ridden quite hard in these side streets on a 

working day caused me to look up. 

‘What do you think?’ He asked having pulled up alongside the kerb and removed his crash helmet. 

Ace always wore a helmet, even before it became compulsory. It was part of the deal he had with his 

granddad, ‘No helmet, no ride’. 

I got up and had a closer look. A lot of money and time had been spent on this bike and it showed.  

‘Very pretty, but does it go?’  

This was an attempt to get a ride on it myself but Ace knew me better than to fall for that one. 

‘Get your skid lid on and I’ll show you’ he replied.  

I was wearing oily jeans, a filthy t-shirt and a pair of open toed sandals. The sun was bright and warm 

so I flicked what was left of my cigarette away and just said, ‘Let’s go’.  
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Getting the throttle and clutch balance right with my added weight, and there’s a lot of it, made for a 

wobbly and untidy pull away. The next one at the bottom of the road was much smoother.  

Going round the park and onto Long Lane, a reasonably busy but wider main road Ace opened her up 

in second and the tail pipes gave a really satisfying snarl as the speed picked up. The bike was much 

quicker on acceleration than I had anticipated and caused my feet to lift off the rear pegs. And she 

was a lot more responsive and manoeuvrable than the old Matchless 500 ‘Jam Pot’ that I had been 

trying to fix. 

We stopped at a red light and I put my feet down on the road. The lights changed and Ace took off 

like a rocket leaving me standing in the middle of the road looking like John Wayne on a horse, but 

without the horse. 

Passing motorists found this all quite amusing. I didn’t. 

I crossed to the other side of the road and started to walk back towards home. A couple of minutes 

later and Ace pulled alongside me again. ‘Sorry about that, but I couldn’t resist it’.  

I climbed back on board. I was cross with being made to look like an idiot, but without me on the back 

the take-off had been impressive for a 350. I shouted to Ace above the engine noise and through his 

crash helmet, ‘What engine mods have been done?’  

‘Been bored out to 410 and heads polished. New valves and stronger valve springs and high-lift 

rocker cams fitted. And the front and rear sprockets have altered ratios for increased acceleration’. 

That would explain a lot I thought.  

As we neared home we got a clear run at a green traffic light and approached them faster than was, 

perhaps with hindsight, wise bearing in mind we had a sharp left hand turn to make at the junction.  

Ace dropped a gear and rolled off the throttle as he lined up for the turn. We both leaned to take the 

corner and Ace started to bring the throttle back in to power out of the bend. He was too soon, we 

could not maintain the line to round the corner and we had to go down further into the lean to 

compensate.  

This wasn’t a problem until my left foot made contact with the tarmac. I certainly felt it, but was more 

intent on clearing the corner than having a look.  

It wasn’t till I got off the bike at home that I saw the damage caused by not wearing proper footgear. 

Let me just say that it looked bad and felt worse and took ages to heal up – all of it valuable bike 

riding time!  

It ended up with me and Ace having a major falling out and our friendship was never the same after 

that.  

Well, whose going to own up to having been that stupid? 
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By the way, if by any chance you are reading this Ace – Sorry, it was actually my fault. I should have 

put some proper gear on. 
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Back In The Day . . . 

The sound of the two tone horns behind me produced the usual sinking feeling in the stomach. I 

flicked a look at the speedo and the needle was wobbling around the thirty-five miles per hour mark 

and I thought, ‘What the heck?’ My mate, Dave, was on his bike in front and I could see him shrug as 

if in agreement with my own thoughts. 

A quick shoulder check confirmed that it was the Police behind and not another emergency service, 

but instead of an Austin Allegro or a Rover dressed up as a jam sandwich it was a black Morris van, 

affectionately known as a Paddy Wagon or Black Maria. 

Maybe they didn’t want ‘a word’ this time so I eased off the throttle a bit and edged nearer the kerb to 

allow plenty of room for him to pass. 

As he drew alongside he turned in towards me forcing me to brake hard and mount the kerb. 

We stopped. 

I was not impressed, especially when from around the front of the police vehicle appeared a miniature 

policeman with a bright red face and a mouth that was going up and down at a hundred miles an 

hour. 

I couldn’t hear much, basically because I wasn’t listening, but also I was wearing a crash helmet and 

the bike engine was still running – erratically, as usual - and requiring the throttle to be ‘blipped’ to 

prevent it stalling. 

I happened to notice that he had a passenger in the front of the van, a woman and a civilian to boot. 

That was a bit odd. 

Meanwhile Dave too had stopped and had positioned himself where he could observe without 

necessarily being involved. 

By this time the ‘Highway Patrol’ wannabe was next to me and shouting in my face. Oh, I could hear 

him alright now, but thought he was a bit out of order and so I decided to be less than helpful. 

‘Turn your engine off’ he shouted. 

‘What?’ I replied giving the throttle a blip. 

‘Turn your engine off’, he repeated. 

‘Can’t hear you, it’s the engine’. Blip. 

‘Turn your engine off’. The red face was starting to go purple now. 

‘Shall I turn the engine off?’ I suggested helpfully and killed the ignition. 
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‘You were speeding’ was his next comment in a reduced, but still loud voice. 

‘Sorry, can’t hear you under this helmet’. 

The volume went up again as he repeated his charge. 

‘What?’ 

‘Take your helmet off’ he demanded. 

‘If I take my helmet off you will do me for being in charge of a motorcycle without wearing a helmet’, I 

said. This was just after the crazy compulsory crash helmet law had come into force. 

‘Take off your flipping helmet’. Only it wasn’t flipping that he used. 

We were back to puce and spittle flying again. 

Off came the helmet. 

‘You were speeding’ he said again. 

‘No I wasn’t’ 

‘Yes you were, you went past me doing forty-five miles an hour and this is a thirty limit’. 

‘’No I didn’t’. 

‘Are you calling me a liar’, volume on the up again. 

‘No, but I overtook you just after the traffic lights at Ashburton Park and I went past you in first gear. 

This bike won’t do forty-five in first - I know’. 

‘I had to do forty-five in order to catch you’ 

‘That only proves that you were going faster than I was’ 

He looked a bit puzzled for a moment then went back to ‘I say you were speeding’. 

‘Have you got VASCAR in that thing [the van], or any other calibrated speed checking equipment?’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because if you haven’t you couldn’t calculate my speed with any degree of accuracy anyway. And 

are you allowed to transport civilians in the front of that vehicle whilst you are on duty?’ 

He looked over his shoulder at the woman passenger. I suspect he had stopped me in order to 

impress her and it had all gone terribly wrong. 

‘I’ve got your number and I will have you’ he growled, well, more like a squawk. 
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‘Yeah, and I’ve got yours and I’ve also got a witness that you have threatened me’ I nodded towards 

Dave who waved, grinned and went back to smoking his cigarette. ‘So if you stop me again I will do 

you for harassment’. 

We glared at each other for a moment and then he stomped off back to his van. 

I waited till he had gone, cadged a smoke from Dave and then set about trying to start the bike again. 

It never did like starting from warm. 

We were young, the sun was shining and the open road awaited us, what more could anyone want? 
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No One Knows the Hour Or the Day . . . 

Gordon was seventeen when he joined the firm. He was a big bloke, big in every way.  

He stood over six feet tall, even when he wasn’t wearing his motorcycle boots and he was stocky as 

well, not fat, but broad across shoulders and chest without being a muscle builder. He also had a big 

grin to go with his big sense of humour. 

We all knew he would fit in with the team, unlike some that worked with us. 

I can’t remember what bike it was that Gordon rode to start with, I think it was a small Honda, a 125cc 

trail type, either way it had seen better days and when Gordon sat on it he looked like an adult sitting 

on a child’s bike and we used to tease him about that a lot. 

One day we had a delivery of some new model Suzukis and the first one out of its crate was a ‘Kettle’. 

These 750cc bikes, triple cylinder ‘liquid cooled’ – Oh No! You couldn’t use ordinary water and 

antifreeze – were to our eyes beautiful. 

This was a new version though; this had twin front disks, a re-modelled tank and side panels and 

whereas the earlier models had four leading shoe front brakes and were mostly painted red, blue, 

silver or an orangey gold, this one, however, was deep shining black with a silver coach line on the 

tank. Dave and I just stood and looked at it in awe for a few minutes. 

It was at this moment that Gordon came through from the spare parts section to check an item. He 

saw us and he saw the bike and said; ‘I’m going to get one of those’. 

It broke the spell and we started joking about his little bike and how he couldn’t afford one of these 

‘super bikes’, it was list priced at £799.99, this was in 1975, not including pre-delivery, number plates, 

registration etc., so you were looking at around £850 on the road. Dave was on the same pay scale 

as Gordon and would take home around £17 a week. But Gordon just nodded his head and said; ‘I’m 

going to get one of those’. 

The weeks passed and the black bike was sold, we had other deliveries, but no more black ones 

came in, although customers used to ask for it as a colour option quite often. 

Gordon used to come for a drink with us after work, but not very often, so we used to tease him about 

having a secret girlfriend or being a ‘Mummy’s boy’. He would take it all in good humour and even 

give back as good as he got sometimes. So when he announced that it was his eighteenth birthday 

on Friday and we should all go for a drink at the Cricketers Arms to celebrate we all thought that was 

a splendid idea. 

Friday came and Gordon was a bit late coming in. Ron, the ‘Old Man’ who owned the business was a 

bit of a stickler when it came to time keeping, although very generous in other ways, so we just hoped 

that he wouldn’t notice that Gordon was late this morning. 
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However, at nine-twenty, or there abouts, Ron walked into the workshop and asked; ‘Anyone seen 

Gordon?’ Me, Dave and Clive looked at each other and Clive said with a look of complete innocence 

that fooled nobody; ‘I think he’s in the spares department going through the bins’. 

Ron just gave him a look which expressed a number of things, none of which included belief. 

Then Ron had a ‘light bulb moment’, ‘Ah, it’s his birthday today. He said he would be a bit late. Tell 

him to see me when he gets in’. And off he went whistling loudly and off tune. 

It was busy that morning with services to do as well as two insurance repairs and a gearbox rebuild to 

be finished by lunchtime for collection, so we didn’t see Gordon come in or get to speak to him until 

we broke off to go up to the fish shop for lunch. 

As we came out through the showroom we could see a brand new black ‘Kettle’ sitting on its stand 

just outside the door, taxed and plated and with our dealership badge on the rear mudguard.  

We stopped to have a closer look for a few moments, ignoring the rain which was persistent, but not 

heavy, admiring the way that the polished alloy of the engine set off the black paintwork and chrome. 

We walked off up the road the hundred yards or so to the chippy for a sit down cod and chips, most 

days we went back to the workshop but Fridays we ate in, and the sole topic of conversation was 

whose bike it was. It definitely had our dealership badge, but the only black one we had been 

delivered had gone to someone in the Suzuki technical team. 

We found out when we went back. There was Gordon, head down, wiping the rain droplets off the 

black bike, the rain having given up for a spell. 

‘Don’t damage it, or the owner will kill you’, Dave said. 

‘I won’t damage it and I won’t kill anyone’, replied Gordon. Then he lifted his head and gave us that 

great big grin. ‘It’s mine’, he said. 

We responded with expressions of doubt and various bits of colourful Anglo-Saxon until Gordon 

explained. 

He had fallen in love with the bike when we first took it out of its crate, so he had gone to have a word 

with Ron and between them they had worked out a deal.  

Gordon was too young for a standard finance deal, but as was often the case in those days there 

were ways to get things done and Ron knew most, if not all of them. 

Gordon had scrimped and saved and paid Ron direct from his wages as much as he could over the 

past four months or so. To prevent the bike being damaged or re-sold Ron had got it taken to the 

Suzuki Heron workshop [The Suzuki race team and UK technical division in the early seventies] for 

safe keeping. By the time Gordon’s birthday came round he had paid more than enough to cover the 

deposit and all the pre-delivery charges and for comprehensive insurance cover, the balance would 
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go on a regular hire purchase agreement. That was the reason Gordon had been late this morning, he 

was collecting his new pride and joy. 

Standing inside the showroom and watching everything was Ron. I thought he was going to make one 

of his caustic remarks about wasting time, but he didn’t. He just looked at Gordon and the rest of us, 

gave a small smile, nodded his head in our direction and then went back to his office. 

Like I said earlier, Ron could be very generous over some things. 

The outside phone bell started to ring and we broke off to get back to work, which as usual for a 

Friday we had planned to be lighter than on other days so we would finish on time and still be able to 

tidy up the workshop and to check and clean the tools etc. Saturdays we usually kept clear for drop in 

emergencies and fitting of accessories bought in the shop. 

As we locked up at the end of the day final arrangements were made to meet Gordon for his Birthday 

drink. Eight PM at the Cricketers Arms was agreed, this was a bit later than I would have chosen, but 

it wasn’t my birthday and it would, apparently, enable Gordon’s mysterious girlfriend to be there. 

By half past seven I was back on my bike, a T500 at the time, heading towards Mitcham. The traffic 

was still heavy, even for a Friday night, and it was raining. This wasn’t the rain of earlier, this was 

heavy rain and in November and wearing an open face helmet I wasn’t inclined to go fast or take 

chances. The rain was cold and it hurt when it hit the exposed areas of my face. 

Arriving at the pub I looked around for any of the others but didn’t see any bikes or cars I recognised, 

so assuming I was first I went in and, having found a corner to put my waterproofs, gloves and 

helmet, I ordered a pint of bitter. 

By half past eight most of those who had said they would come had arrived, but there was no sign of 

Gordon. 

Nine came and went, as did half past. Still no sign of Gordon and nobody had his home phone 

number or address. So we had another drink. 

By ten it was obvious that Gordon was a ‘no show’ so we finished our drinks and some decided to go 

for a curry, others went for a kebab, I called it a night and went home. 

Going across the common I noticed two police witness appeal boards but paid them no real attention. 

They were just road furniture, there for a few days then either taken away or flattened by a truck. 

It was mid-morning on Saturday before we were told. 

The council, as part of ‘traffic calming measures’ had begun erecting speed humps on part of the road 

that cut across the Common. I don’t know if they were signed in advance or not, all I can tell you is 

that it was dark and it was raining and, according to the Police, Gordon was travelling at around 90 
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miles an hour when he hit one. The initial impact threw the bike into the air and Graham and the bike 

then hit an old and very solid brick wall. He died instantly. 

There is a sticker that I used to see on the back of cars sometimes which goes; ‘Give God a laugh, tell 

him your plans for tomorrow’. 

Gordon isn’t the only friend I have lost, but I always think of him when I see that sticker. 

A few months after Gordon’s death Dave got his own ‘Kettle’, had it custom painted Rolls Royce black 

with gold leaf coach lines. It really looked good. He crashed badly on his too, he ‘T-boned’ an old 

Austin Cambridge – virtually cut the thing in half apparently, but he survived to ride again. 
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Not What You Sought, But What Have You Found? 

Sometimes old fashioned nostalgia rules when, in reality, the head should make you run, not walk, 

away. However, just occasionally, despite the warnings things actually work out quite well. 

At this time I had a couple, it may have been three, four, five? bikes on the go. When I say on the go 

that doesn’t mean that they were necessarily working or road legal. I remember that one was a 

Matchless 250 which was in the process of being turned into a chopper style from a sit up and beg 

jam pot, this was parked, or abandoned, in the tiny front garden at home. Apart from a few control 

linkage issues, the forward sets were connected by rods that weren’t strong enough and kept bending 

when the gear shift or foot brake were used, it also had a shortage of lights and a complete absence 

of any wiring. There was, of course, the Panther, but that was off the road and at my mates place lost 

somewhere in the Hospital grounds. And the AJS 250 – which was another reason the Matchless 

wasn’t getting very far, as I kept nicking bits from one for the other. 

I also definitely had an NSU which was a get you out of trouble machine – when nothing else worked 

the NSU would. I didn’t actually like this bike and my Dad had bought it hoping to limit my desire for 

bigger and faster machines. On that basis it failed dismally. It failed in many other respects too, but 

you’ll have to read on. 

The NSU did have a couple of odd characteristics which meant that I didn’t actually just get rid of it 

and still used it, although that was usually out of necessity rather than choice. 

For example, one morning some of the guys had turned up as we were all going out on a bike run. I 

wasn’t quite ready and whilst they waited they found some aerosol spray paints in the front garden, so 

they decided to give the NSU a quick paint job. By the time I came down ready to go out the bike 

looked like a vomit sculpture on wheels. With the exception of the lights and number plates everything 

was covered with random sweeps of yellow, orange, blue and green with just a few small patches of 

the original filler grey colour showing through. I felt really grateful that I was on the AJS that day. 

Thanks guys! 

The other interesting trait of the NSU was that it thought it was a British bike in that bits just kept 

falling off it. The exhaust pipe was the most frequent offender. 

Firstly the baffle pipe would blow out of the exhaust tail pipe no matter how tight the retaining screw 

had been fitted and despite having split washers and assorted fixatives applied. When the baffle pipe 

blew I would stop the bike, put it on its stand and stroll back up the road to where the baffle pipe had 

come to rest. Sometimes it would get run over by-passing traffic but like those jumpers that Granny 

used to knit that you hated wearing it seemed indestructible. 

Having picked up the offending item which would be both warm and smothered in engine excrement, 

it was a mix in the tank two stroke engine – none of these fancy oil pumps or oil induction systems, I 
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would walk back to the bike and shove it under the rear carrier which, fortunately, had a spring clip 

arrangement on it, a bit like a giant mousetrap, and continue, albeit somewhat noisily, on my way. 

I finally stopped this by fitting a steel split ring from a key ring. The baffle pipe would now bob in and 

out an inch or so but remained in contact with the rest of the silencer. 

Having sorted that little foible out the NSU decided to try shedding the other end of the exhaust pipe. 

It started when the exhaust down tube began blowing out of the cylinder head. To begin with I would 

just stop the bike, put it on its main stand and then, literally, kick the offending pipe back into position, 

it being too hot to handle. This resulted in some interesting looks from passers-by and some burnt 

shoes and sore toes. 

After a little while the bike modified its behaviour and would blow the down pipe out of the cylinder 

head but, unlike before, the down pipe would then rotate and disengage from the front of the silencer 

as well and go pinging and clattering down the road. 

Stop bike, put on main stand and go back to pick up down pipe very carefully because it would be 

very hot and go back to the bike, it is one thing to pick up an oily baffle pipe from the road and quite 

another thing to pick up a glowing hot down pipe from an overworked little engine whilst avoiding 

getting run over. 

Depending on how far from my destination I was, I would either re-fit the pipe or not. It was amazing 

how much noise that small bike would make with no exhaust of any description fitted. 

The down pipe was an interference fit to the cylinder head, but the more times it came out the larger 

the hole got and the looser it became. The silencer joint for the down pipe had a constriction clamp 

but the bolt that held it all together was worn and stretched with age, wear and use and so couldn’t be 

tightened enough to do the job efficiently anymore and I wasn’t about to spend what tiny amount of 

money I had doing up a bike I didn’t even like but used out of necessity. 

Bearing all of this in mind it should be no surprise that when I heard from a friend that another friend 

or acquaintance had a Panther 250 for sale, cheap because he was moving, I got round there as 

quickly as I could. 

Despite my best efforts it was dark before I arrived at the flat near Crystal Palace and I had to use my 

cigarette lighter to read the names on the bell pushes at the door. The guy who answered my ring, 

Clive, was a few years older than me and invited me into the first floor flat whilst he sorted out 

paperwork, keys etc. and this was before I had even seen the bike! 

I chatted to Clive’s very pregnant wife whilst he sorted himself out and when he was ready I asked if I 

could have a look at the bike. 

There followed one of those moments where everybody just looks at each other as if they had 

suddenly lost the ability to understand what was being said. After a short and uncomfortable pause 
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Clive explained that he thought I was the bloke who had come to see the bike when he was working 

last weekend. 

I said that if he was interested he would have been back by now and could I have a look as I was here 

now. Clive thought for a moment, shrugged, picked up a torch and we went down to the front garden 

which was hidden from the road by a hugely overgrown front hedge. Behind the hedge in the dim light 

from the downstairs flat I could make out three humps under tarpaulins. 

The first, Clive explained, was his daily hack a Triumph Tiger Cub, the next one concealed a ‘Noddy 

Bike’ a Vellocette LE mark 111 and under the third was the Panther.  

Clive and I removed the tarpaulins from both of the two latter bikes and wheeled the two of them out 

into the street where the light was a bit better and, with the use of Clive’s torch, I had a look around 

the Panther. It was hard to see a lot of detail but at least all the levers and pegs were where they 

should be and I managed to kick the tyres in a thoroughly professional way, but don’t ask me what 

colour it was as I couldn’t work it out, dark red going to brown possibly – or green or blue, you get the 

idea, sodium street lighting can do that. 

The bike wasn’t what I was expecting because it was a two stroke [Villiers 2T engine] and not a four 

stroke like my old Panther 350 had been. I would have preferred a four stroke but beggars can’t be 

choosers and this had to be better than the NSU. 

Clive fiddled around with the carb, choke lever and ignition switch and the kicked the engine over – 

Nothing! Nor the next time or the time after that or any of the next twenty or so kicks delivered with 

increasing frustration. 

Out came the tool roll and out came the spark plug which was soaked with unburned fuel. So whilst I 

cleaned, re-gapped and dried that Clive took off the plug cap and checked the High Tension lead for a 

spark. Not brilliant but there. The plug cap was put back on and the spark plug pushed into cap, and 

again the spark was there. The spark plug was reinserted and tightened and the HT lead firmly 

clipped back on. 

Kick, kick, kick, still nothing. 

Clive put in some fresh fuel whilst I cleaned and dried the plug again. This time Clive decided a push 

start would be in order. By this time I had decided the last thing that I needed was another unreliable 

bike, so I wasn’t about to buy this one but, having put some effort into it, I was interested in seeing the 

wretched thing run. 

There was a gentle slope to aid us and we used all of it with the bike in second gear; dubba, dubba, 

dubba, futt, dub, dub, futt and we were out of breath. We walked the bike back up the slope as we 

regained our breath and tried again. And again. It just didn’t want to play. 
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On the fourth, or forty-fourth, attempt it fired and then howled into life at full revs for about three 

seconds before cutting out again. 

‘Why didn’t you shut the throttle?’ I asked Clive. 

‘I didn’t have it open’ he replied. 

A quick check of the throttle cable and linkage established that there was nothing wrong with that and 

that the carb slide was going up and down in response to the twist grip as it should.  

Despite the torch battery being nearly exhausted and the light from it getting dimmer by the minute we 

stripped the carb and cleaned it as best we could, blowing out the jets with a sharp puff of breath, 

then sucking to see if it was clear [very tasty] and then put it back together again and then once more 

checked the movement was as it should be. 

We tried starting the bike again and again it would only start on a push when it would scream into life 

and die in a couple of seconds. 

Clive decided it was the crank seals that had gone but I could have the bike for less money because it 

‘needed a bit of work’. Like a full engine strip to begin with. 

‘What about the Vello?’ I asked. 

‘Oh that thing. I don’t even know why I bought it. Why, you interested?’ 

‘Could be’. 

The key was actually in the ignition and a twist of that and a turn on the choke lever a couple of prods 

and she fired up and chugged away quietly. In fact so quietly that if it wasn’t for the exhaust fumes 

coming out the tail pipe in the frosty air you wouldn’t know it was running. 

We were both tired and it was turned two in the morning and that is how I came to be the proud owner 

of a Vellocette LE mark 111 for the huge sum of ten pounds. 

By the way, have you seen how much they fetch now on e-bay? 

I did, a couple of weeks later buy the Panther, but only because someone I knew wanted one and I 

made a couple of quid out of the deal without having to pick up a spanner. 

 

 

 

 

 



38 

 

Slow, Slow, Not Quick, Slow 

The Vellocette ‘Noddy Bike’ was an object of much laughter and ridicule by most bikers, but was a 

rather modern machine in a great many ways for its time. Horizontally opposed four stroke twin, like a 

BMW but water cooled, like a Scott, shaft driven, like a Douglas and with a monocoque chassis, like 

nothing else on earth. 

By the time they got round to building the Mark 111, they had refined the basic design and given it a 

kick start instead of a pull start, like you still get on lawn mowers, and made it a four speed foot 

change gearbox instead of a three speed hand change. 

Having said that speed was not something that was closely associated with a Noddy bike as flat out 

and with the benefit of a following wind, gale force or above, you would be doing the terrifying speed 

of about . . . well, forty – ish. 

That is the main reason why bikers didn’t take them seriously. 

There is the story of a policeman based near Westerham on the old A25 who had one of these bikes 

as his official transport. The trouble was every time he tried to stop a motorbike for speeding through 

the village the offending biker would simply hook his foot under the running board of the police bike 

and lift his leg, causing the police bike to veer wildly off course and sometime the police rider would 

get pitched off. 

It was much the same technique as that adopted by some bikers when encountering scooters – 

allegedly. 

Another problem with the Vello was that it was so quiet. Sitting in traffic it was all too common to open 

the throttle as the traffic started to move, only to find that the engine had stalled. This happened to me 

on a number of occasions. The water pressure gauge on the near side leg shield would give a visual 

indication that the engine was running, provided you remembered to look at it. 

The quietness of the engine also meant that people would often step out in front of you, off the kerb or 

from between traffic. It wasn’t a case of; ‘Sorry mate, I didn’t see you’, it was more; ‘Where did you 

come from?’ It could be sort of flattering if you could convince yourself it was the speed of your 

approach that had confused them and not the silence of the engine. 

Bearing in mind that I had got the Vello on the rebound it wasn’t a bad bike really and it was a lot 

more reliable than most of the other bikes I had owned or still had. I did get Clive to tow me home 

once after the ignition switch failed – he on his Tiger Cub and me on the Vello and a bit of washing 

line between us, at night, in the rain, in heavy traffic, from central London, what could be safer? 

At this time I was working in Southwark and living in South Norwood, not a huge distance but heavy 

traffic all the way, and it is no surprise that a black cab ‘took me out’ one morning by Blackfriars 

Station. 
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I have a great deal of respect for Black Cab drivers, but sometimes they behave just like Volvo 

owners and do the dumbest things without looking, or having looked they carry on anyway. This 

particular Cabbie had just collected a fare and decided that the ‘No ‘U’ turn’ sign didn’t apply to him. 

Worse than that he didn’t seem to have looked at any of his mirrors before beginning his manoeuvre 

and he side swiped my pannier as I went past him. These ex-plod Vellos all had metal side panniers 

fitted as standard – really useful actually. 

Thank you and goodnight. The Vello just went down on her side like a dying swan and we swam up 

the road to a halt both smothered in rain water and road dirt. Mr Cabbie didn’t even blink, he 

completed his turn and took off - ‘Thanks, Yeah I’m alright. It’s all good’.  

My waterproofs were no longer waterproof and my suit underneath was going to need more than a 

clean, but I didn’t know that until I actually got to work. 

Ironically, on this occasion the Vello was still ticking over so grabbing the clutch lever and giving a 

heave on the saddle she was upright in a moment and I was on my way again calling into question 

the parentage, vision and brain capacity of a certain Black Cab driver. 

One Friday I decided to go and get a new pair of motorcycle boots. I had had a look around and seen 

the ones I wanted at the right price. All my previous motorbike boots had been bought from Army 

Surplus stores and were often less than useful after a short period of time. One pair I bought as 

‘genuine leather military jack boots’ turned out to be made of compressed paper. That was a very wet 

ride home on that rainy Bank Holiday. So come lunchtime I jumped on my trusty, well, more like rusty 

steed and whispered rather than roared off to Pride and Clarkes in Stockwell Road. 

Pride and Clarkes was an alternative to the Ace Café in a lot of ways because on Saturdays the place 

was heaving with bikers of all sorts. There was a café just up the road for those who needed a cuppa, 

just as well because there were no other facilities on offer in the shop itself.  

The block of shops, it really was a whole block, not one or two units, was painted red and on the other 

side of the road was the much smaller car showroom. 

There used to be huge numbers of tales about dumb things that happened, stupid replies to misheard 

questions, as well as the slightly malicious ‘baiting’ of the young ‘wannabe’ bikers who flocked there 

for their first ever job in their squeaky stiff, new, sometimes leather but often genuine PVC, biker 

jacket. All spots and teenage angst – Oh, come on, we were like that once too. 

I will just give you two examples of what I mean about some of the staff: 

A mate of mine had bent a connecting rod on his bike – don’t ask how he had done it, I tried asking on 

a number of occasions and I never did get a straight answer to that from him – and took the offending 

item to Pride and Clarkes and asked the lad behind the counter, ‘Got one like that mate?’ 

‘I dunno, I’ll have a look’. 
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Some time later and after some banging about in the back the parts ‘expert’ reappeared with a new 

con rod and the old one. Proudly showing my mate the new con rod with some very evident hammer 

marks on it he said, ‘That’s the best I can do, it’s nearly the same shape’. 

It was about this time that the story – quite possibly true based on the above example – went round 

about one of the ‘Old Boys’ [Trench coat and pipe brigade riding, usually, ex MoD plungers] asked, 

with a completely dead pan face, the spares technician for ‘a pint of compression’. 

You get the idea. 

I had whispered off to Pride and Clarkes for some new boots in my lunch break and having checked 

they had the right size and, bearing in mind this was Pride and Clarkes, that there was a left boot and 

a right boot of the same size in the box, I parted with eighteen of the Queen’s finest pound notes and 

picked up the box with my shiny new boots in.  

I wasn’t going to wear them until they had had a good going over with some dubbin and polish, at 

eighteen pounds I wanted them to last – this was in 1971 and eighteen quid was better than a week’s 

wages.  

Wouldn’t you know it, the box was too big for the panniers, so I used a couple of webbing straps that 

were lurking in the bottom of one of the panniers and tied them on the rear rack, where the police 

radio had once sat. 

All was fine until I hit a pothole and felt the box shift. I checked behind just as the box fell off the back. 

Stopping as quickly as the antiquated Vello brakes would allow I looked back down the road and there 

was the box, still unopened about two feet from the kerb, about twenty feet from the entrance to the 

underground station and about a hundred feet from me on the bike. 

Brakes on ‘Noddy’ bikes were not their strongest feature. 

The road was still clear, so I decided to pull a quick(ish) U turn and go back. In the three seconds that 

it took to complete the manoeuvre the box and my new boots had vanished. 

I was so angry I wanted to throw up! 

And the local constabulary were oh, so very helpful – not! 

‘Listen mate, they ain’t stolen. They are lost in the street. You gotta wait and see if they get handed 

in’. 

‘I was the only vehicle for a quarter of a mile in any direction. Where do you think somebody would 

imagine they came from? Heavenly gift or something?’ 

‘Don’t get funny with me sonny, or I’ll book you’. 

‘What for? Getting me bleeding new boots stolen?’ 
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‘They ain’t stolen; they are lost in the street’. 

It was going to be a long, long, long time before I bought another pair of new motorcycle boots. 

One day, going to work, I noticed that the clutch was starting to slip and the last thing you want on a 

bike with as little power as the Vello is a slipping clutch. 

I had a look at the cable and external adjustments at lunchtime but on the way home I knew that it 

wasn’t going to last and sure enough it didn’t. 

On the way home that night the clutch completely gave out and I was stranded somewhere near the 

Oval cricket ground. Whilst quietly fuming over this conundrum and having, well trying to have, a 

cigarette in the rain along came this chap on a Triumph Tiger cub, it was Clive, the guy I had bought 

the Vello from. 

Not the most powerful bike in the world the Tiger Cob at 200cc – including allowances for worn valve 

seats – but the rider pulled up and offered his help. After explaining the situation he simply shrugged 

and said; ‘I’ll give you a tow then’ as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 

Have you ever been towed? I don’t mean on a rigid bar or an ‘A’ frame hitch in a car, but by a bit of 

rope? It isn’t as simple as it sounds. Now imagine that on two wheels being towed by another two 

wheels, in rush hour, in the rain, at night, in London. 

Get the picture? It wasn’t a lot of fun but it did get me to where I needed to get to.  

My Dad, by this time, had a flat with a garage, so I got this Clive, don’t know if we ever got around to 

having a beer together like I promised, to take me straight there and then persuaded the Old Man to 

let me work on the bike there.  

Clive and the Tiger Cub had long gone by then – but in case you are still above tarmac and reading 

this – Thanks Everso and I still owe you a pint. 

It was quite simple getting the engine out to do the clutch and I even got the ‘Old Man’ to give me a lift 

home. I left the clutch in the boot of his car and he would pick me up in the morning, Saturday, so I 

could get the bits I needed. 

There used to be an old bike shop near Lower Addiscombe Road railway station and I had often 

found them helpful with some really random items. True enough, they came up trumps with all that I 

needed to repair the Vello at a very good price, so I treated the ‘Old Man’ to a lunchtime pint and a 

sandwich before letting him take me back to his garage. 

I started putting things back together but got side tracked all too frequently by cups of coffee and food 

and cigarettes and the need to go for a leak. It got dark and it got cold, so home again with the idea 

that a couple of hours on Sunday and it would be ‘job done’. 
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In fact it took until nearly 1am Monday morning before it was all back together properly and running. 

Anything that could go wrong had. Nuts and bolts that you had put there were no longer there, they 

had moved all by themselves. Cables snagged, levers jammed, springs sprung – you get the picture. 

Still, finally, the bike was working again. I said thanks to the ‘Old Man’ and that I would pick up my 

tools later in the week. I pinched his last cigarette as I put on helmet and gloves and by now it was 

really cold with a sky so clear that even in inner London with all the light pollution the stars were like 

diamond chips just out of reach. 

There was frost in the car parking area and I took it very gingerly down the slope towards the road.  

The road itself was white. Pure clean white, I had never seen anything like it. It must be the light from 

the Moon or the mercury vapour lamps I convinced myself.  

I eased the front wheel into the gutter and immediately it wanted to slide down the rather steep slope 

of Cannonbie Road. I hauled it back but felt the rear wheel start to slip. I gave her a touch of throttle 

and aimed for the crown of the road. 

I managed to get out far enough to clear the cars parked in the kerb but then the bike slid, completely 

on its own without any further action from me, out onto the frosted surface and, losing whatever was 

left of grip, we started to slide broadside down the hill. There was nothing I could do to control it, so I 

just went with it. I lent the bike over as far as I could and basically used the running board as a brake. 

It was to all intents and purposes a very slow speed crash – but without the pain and the damage. 

We did stop at the bottom of the hill where there was a crossroads; I think it was simply the camber of 

the other road that broke the momentum, and the road we joined was flatter and less frosted. Taking 

great care I turned the bike round and headed off. 

The next road I joined was part of the A205 South Circular and that was wet rather than frozen, due to 

the never ending flow of traffic even then, and I managed to get home safely. 

That was one of the last times I rode the Vello because after another dispute with a Black Cab on the 

way to work my mother decided that I needed something more reliable and safer so she would cover 

the deposit on a bike for me and I would pay the instalments. 

We got to the bike shop, Lawsons' in Portland Road – long gone now - and there was a lovely BSA 

A65 Lightning combination in green with a Monaco style single seat chair.  

No I didn’t get that; Mother would only cover the deposit on a Honda, and only a 175cc at that. Still 

that bike gave me a lot of fun and I taught my future wife to ride motorbikes on it – until she parked it 

in a hedge that is. 

I left that bike in Mum’s front garden, that would be in 1975. I bet it’s not there now. I wonder if anyone 

else ever enjoyed OYV43L? The Vello was retired to my Dad’s garage and I bet that’s not there 

anymore either, but then neither is my Dad. 
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Though it’s Cold and Lonely in the Deep Dark Night . . . 

Heading up the West End for a couple of ‘sherberts’ may seem to some as going a long way for a 

beer, but when you find a pub or a bar that you like distance isn’t really an issue. 

The Duke of York was the one that we were using a lot at this time; it had a good atmosphere and lots 

of characters in its clientele. It was only a small place, just off Goodge Street and was run or managed 

or owned; it depended who you asked, by a woman called Blanche. 

Blanche was a character amongst characters. She had a picture of her late husband hanging on the 

wall in the bar – nothing strange about that – except she had used a toilet seat as the frame.  

She also had, hanging around the walls, a large selection of men’s ties which she had cut off the 

owners. Apparently, when a man came in wearing a tie she liked whatever the colour or pattern or 

shape of, she would grab a pair of scissors and ‘snip’, off came the tie. 

Her favourite drink was Sherry or Port, possibly both simultaneously, which she drank by the half pint 

in a half pint dimple beer jug whilst sitting in the corner of the bar nearest the men’s toilet. Nothing 

strange at all in any of that. 

As I said the Duke wasn’t very big and, especially at weekends, could get crowded. However packed 

out it became there was always room made when a dozen or so sweaty bikers turned up. 

It didn’t really matter though because there were a number of pubs nearby to go to if you felt like it, 

the One Tun or the Blue Post, to name but two. 

On this particular night most of the guys were doing their own things and so me and Little Dave went 

up there on our own. Unusually we went on my bike, I didn’t like being a pillion very much, especially 

behind Little Dave who would show off – badly, so maybe Dave’s bike was out of action, which would 

normally mean a puncture because if it was anything else we would have been trying to fix it and 

Dave’s inner tubes were more patches than tube as a rule and even in those days bike shops closed 

at 5.30pm. 

When we arrived, Dave ordered the beer and I took over one of the pinball machines. There were two 

pinball tables squeezed into the corner and most nights we could play all night long on just two bob 

each [10p]. We were so used to these machines that we would often have to have the power turned 

off by Pete, the bar man, to cancel our repeat play ‘free games’ so he could get us to go home 

enabling him to lock up. 

By closing time we were both nicely mellow and well lubricated with pints of bitter and a couple of 

Southern Comforts supplied by Pete in compensation for the cancelled bonus games. 

It was whilst in this frame of mind that Dave suggested that we go see his girlfriend and get a coffee. 

It was winter time, around eleven at night and his girlfriend lived sixty plus miles away from where we 

stood having a last smoke as we togged up with gloves and helmets. 
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I thought this was a splendid idea. 

Heading out West from where we were was no problem, Goodge Street, left into Tottenham Court 

Road and left again into Euston Road and follow your headlight.  

We weren’t in a hurry and we didn’t want to have one of those pointless discussions with the local 

constabulary so we just cruised along having a desultory shouted conversation with Dave lighting up 

a cigarette for me and passing it over my shoulder as time went by where it would last a couple of 

puffs in the slipstream. 

We stopped at a red light after some time and agreed that it was getting decidedly chilly, but we were 

young tough biker types so what the heck? 

By the time we reached Northolt I had got to the stage where I was hoping for a red light just so I 

could stop, ease my legs off the pegs and grab the exhaust pipe for a few seconds to thaw out my 

frozen hands. Pain and relief in equal measure. 

Soon after Northolt we came to the last set of traffic lights for a long, long way. Beyond them was only 

darkness. We were lucky because these last traffic lights changed to red as we approached. 

It was not without some difficulty that I managed to get my leg down as we came to a stop. I was stiff 

and was beyond cold, I felt like an ancient Viking approaching the frozen waste of Ultima Thule, their 

idea of Hell. 

I called, ‘You O.K?’ over my shoulder to Dave but received no answer. 

I tried to turn my head round without breaking the seal between my neck and my collar, this didn’t 

work and an icy finger of frigidity slipped past my defences and made me shiver. 

Dave looked dreadful in the glow from the street lamps and traffic lights. He was clamped rigid to the 

pillion seat, his helmet and the shoulders of his jacket were frost crusted as were the other bits that 

hadn’t been shielded by my bulk and gave the impression that he had just come out of an industrial 

freezer. 

My own condition, upon reflection, was no better. My gloves were frosted on the back and yet heat 

cracked on the palms from the frantic grabbing at the exhaust pipe or cylinder head. My jacket was 

frosted down the front and the arms, as were my jeans and boots. My face felt like it belonged to 

someone else. 

It was very, very cold. 

On that basis I made the executive decision to turn round and head back home. 

As we rode back towards the centre of town I could actually feel the temperature start to rise, but it 

was still very cold as we crossed the river at Vauxhall. Dave was a bit more animated and had perked 
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up enough to pass me another cigarette but, grateful as I was, what I really wanted was a hot cup of 

coffee and my nice warm bed. 

Still, it wasn’t long before we cruised past Pride and Clarke’s, which used to be a favourite haunt for 

bikers looking for bits and shared experiences at the Brixton end of Stockwell Road, when the usual 

happened: Yes, a car pulled out in front of me. 

My reactions may have been a bit slow because of the cold, or maybe because I was now tired, or 

just possibly the beer I had drunk earlier. Whatever the reason I didn’t quite stop in time. 

We ended up at a stop with my left foot stuck on the foot peg and caught under the front bumper, my 

left knee securely fixed inside the offside headlamp and the handlebars overhanging the bonnet of the 

big black Zephyr. 

Dave was unhurt and jumped off; the movement of the suspension this caused enabled me to 

disentangle myself and the bike from the front of the car. I got off the bike to push it to the kerb to 

check for damage, as I did the driver uttered the immortal words beloved by bikers the world over; 

‘Sorry mate, I didn’t see you’. 

That, I thought, was stating the blindingly obvious, but at least he had the grace to follow that with, 

‘Are you ok? Got much damage?’ 

I said, ‘Hang on, I’m going to check’. 

At that point he floored the throttle and shot off up the road in a squeal of rubber – so much for 

swapping insurance details. 

Dave looked at me and shrugged and by now I had gone past caring. We got back on the bike and 

headed for my Mum’s place in South Norwood. Ironically the bike fired up first prod of the kick start 

and that was unheard of, it always took two or three. 

It was knocking on four in the morning when we got home. The first thing I did after opening the front 

door was put the kettle on, then the fire and it was only then that I turned on a light and started taking 

off my riding gear. 

I made coffee and Dave and I sat down to drink it and thaw out. After a few minutes I noticed an itchy 

feeling in my left leg. On closer inspection I found that I was bleeding from my knee and it was 

running down into my boot. 

So at half past four I was sitting on the edge of the bath with my trousers round my ankles pulling bits 

of headlight glass out of my knee and using toilet tissue to mop up the blood, just simply too cold and 

too tired to care if was even hurting. 

All in all another perfect ending to another perfect day. 
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You Want To See A Doctor With That . . . 

There are all sorts of things that can happen to you when you are out and about on your bike. In fact 

you don’t even have to be riding it to get injured. 

Remember the time that you put your bike on the prop stand, only it wasn’t and your bike either falls 

on you or hits the ground causing damage to both it and your wallet, or sometimes even your back as 

you struggle to pick it up whilst trying to look like you meant that to happen. 

And let us not forget the skinned knuckles from spanners that didn’t quite hold, the blood blisters from 

pliers that refused to grip and cuts and slices from various pointed or bladed instruments that have a 

mind of their own. 

But the favorite and ever so much more painful than all of these, worse even than hang nails or 

fractures is . . . Gravel Rash. 

Some days you wake up full of vim and vigor and the world smiles back at you and everything just 

clicks into place.  

There are other days when nothing goes right from the moment the alarm clock rings and you 

remember it’s your day off but you’re already out of bed and heading for the bathroom. 

Then, of course, there are the tricky days where disaster awaits hidden behind a clear blue sky. 

It was my day off so after the bathroom trip I went back to bed and wallowed for a while under the 

covers reading a back copy of Bike before getting up for real. 

A cup of coffee and a bowl of cereal dealt with breakfast and then it was time to pick up the spanners 

and go to work.  

A fully enclosed drive chain may make the chain last a bit longer by protecting it from some of the 

elements, but it does make adjusting it a long winded process. Still, another coffee and a cigarette 

helped to pass the time and having finished with the chain a quick squirt and polish with a tin of some 

cleaner I had discovered under the sink brought up the bright work nicely. 

I put my tools away carefully and left my cup in the sink for someone else to deal with; you’ve got to 

get your priorities right, grabbed my jacket, helmet and gloves and headed out into the sunlight for a 

lazy day cruise. 

Lunch was a cup of tea and a sarnie at a greasy spoon on the A24 near Boxhill followed by a gentle 

run around the A25 towards home for a wash before the evening’s entertainment 

So far so good. 

Early evening found me down at The Dog waiting for my mates to turn up. I slowly sipped at a pint 

and watched the sun go down whilst the small car park filled up with sports cars driven by spotty 
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blokes whose names were Tarquin and Justin and such like and probably shared the same gene 

pool. 

The sun had set, my pint was done and only Rick had turned up and that was only to let me know he 

was going to his girlfriend’s place. 

It was about half past nine when I set off. With the setting of the sun it had got cloudy and it wasn’t 

long before there was a sprinkling of drizzle which got steadily heavier. After a week or so of fine 

weather gardeners would welcome the rain. I didn’t because all it was doing was bringing a nasty 

greasy feel to the road surface. 

Still, not far to go. 

The rain had moderated to a steady, but persistent fall and I decided to get some chicken and chips 

for my supper. This meant turning left at the traffic lights. 

The lights were red as I approached but as it was a ninety degree corner I was changing down 

already. As I went into second preparing to stop the lights changed so I picked up a little more speed 

and swept into the corner. 

The next thing I knew was that the world had turned upside down.  

Then I face planted into the road and the bike came down across my back winding me, and the mess 

of man and machine proceeded to slide across the road, shedding bits as it went, before coming to a 

standstill on the opposite side of the road. 

I was the victim of a diesel spill! 

I could actually smell the damned stuff, mind you from where I now lay there with one arm trapped 

under me and the other trapped by the bike, that shouldn’t be too surprising with my nose an inch 

from the tarmac.  

I saw the headlights of a car come over the brow of the hill and head my way. ‘I wonder if he will see 

me in time?’ I thought. The driver did - but it was close. 

He and his passenger both got out and the passenger took one look and immediately had hysterics 

shouting; ‘He’s dead, he’s dead’. Which made me feel really good – not! 

I do remember asking the driver if he would ‘be so kind as to remove the bike from my back’, or words 

to that effect. And once he had moved it a bit I was able to free myself. 

As is often the case with people in accidents they don’t feel their injuries to begin with and can 

continue to function when they should probably be in hospital. Such was the case with me, I didn’t 

look at my injuries, I looked at the bike which wasn’t too bad – that will be because I took most of the 

impact when it landed – on me! But it was un-rideable as the clutch lever had snapped, the gear lever 

was bent back and the forks had twisted in the yokes plus a few other cosmetic bits. 
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I said thanks to the driver of the car for his help and assured him that I would go to the hospital but 

wanted to secure the bike first. Basically I just wanted him to go away. 

He decided his passenger needed more help than I did and so left me to it. 

I walked, or rather limped, the bike home; it was only a couple of hundred yards but they seemed very 

long ones.  

I locked the bike out of habit rather than for security before I crept into the house. I called ‘hello’ to 

Mum and went straight to the bathroom to clean up. 

The open face helmet had not done much good as I had a broken nose and a tooth that came out as I 

gently prodded it. The legs were not really damaged, although the jeans were ripped from coin pocket 

to knee, so apart from a bruise in the groin which I suspect may have been the handlebars, my legs 

had escaped injury. Thankfully I was wearing boots this time. 

The jacket was gone to all intents and purposes, the right sleeve had been torn off, and the same 

applied to the top I was wearing underneath, so I had gravel rash from wrist to elbow. The left sleeve 

was burned through, exhaust pipe? And there was a large blister starting to form already. 

After cleaning things up as best I could I just went to bed. Everything else could wait. And more 

important was not letting my Mum see me in that state. 

Ridiculous as it seems, as a full grown man still living at home, there were some things that Mum 

didn’t need to know because the ‘fallout’ was usually awesome. I really didn’t need that right then. 

I gingerly lay down; easing my aching bones onto the bed, then the alarm went off. It really seemed 

only seconds since I had collapsed into my pit, and I had to get up and head off to work. Stiff and sore 

does not even begin to describe how I felt. 

However, as I was the key holder if I didn’t open up, none of the others would get in. I was in a mess 

and getting dressed was a bit of a mission, especially as both arms were . . . painful doesn’t really do 

them justice, so I went on the bus that day. 

The gravel rash did eventually clear up, but it took some months and still shows up when my arms get 

a bit brown in the sun. 

In retrospect that hadn’t been the best day off I have ever had. Nor was that the first or the last time 

that the tarmac bit back. 
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You Don’t Want To Do That. You Want To Do This 

I love these old British singles, particularly the AJS and Matchless 350s and 500s which are mostly 

interchangeable. 

They are not quick and they are not the best road holders in corners and on some models you can 

complete the Sun crossword whilst braking for traffic lights. 

Never mind all of that, they have that ‘big grin’ factor. An upright riding position that shouldn’t be, but 

is, comfortable, an engine beat that just goes, ‘bonk, bonk, bonk’ seemingly irrespective of speed, and 

the ability to fix just about anything on it with one screwdriver, two spanners and a hammer – some 

owners say one spanner and two hammers but that is being unkind. 

I once did a roadside repair to the clutch [the center locking nut for the clutch basket had fallen off 

inside the primary chain case] using only a tea spoon that I had found in my pocket. And, no, I don’t 

know why I had a tea spoon in my pocket either. Anyway, I did the repair and it got me home. 

Bet you couldn’t do that on a Boxer airhead, never mind a GSXR or similar. 

It was one of those fantasy summer mornings. One where the sky is clear and blue, where there is a 

steady but gentle breeze to prevent over heating in the sunshine, where the traffic was light even for a 

mid-week day and the Matchless 16M 350cc had started first prod, may have been second, but she 

was a good starter. That may have been the result of putting in a new Mothercare, or rather 

Motorcraft 903 spark plug and new points. 

I had arranged with Roz to go for a blat around the country lanes with, maybe, a beer and a sandwich 

for lunch or whatever. 

Heading away from South Norwood up and over the top of Shirley Hills and down Gravel Hill we had 

a shouted conversation over the noise of the engine and slipstream deciding which way to go. At the 

roundabout I decided to go up Featherbed Lane which would get us out of the built up area the 

quickest. 

Second gear round the roundabout, accelerate off and staying in second down into the left hand 

corner. Give the old girl a bit more throttle in second and then snatch the clutch and a stomp on the 

gear shift to go into third. 

Another fist full of throttle and . . . BANG. ZZzzzing. 

What the . . .? The engine was still running, but there was no drive. Blasted drive chain had snapped. 

We stopped, not that there was any choice in the matter, and got off the bike. 

I put the bike on the main stand and had a look at the damage. The chain guard, which on those old 

bikes was made out of some heavy gauge steel, looked like someone had had a go at it with, well, a 
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chain saw. There was a channel cut in it about half an inch long. The proximity of this damage to the 

rear nearside footrest made me go quite cold. 

The rear of the engine case showed a small shiny mark, a last flick from the broken end of the chain 

as it was whipped through – I had got lucky and so had Roz [I have an attraction to shaft driven bikes 

now as a direct result of this incident].  

We walked back down the road and found the chain easily enough. I took this back to the bike and 

sized it up. As I had hoped it looked like it was the split link that had failed not the chain itself. 

I rolled up the chain and put it in a convenient plastic bag that was caught on the roadside fence. 

Nothing else for it, but a walk to the nearest bus stop or bike shop I told Roz. We set off going back 

the way we had come. 

Surprisingly, we found both the main parts of the split link as we walked but not the spring clip part 

needed to hold it together. Not that it would have helped because the rivet section was badly bent. 

So much for a nice ride in the country. 

On another occasion, this time on an Ariel and riding solo, when the drive chain broke I was travelling 

at speed [within the legal limit officer, honest – well maybe a little bit over] and the chain managed to 

get caught in the rear wheel locking it completely. 

That was interesting! Little control and fast moving traffic as I came to an unplanned screeching stop 

and then having to drag the bike off the carriageway, still with the rear wheel locked solid, whilst a 

queue rapidly built up around me.  

Of course all the car drivers were willing to get out of their tin boxes into the rain and help. Of course 

they were – not. Laugh? I nearly started! 

There is a fuller description of this happy event later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



54 

 

An Arresting Situation 

When a primary chain breaks it is a very different experience from snapping a drive chain and 

although nowhere near as expensive as if it was a cam chain on a modern multi pot engine it can still 

be pretty traumatic. 

A friend, Steve, asked me to sort out an old dog of a bike he had bought for next to nothing. When I 

first saw it, even though I knew how little it had cost, I still thought he had been robbed. 

‘The kick start swings through, but there’s no compression’ he had told me before heading off to work 

and leaving me to it. 

He was right, kick start swung through but nothing happened, no resistance at all. I removed the 

spark plug and put my finger in the hole, still nothing. I took off the primary chain case and there was 

a small amount of oil – if you could call the smelly brown sludge oil – with some small bits of metal. 

And draped around the alternator was what was left of the primary chain. That would be the reason. 

I managed to get the chain off after quite a bit of brute force and colourful language, and wiped it 

down with some rag and then put it in my jacket pocket. A quick trip to my friendly bike shop sorted 

me out with a new chain at ‘mates rates’, cash and no receipt of course, and within the hour the old 

girl had coughed back into life. 

She was still an ugly dog of a thing but the engine and gearbox were fine, mind you the near empty 

fuel tank was jumping up and down on the frame mountings as there were no bolts to secure it. Still 

there was potential there. 

I cleaned up and set off home. I had arranged to meet Steve at the pub that night to square up. As it 

happens I was banned from this particular pub personally, something that had happened when it was 

someone’s birthday and it had got a bit loud, so I would have a beer from the off license next door as I 

waited. 

I had picked up a bottle of Newcastle Brown and was at the till paying Eric, the manager, when two of 

London’s Finest suggested that I should ‘step outside’. 

I wasn’t even allowed to finish buying my beer and felt a bit put out at this rather abrupt attitude, but 

did as was asked. My jacket was over my shoulder and one of the Policemen said they wanted to 

search me, although no reason was given. I draped my jacket over a convenient bollard and allowed 

them to search away to their hearts content. 

Having found nothing and looking a bit peeved they were about to go when a really helpful young 

constable remembered my jacket and surprise, surprise he found the chain in the pocket. Next thing 

you know I am cuffed in the back of a Rover patrol car and headed off down the local nick. 

This was about seven in the evening. 
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After being charged with, ‘being in possession of an offensive weapon’, it seemed to me that every 

single person in the police station, including the tea lady, came and had a go at asking me the same 

questions and getting the same answers. 

‘Why are you carrying this weapon?’ 

‘It isn’t a weapon; it is a broken primary chain from a repair on a mate’s bike’. 

‘Where’s the bike?’ 

‘At my mate’s’. 

‘Who’s your mate?’ 

‘Steve’. 

‘Steve who?’ 

‘I don’t know, he’s a friend and I only know him as Steve’. 

‘What’s his address?’ 

‘I don’t know, but I could take you there. It’s the big white house on the right just past the park on 

Sydenham Hill.’ 

‘So this is a chain from a bike that doesn’t belong to you, that you repaired for a friend who’s name 

you don’t know, who lives at an address you can’t give me’. 

When you put it like that you can understand why they had a bit of a problem believing me. ‘Er. Yes’. 

Eventually the duty Inspector appeared and we went through it all one more time. This time, however, 

the Inspector pointed out that a chain like the one found on me was often used by bikers in fights. I 

said I know, but look at the state of that chain; it is so damaged that you would do yourself an injury if 

you tried to use it like that and secondly, did I look like I needed to use a weapon? 

I was six feet two in all directions at the time. 

He looked at me, paused and then got the sergeant to wrap the chain up in a couple of brown 

envelopes and about a yard of sellotape. ‘Just so there is no further misunderstanding’ said the 

Inspector. 

At around half past two in the morning I was told I could go. 

‘Any chance of a lift back to my bike?’ I asked. 

‘Don’t push your luck sonny’ said a very disgruntled desk sergeant trying to remove a greasy mark 

from his hand. 
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I took that as a ‘No’. 

Talking of ‘Old Dogs’ I was due to meet my girlfriend, up in town one evening when she finished work, 

the Old Dog isn’t a reference to any girlfriend but do read on, I had a couple of hours to spare so I 

thought I’d go a have a chat with my Dad and maybe let him buy me a beer before going up town. 

There was a major flaw in that plan and it was one I hadn’t reckoned on and that was the possibility of 

having a prang at some stage in the proceedings – which is exactly what happened. 

Farmer Giles in his Triumph Herald and cloth cap accompanied by Mrs. Giles and Mrs. Mop decided 

that give way signs didn’t apply to him because he had never taken a test anyway [and probably 

couldn’t read as he seemed to be as blind as a bat] and pulled out in front of me. 

A head on crash, even at relatively slow speed can produce some dramatic results. 

As I travelled over the roof of said Triumph Herald, my shin came into violent contact with the edge of 

the roof and the windscreen. The landing took most of my attention as I came down heavily on my 

shoulder and back before sliding down the road and into the front of a parked car, which left me with 

bits of headlamp glass trapped in my clothes. Still, I was getting used to it by then. 

Farmer Giles, after consulting with the most intelligent witness – his whippet, decided that I was 

travelling at a hundred miles an hour and on the wrong side of the road, I was probably juggling 

ferrets at the same time as well. 

Having pointed out the obvious facts that I was only some twenty five yards from the start of the road 

and I had begun from a standstill so twenty or twenty-five miles an hour was a more likely speed. And 

that the give way signs clearly indicated that I had right of way. And that his mother didn’t know his 

father’s name and that he had faeces for brain cells, assuming he had any at all. I decided to pick up 

my bike and leave him with the problem of how to move his car without any radiator or coolant to put 

in it. Apparently he just drove off I was told later. 

I was just a tad irritated as you may imagine. And because of that didn’t really feel the lumps and 

bumps. 

The bike wasn’t at all well. 

Forks, mudguard, headlamp, handlebars, all the usual bits were bent or broken, some I could repair 

myself, some I had alternative spare parts to compensate for, but the forks were not going to be 

‘alright with a bit of fettling’. 

I walked the last eight hundred or so yards to where my Dad worked, dropping the odd bit of glass 

every now and then as they worked loose. The ‘Old Man’ gave me a lift back to the bike and then 

bunged me a score; ‘so you can get things sorted’. What a nice chap he was. 
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Twenty quid was not to be sniffed at, but it didn’t resolve my problem which was ‘despite having at 

least six bikes outside my house, plus the one that had just been bent, none of them was now 

roadworthy and I still had to get up town and time was starting to run out’. 

I freed the front mudguard off the wheel and half pushed half scooted the bent bike home. It was as I 

stood looking at the frustrating collection of non-compliant machinery that the solution appeared. 

Little Dave came puttering up the road on a beat up, badly smoking James Captain. ‘Look what I’ve 

just been given’. He smirked. 

To be honest nobody who wasn’t desperate would have paid anything for it, but I was desperate. 

‘I’ll give you a tenner for it’ I said. 

‘No way, it cost me more than that’. 

‘You just said you had it given to you’. 

‘Er, well not really. I did give the guy some money for it’ said Dave digging himself a deeper hole. 

‘So how much for it, ‘cos I need to get going?’ 

‘Twenty-five quid and no less, and can you give me a lift home?’ 

‘Done’ and I knew I had been, but beggars can’t be choosers. 

All my gear was to hand and as Dave hadn’t even stopped the pop pop pop of the James’ engine. I 

climbed on over the petrol tank, forcing Dave to go back onto the pillion seat or be crushed by my 

weight and off we went. 

Dear oh dear the poor thing handled like a frog in an ice rink. But it was working. When I say ‘working’ 

what I mean is that some of the parts were sometimes working in unison with some of the other parts 

but not all of the parts were working all of the time, or even how they should if and when they did. 

I dropped Dave off in Dulwich Village and bunged him a tenner with the promise of the rest to come 

on Saturday and headed off up town. 

I wouldn’t have thought it possible but the bike handled worse with only me on it. Part of the problem 

was that one of the rear shocks had seized solid and the other one was dying from the effort of trying 

to compensate. I did manage to adjust the front brake so it actually worked – a bit, whilst riding and 

also the clutch adjustment so that there was some actual movement in the clutch when the lever was 

pulled back in. 

Amazingly the lights worked. Well, when I say worked you must remember that these were six volt 

lamps and about as bright as a birthday cake candle in the fog, at speeds over twenty you could 

actually see the beam being bent by the wind. That bit isn’t actually true but it does express how weak 

the headlight was. 
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Still, it got me where I needed to be. The next question was, will it get me home? 

As I left at some stage in the small wee hours there wasn’t too much traffic about, for which I was 

grateful.  What pleased me a lot less was the fact that it was now raining. 

I slipped and slithered all the way back south of the river and eventually made it home in one piece. 

Did I mention that the bike didn’t have a stand? Not even a prop stand? Well it didn’t, but by now I 

was too tired and achy to care. I just propped the thing up against the lamp post nearest my house 

and went to bed. 

Bright and early, well at the crack of ten o’ clock, Dave turned up, obviously keen to collect the rest of 

his money. ‘Where did you park it?’ was his first question. 

‘Up against the lamp post opposite’ I replied. 

‘You can’t have mate’. 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Well if you did somebody must have nicked it ‘cos it ain’t there now’. 

And he was right. Somebody had nicked it. I hope their need was greater than mine. 
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What You Buy That For? 

I cannot remember why or when I made the decision to buy a two stroke twin. It was about the time 

that I started working with them, but I was still a dedicated four stroke man and thought they were a 

much stronger engine than the tinny sounding zing zing two strokers that I was dealing with day to 

day. 

I was actually looking to buy a BSA 440 Victor which a mate had in his garage in East Dulwich, as 

usual with brit bikes of a certain vintage, it was an intermittent starter and I was hoping to get it at a 

better price than the £25 he wanted for it. 

Anyway, we were locking up to go home one night when Clive started going ballistic. Someone had 

stolen his bike. They had also tried to steal mine but obviously hadn’t been able to start it – good old 

Lucas ignition and old British bike ‘knack to start’ system to the rescue. 

I got Clive calmed down a bit and we went off down to the local plod station to report it. 

Surprisingly the bike turned up about a week later but was written off by the insurance company.  

I bought the wreck for £10, it wasn’t in too bad condition despite being stolen/recovered. 

I bought an old/new stock tank for £5 it was lime green and white [yuck!] and I fitted a pair of Norton 

flat handlebars that I had knocking around at home. This gave the bike a more café race riding 

position and I toyed with the idea of rear sets but decided the cost wasn’t worth it. 

The side panels, one of which was the two stroke oil tank were fine, just needing a clean and polish, 

the front mudguard was twisted and never did sit straight afterwards but I cut off a couple of inches 

from the back end where it was badly crushed and it looked reasonable after that.  

It was never going to win prizes at a bike show, but that wasn’t what I wanted anyway. Bikes are to be 

ridden, not polished – well, maybe a little polish now and again. 

The indicators were gone and I don’t think I ever got round to replacing them, or the mirrors come to 

that. As for the ignition switch, Clive still had his keys, so I just rewired the switch using some heavier 

grade wire all colour coded black [sort that one out bike thief] and that was it. 

I was now the proud owner of a Suzuki T500. Total cost about twenty quid. 

It would start usually second kick and being a two stroke neither compression or kick back were an 

issue, it was more of a prod than a kick. 

It also had a surprisingly low exhaust tone for a two stroke and although it would lay down a cloud of 

grey/white smoke when it was cold or used around town too much, once the engine got really warm 

and all the old exhaust sludge got burned off the baffle pipes it ran as clean as many a four stroke 

engine I have owned. 



60 

 

And it was quick. 

The front tyre was a Dunlop K71, a bit like the TT100 which came later, and a good tyre for its day, 

the rear was an old Bridgestone which was horrible, but very hard wearing. However, having had the 

back end step out once too often I changed that to an Avon Roadrunner, which was new out at the 

time.  

Once this had bedded in and when warmed up it proved a much better tyre than the old Bridgestone 

had been, but it did need to warm up because it was still a hard compound compared with modern 

tyres today. The profile did make for much better cornering though.. 

With the tyres warmed up and given the excuse, scrapping the stand or the foot pegs or tail pipes on 

corners became the riding style of choice at every opportunity. 

Blatting round the roundabout at the bottom of Archway Road, for example, with your head inches 

from and well below handrail level of the pedestrian railings would always produce a grin on my face, 

as would doing the quick one two flip as you charge up through the Old Street roundabout from City 

Road. 

Oh yes, without a doubt it was a fun bike. 

Of course being a two stroke it didn’t have any engine braking and that took a bit of getting used to, 

but fortunately the front brake, which had been a twin leading shoe later converted into a four leading 

shoe, was super-efficient and with a lot more ‘feel’ than any of the early disc brake bikes I had ridden. 

The one big drawback to all this fun was fuel efficiency. It was fairly frugal around town, well sort of, if 

one kept going up and down the box like a concert pianist practicing scales, but if you kept it in lower 

ratios for the acceleration even round town it could be thirsty. 

Dave and I used to go for a blast most Sundays and on this particular Sunday we shot off up the M1 

for no special reason. The simple aim was to clear out the muck from the tail pipes before another 

week of round town, through traffic, stop, start riding. 

Dave was on his brand new Suzuki GT380 which with tender loving care he had run in for the last six 

or seven hundred miles and it was freshly oiled and checked after the ‘free’ five hundred mile service. 

My T500 was also just serviced, but that was because I did it myself and never a week went by 

without me twiddling with something – not because it needed anything, but because it was a fun bike 

and easy to do. 

Anyway, off we set.  

Heading North we were still smoking when we passed Scratchwood Services, but it was getting 

thinner and our speed was starting to edge up. 
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I let Dave take the lead as it was going to be his first time giving his bike some proper stick. Traffic 

was almost non-existent at that time and the road was clean and dry. We carried on until we got to 

Junction 15 where we turned off up the slip road and stopped overlooking the motorway to have a 

cigarette. 

As we came back down the opposite slip road onto the Southbound carriageway I knew Dave was 

after a challenge, he did a quick shoulder check before joining the main carriageway and then ZAP. 

The throttle was back to the stop and the tail end gave a little wiggle as he gave the 380 all there was. 

What a cheek! There is no way is his ‘little’ 380 going to out run my 500, so on an empty motorway we 

went for broke [no more than 70 (ish), well maybe a bit more officer]. 

Dave was a lot smaller than me in height, bulk and weight and with the added resistance my more 

upright riding posture gave me we were fairly evenly matched. 

Except in one very important issue – fuel consumption. 

I had managed to pass Dave but he was still hanging on behind when Bluuur, Bluuur, fuel starvation. 

Dave shot past. A twist of the tap and the power came back on stream. 

It was shortly after that I realized that we had a long way to go to the next services and catching Dave 

may not be the brightest thing in the world to do as I had only what was left of half a gallon of petrol 

remaining as reserve. 

Travelling along at an ‘economical’ seventy seemed like walking speed after our little jaunt and I 

noticed a tendency for the speedo to gradually creep up which wasn’t good for the fuel situation. 

Finally I saw the sign, ‘Next Services’ with some relief until I saw it read ’11 miles’, at which point I 

thought there is no way will I stretch this out that far. 

As I passed the ‘Next Services 1 Mile’ sign the engine started to make the occasional cough. Again I 

eased back on the throttle, I even opened the cap on the petrol tank hoping that the night air would 

mix with the vapour and keep the engine going for a few more yards. 

The engine finally cut out as I entered the slip road and I managed to coast most of the way up the 

slope.  

As I pushed the bike up the last of the ramp and onto the bridge over the carriageway there was Dave 

sitting there and grinning at me. 

‘Just don’t say anything’, I said. ‘Not a word, I’m not in the mood’. 

He just shrugged and carried on grinning at me like that flipping Cheshire Cat which was even more 

annoying. 
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I coasted down the ramp to the pumps and filled up the tank, all two and three-quarter gallons of it, I 

think it cost about a pound, well, it was a motorway services and they were always more expensive. 

[Yes, petrol really was that cheap once upon a time]. 

It has to be said that Dave was insufferable all that week and no, I am not a bad loser.  
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Did He Really Say That? I Mean Really? 

New Years Eve and, just for a change, it is persistently precipitating and perishing cold as well. 

Me, my girlfriend, my mate Dave, yeah him again, and his girlfriend had all gone for a run in the 

afternoon down to Patcham, outside of Brighton, to see my Mum. No particular reason, just seemed 

like a good idea at the time. I was on my Suzuki 500 and Dave was on a Mercury Dispatch GT250. 

We had stayed later than intended and the weather had turned very seasonal so by the time we were 

getting back into Purley with the whole of the rest of London to cross before bedtime, we were all 

pretty cold, damp and grumpy. 

Before anyone asks, No, the M25 wasn’t built, nor was the M23 for that matter. 

I was leading by about ten yards, we were definitely not racing, the roads were too slick for any of that 

malarkey, and we were actually not even speeding. It was too close to midnight on, remember, New 

Years Eve for taking chances. 

I was coming up to a Zebra crossing when a car pulled out of a pub car park to my right with 

headlights on full beam which momentarily dazzled me. As he shot off Southwards and before my 

night vision was restored, I caught a movement to my right. 

I wasn’t sure what it was but I hit my horn and brakes at the same time. 

The brakes didn’t do much and the movement turned out to be a very inebriated older man who 

proceeded to run into the side of the bike and then fall over. 

I don’t know how I stayed upright, but I did and stopped the bike, got off and walked back to where 

this fellow lay on the side of the road. Dave had also stopped and Mandy, my then girlfriend and  

nurse, looked him over. 

He was bleeding from a small cut on his head, but fully conscious. Mandy told me to call an 

ambulance just to be on the safe side. 

The police arrived before the ambulance and sized up the situation, took details and having seen the 

old boy off in the ambulance the policeman in charge came over and said, ‘I’m surprised he could feel 

anything, he’s that bladdered. Still, unlucky for you, it was on a Zebra crossing, two yards either way 

and we would be doing him for jay walking whilst inebriated’. 

Some weeks later I got a packet through the post. It was a charge sheet, only it wasn’t a charge, there 

were about twenty five charges. They had absolutely chucked the library, never mind the book, at me. 

I was surprised they hadn’t also charged me with killing Cock Robin. 

Court day came around and by this time the number of charges had been reduced to about six. The 

solicitor acting for the police introduced himself and went off for a chat with the solicitor I had courtesy 

of my insurance company. 
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A few minutes later and they returned obviously having made what they thought was a satisfactory 

deal. 

The ensuing conversation then went something like this; 

‘We have agreed that if you plead guilty to charges one to four, they will drop the other two’. 

‘No’. 

‘Oh. Wait a moment’. And off they go for another huddle. Upon returning; 

‘If you plead guilty to these three, they will drop the other three’. 

‘Nope’.   

‘Oh. Don’t go away’. Another huddle; 

It began to get farcical at this point so to be brief I settled for ‘without due care and attention’ and all 

the others were dropped. 

The court hearing was an absolute travesty. The prosecution had supposed witnesses who were all 

mates of the rubber man and none of whom were present at the time of the accident. The one good 

thing was that as I had gone guilty they couldn’t actually commit perjury. I hope they appreciated me 

saving them from that, but I doubt it. 

The best bit, and I kid you not, this is honestly what happened. 

The Magistrate summed up by saying that my mitigation that I had been blinded and dazzled by the 

headlights on another vehicle was irrelevant and that my claim of having road dirt on my visor was 

derisory because I should have had my windscreen wipers on. 

Even my solicitor was slow to react but my mouth was in front of my brain and I had already said; ‘On 

a crash helmet?’ – it may even have been less polite. 

My solicitor quickly shut me up before I told the daft old package behind the bench what I thought of 

him and he even made soothing apologetic noises towards the bench. 

Me. I was livid. One endorsement and a twenty-five pound fine. 

It still annoys me that fruit loops can make a judgment without any actual knowledge of reality that go 

on to affect people’s lives. 

At the end of the day I rode away with an empty wallet but license still in place. 
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You Really Shouldn’t Have Done That . . . Or That Either 

Those old Jam Pot singles are amazingly forgiving but like all things of a certain age they also need a 

bit of care and consideration. 

Coming back from Silverstone on a summer Sunday evening I couldn’t help but notice that the sky 

over London, the direction I was heading in, was very black and that wasn’t due to the lateness of the 

hour but due to the buildup of heavy storm clouds. 

As I rumbled along the M1 on my Matchless 350 my concern about the weather was confirmed as the 

first bolt of lightning lit the clouds and zig zagged to the ground somewhere in front of me. 

It was summer and I hadn’t taken any waterproofs with me, but wasn’t all that bothered about getting 

wet – you were going to get wet riding in the rain whatever so called waterproofs you were wearing in 

those days. Besides with no top box or panniers and only a rather insubstantial rack on the back I 

tended to take only the absolute minimum of kit with me. 

What my concern was that I should be off the motorway before I hit the heavy rain which I could now 

see falling as a dark grey sheet on the horizon. Also wearing an old AGV ‘potty’ type helmet without 

goggles meant that the rain was going to get rather uncomfortable on my face when I met it and that 

was going to make the ride home even longer and possibly unpleasant or even painful. 

That anxiety, however, soon vanished as I began to notice an increase in the rumbling and the 

vibration coming from the engine. 

Yes, I know it was an old British single and they do rumble and vibrate, but this was different. It was a 

deeper rumble and the vibration was getting worse and being felt through the foot pegs rather than 

through the saddle and handlebars. 

I backed off on the throttle a bit to see if that helped. It did for a bit, but not for long. 

The rumble started to become a knocking and the vibration started to jar. There was something very 

not right going on. 

The single advantage of the ‘potty’ helmet was that with leather ear covers rather than a 

polycarbonate or fiberglass shell covering my ears I was able to lean far forward and by sliding my 

backside rearwards on the saddle I could get my head down near the top of the engine. 

With a bit of fidgeting around, craning my neck in un-natural ways and half hanging off the side of the 

bike I determined that the trouble was coming not from the top end but from the bottom end and was 

worse on the left hand side. 

Sitting back upright on the bike and continuing to travel along in a homeward direction I started 

running through the possibilities of the trouble and the likelihood of actually reaching home. 
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Like I said somewhere before, these old singles are quite easy to fix, but there are some things that 

even the most ardent biker won’t be carrying as a spare part with their tools or in their pockets. 

Could it be the woodruff key on the alternator breaking up allowing the rotor to wobble? A look at the 

ammeter ruled that out because although the needle on the dial was jumping about it was not any 

worse than usual. That also ruled out the locking nut on the rotor coming loose as being the problem. 

With only a limited number of moving parts available to break or fall off or out this soon led me to the 

conclusion that the caged ball race bottom end bearing was the problem and I was left wondering 

whether it was going to be a lump of twisted metal getting jammed up in the works that would stop 

me, or if the bearing would fully disintegrate causing the crank to rotate in an elliptical fashion and 

then grind to a halt ending my journey. 

By this time, and to my surprise, delight and amazement, I was passing Scratchwood services.  

I had missed the off ramp so was committed to going to the next exit which was the one I needed 

anyway. I had obviously been riding on autopilot for some miles. 

The road surface was now getting wet but there was still no falling rain where I was. 

The sky was still very dark and I took the risk of turning on my lights as I approached the exit ramp for 

Finchley and the Archway Road. 

Still the engine kept turning but there were a whole heap of lights and junctions and other hazards to 

negotiate before I was home. 

The knocking was much more audible by now and the bike was really beginning to shake with the 

vibration but I just got green light after green light – all right some were amber – as I juggled with 

gears and throttle to try to keep moving rather than have to stop. 

Archway Road came and went as did the roundabout at the bottom as I carried on into Holloway 

Road. The roads were still very wet with small rivers running down the gutters. The rain had been 

heavy here and not long ago, but I was still dry. 

Into the City I went. 

A rather ‘iffy’ overtake got me round the Old Street roundabout, but it wasn’t to last as I caught a red 

light at Finsbury Square. 

As the light changed I gently engaged first gear and eased off the clutch. With a knocking that caused 

me to wince and rattled my teeth I pulled away and managed to get across the river and into South 

London. 

Not far now and the late evening sun made an appearance again. 
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Elephant and Castle and the Newington Butts complex were negotiated and on down Walworth Road 

towards Camberwell Green. 

Another red light. 

I pulled away even more gently this time but still the engine was banging and clattering. It really was 

only a matter of time before something let go in a big way. 

Past King’s College Hospital and over the hill. I decided to go through Dulwich Village, partly because 

there was less traffic and mainly because there were fewer traffic lights. 

Going up College Road was a major issue. The engine was definitely starting to struggle, but it was 

only four miles to go. 

Crystal Palace Parade marked the top of the journey, the last real hill was past and it was downhill 

from here.  

Anerly Hill or South Norwood Hill? South Norwood Hill. 

The lights at White Horse Lane were red but I dare not stop now [they changed as I approached 

Officer. Honest!] 

The High Street lights were green and into Portland Road. 

Avoiding the lights at Spring Lane a left and a right and a last gentle tweek on the throttle and then 

pull in the clutch and coast up to my house. 

I had made it home! 

Monday evening, after work, I went out to my poor bike and fired it up. 

The darned thing fired first kick and although sounding like a bag of bolts I rode it to a friend’s house 

in Bromley. 

The engine came out and was stripped in less than an hour and I was able to see exactly what 

damage was done. 

The main bearing case was in a number of pieces and two of the balls in the bearing had completely 

fallen out and were rolling around in the main engine case. 

I couldn’t believe it had got me, not only home, but to Bromley as well, in such a sorry mechanical 

state – yet it had. 

With the help of an oxy-acetylene torch and a big hammer I replaced the main bearing with a needle 

roller type, thoughtfully provided by my friend on the basis of ‘if it fits you can have it’, and the bike 

was back on the road within a day. I do like these old ‘Jam Pot’ singles. 



68 

 

You may remember I mentioned earlier the 250 that was being ‘chopped’ but had certain issues like 

the forward controls being connected by piano wires that were too flexible for the job. 

As it happens I wasn’t the only person who employed the wrong materials for such extension 

linkages. A bloke I knew, Steve, had done much the same, but with slightly more success on a 1952 

Matchless 500 magneto ignition single. 

Can’t remember exactly why I was riding this thing but I was and every now and then I would have to 

stop and kick, pull or press the piano wires back into shape so that gears could be selected and, just 

for the novelty, the rear brake used. 

All I can really say is that it was one ride that I was only too happy to get finished and, thankfully, I 

didn’t attract any attention from the local Old Bill because they would have had a field day under 

‘construction and use’ rules. 
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That’s An ES2 That Is. My Dad Had One. 

I was working in the Post Office in Central London at this time and my wife had just exchanged her 

Suzuki TS250 for a TS185 which was a little bit lighter and, more important, had a slightly lower 

saddle height. 

My much loved Suzuki T500 had been stolen and recovered [again] but wasn’t the same bike 

anymore. Maybe it was all in the mind, but it just didn’t feel the same, so I was in the market for 

something else. 

As it happened there was a motorcycle park inside the sorting office and a few other postmen had 

admired my bike, even after it had been stolen. So when one of the ‘Old Boys’ on the sorting frame 

during one slow and tiresome evening shift started talking about the bikes he used to ride during the 

war he found a listening ear in me. 

A couple of days later and we were again doing ‘outward primary’ letter sorting in the evening and he 

mentioned the bike he had in his shed. 

‘It’s a Norton 350cc single’ he said. ‘I haven’t used it for a few years and it’s a shame because it’s a 

good bike. Not your sort of thing I expect but if you’re interested you can come and have a look’. 

I was more than interested. An old single like the jam pot AJS’s and Matchless’ that I had had such 

fun with a few years ago, I couldn’t wait. 

‘I’m not going to give it away mind’, he continued, ‘I expect a fair price and I want it to go to a good 

home’. 

‘That’ll be me then’, I thought but asked; ‘What sort of price do you have in mind?’ 

‘Come and have a look first son’, he said. 

I arranged to go up one day when we were both on day off and I also arranged with a mate to bring 

his van – just in case. 

It was a cold, wet, late afternoon in October and by the time we found the house, somewhere near 

Wembley, it was dark. 

I was expected and was taken immediately out to the shed which, fortunately, had a light installed. It 

was easy to see the bike, what was harder was to see how you could get it out. The bike almost filled 

the shed and there were all sorts of bits and pieces wedged in around it and laid across it. 

The back end was clearly visible, big black mudguard with a standard Lucas type rear lamp and 

number plate, an old fashioned square profile rear tyre, the type that was very common in the sixties 

but usually on a sidecar outfit, and the tail pipe which, along with the wheel rim, looked a bit sorry for 

itself, distinctly lacking in lustre and shine that comes with good clean chrome. 
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The rest of the bike was hidden apart from the big square front screen attached to an Avon handlebar 

fairing. Interesting. 

After ten minutes we had uncovered the bike, but it was still in the shed. There wasn’t enough room 

for me to get inside to get it off its main stand so I popped back to the van and got Dave to give us a 

hand. 

Between us we managed to lift and drag the bike out backwards into the garden and I had my first 

proper look at it. Big upright cast iron cylinder and a pair of chrome push rod tubes with alloy rocker 

cover on top, silver painted petrol tank with thin red and black coach lines, black front mudguard with 

an inline number plate fixed and apart from the handlebar fairing mentioned earlier it also had a pair 

of home-made box section leg shields fitted to the front crash bars. 

The finishing touches included the tail pipe which was only secured at the front and had been painted, 

badly and in what was once white – now grey, to cover scrape marks, the tyres were flat, or nearly so, 

there was no fuel in the tank and I wasn’t at all sure about the engine oil. But as a bike, it was all there 

‘How much do you want then?’ I asked. To be honest I already liked the bike; don’t ask me why, I just 

did. 

‘Well, I paid a hundred and fifty for it when I got it. It’s a bit special you see. It’s got lots of bits you 

don’t normally get with this bike.’ 

‘How much then?’ 

‘Would you give me twenty-five pound for it?’ 

Too right I would! ‘Twenty-five?’ I asked as I had another look at the bike. It was dirty and needed 

some tender loving care, quite a lot of it seemingly in the light of the shed and without having even 

turned the engine over, but twenty-five pounds was cheap – it was cheap even if it needed to be 

stripped and rebuilt. ‘OK’ I said. 

‘No son’, he said, ‘I couldn’t take your money, give me a fiver for it and take it away. Let me see it 

when you’ve fixed the old girl up’. 

I couldn’t believe it. Five pounds! My hands were shaking as I took the note out of my wallet. 

‘I’ll bring in the rest of the bits to work in the next few days’ he said. 

There was more? What else could there be? 

He gave me the ignition key, such as it was, a bit of pressed steel roughly in the shape of a letter ‘T’ 

with rounded ends, shook my hand and headed back indoors leaving me and Dave in the garden with 

the bike. As we pushed it out towards the road the light from the shed went out leaving us in near 

darkness. 
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Once on the pavement Dave got a foot pump out of his van and we put a bit of air in the tyres to make 

it roll easier – which also improved the profile of the rear tyre no end. Then came the interesting bit, 

How do you get a bike of this size into the back of a minivan? Not one of these big fat modern BMW 

versions, but the proper little Austin Mini vans. 

The answer is; with great difficulty because it doesn’t fit. 

Eventually we got the back end in as far as we could leaving the front wheel hanging out the open 

back doors. I had to sit in the back and hang onto the bike to stop it sliding out when Dave 

accelerated or we came to a hill or when we went over any bumps, even a matchstick would make the 

bike move about, or so it seemed to me. 

It was a very long and smelly drive home as with the rear doors open the exhaust fumes were sucked 

back into the van. It was also very cold and I hadn’t brought my gloves. I suggested to Dave that if he 

wanted we could stop and have a beer and a thaw out, but he decided just to push on. 

We eventually arrived in Hornsey where Mandy and I had a bedsit, and Dave gave me a lift out with 

the bike before saying cheerio and disappearing into the night. I felt completely knackered, but then I 

looked again at the bike sitting up on the main stand under the glow of the sodium street lamp – and I 

grinned. It was mine! 

I was tempted to start fiddling about right there and then, tired or not, but reluctantly just patted the 

tank [does anyone else do things like that or is it just me?] and went indoors leaving it all to the 

morning. 

It turned out to be a couple of days later before I got a chance to do anything as due to shift changes 

that both Mandy and I were given at short notice we were both going out in the dark and returning in 

the dark. In the meantime the ‘other bits’ had turned up.  

A couple of old spanners and some receipts for bits and pieces, the log book and a couple of old MOT 

certificates and a really weird note from the original dealer on the back of the bill of sale which listed a 

few ‘non-standard modifications’, like a ‘quick release’ rear wheel, coil rather than magneto ignition 

and ‘teledronic’ forks, whatever they were. 

Basically it was a ‘Bank Holiday bike’. It was assembled from the bits that were nearest to hand after 

a bank holiday, so it was an official ‘bitsa’ [bits of this and bits of that] straight out of the factory. This 

is why people would often say when they saw me on it; ‘Oh, that’s an ES2’ [which was a 500 single] 

and on being told it wasn’t they would then say; ‘Well it must be a model 50’, [which was a 350 single 

admittedly] but the bill of sale and the log book just listed it as a Norton 350cc without any model 

number.  

The frame number indicated it to be a Model 50 but the engine number didn’t match either a 50 or an 

ES2, which made getting parts interesting. 
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To start re-commissioning the bike I pulled the spark plug and got a new one. Whilst I had the plug 

out I put some light 3-in-1 oil down the spark plug hole to ease the piston rings after the bike had 

stood for who knows how long. I then Gunk’ed the whole bike and thoroughly rinsed it all off. This 

improved the look significantly and also made all the other tasks that needed doing cleaner to carry 

out. 

I drained the engine, gearbox and primary chain case of oil and sludge, then removed the drive chain 

case and gunk’ed that out too. Then I took off the drive chain to check for wear and also the primary 

chain [I also bought a new split link for the drive chain, that lesson having been learned the hard way].  

As Mandy was at work I took the chains into our kitchenette and having put a tin of Castrol heavy duty 

grease into an old biscuit tin I heated it gently until it was free flowing and then coiled up the chains 

and immersed them in the liquid. The tin was then very carefully put where Mandy wouldn’t find it and 

left to cool down overnight. 

The battery had been put on charge without much hope of it taking one, but surprisingly, it had. This 

enabled me to check out the electrics – such as they were. Everything worked except the horn which 

required a gentle dink with a hammer to free it up when, reluctantly, it gave a stifled moan, but after a 

few more presses of the horn push it came back in all its glory, certainly loud enough for some 

neighbours to do a bit of ‘curtain twitching’. 

 

The tyres were actually all right, a bit old fashioned but not cracked or brittle, an Avon Roadmaster 

ribbed front tyre and a Dunlop rear – somewhat square in profile but that wasn’t unusual for the age of 

the bike. They were going to be good enough for an MOT anyway, and by now they had been 

pumped up to the correct pressures and seemed to be holding their air.  

 

The chains were rescued from their grease bath and wiped down to remove most of the excess 

before being refitted and adjusted. 

 

Before fitting the drive chain I had a look at the rear mount of the exhaust silencer. I had first thought 

that it may have rusted off but in fact all that was required was a new nut and bolt which I had in my 

‘bits and bobs’ box of random spares. 

 

Now it was time to replace all the oils and put some juice in the tank. Having done that and replaced 

the chain cases, a quick tickle of the Amal Monoblock carb, a couple of gentle push through swings of 

the kick-start to prime the engine and then one proper prod in anger and she was running. 

 

She smoked a bit, but that was down to the light oil I had put down the bore to ease the rings after the 

engine had sat for a long time. The smoke soon cleared and she would rev lustily as only a big single 

can. 
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All that was required now was a good clean and polish and once done she came up looking rather 

nice. 

 

 This was going to be a good bike. 
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That Long Hot Summer 

It had been fully my intention to ride the Norton down to the church for my wedding and I really 

couldn’t see what the problem was. Other people had different ideas though and in the morning I 

came out to find that my brother and others, under instructions from my Mum [also known as; Aisha – 

She who must be obeyed!], had pinched the High Tension lead, thus rendering the bike immobile. 

Consequently it was in the back of a Mark II Jaguar that I made the fateful journey to the church 

service and thereafter, my first trip as a married man with my new wife back to Mum’s place for the 

reception. 

This wasn’t the first time I had been in a Jag, a school time friend, Mark, used to live in the grounds of 

a hospital [his Dad was director or something high up] and sometimes patients would drive in for their 

treatment but end up staying until their days ended.  

Often the cars would be left to quietly rot away in some corner of the grounds and it wasn’t very often 

that we noticed any being collected. As a result there were a number of old Jags, Daimlers, Rovers 

and sometimes an Austin or a Ford left lying around and we would sometimes take one for a spin 

around the grounds – just to keep the battery charged. Honest! 

Another school friend’s Dad used to work for some auto magazine and they had turned up at mine 

once in an early Jag V12 XJS, that was a nice little run about. 

I was given my HT lead back after guests began to leave the wedding reception late into the evening. 

It was essential to get it back by then as Mandy and I had to ride from Mum’s to the Hotel where we 

were spending our first night as a married couple. 

I do remember we got some very funny looks as we strolled into the hotel reception to book in, 

dressed as we were in jeans and leather jackets, carrying our helmets and a rucksack with a change 

of clothes in. 

Our room was on the second floor and as we walked down the corridor towards our room we were 

suddenly met by a very embarrassed young woman in a flimsy baby doll type nighty who had 

managed to lock herself out of her room. I really should have asked how? But instead just went back 

to reception and arranged for someone to come up with a pass key. 

In the morning we popped back to Mum’s before returning to London to collect our travelling gear and 

then in the early evening we headed off to the Motor-Rail Terminal at Kings Cross Station for the 

overnight sleeper to Inverness. 

Kings Cross was a hive of activity even for an early evening on a summer Sunday. There were people 

all over the place, but could I find anyone who knew where we were supposed to go?  

No. 
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I managed to stalk a railway person who, after looking blankly at me, eventually said something about 

the entrance being round the corner. 

Once more around the lights we go, up to the rail bridge again, but this time a sharp turn left and 

down into the goods yard alongside the tracks. There was a motor rail sign there but it was only 

visible from the inside of the yard. In other words you would have to be on the train to see where you 

had to go to get your vehicle on the train.  

I love it when a plan works, don’t you? 

Anyway, we chugged gently through the yard on the bike. Nobody stopped us; nobody raised so 

much as an eyebrow until we went up a slope and onto a platform. It was from then on people started 

to notice us, especially those who had to get out of the way as we progressed with a steady ‘bonk, 

bonk, bonk’, down the platform towards the barrier. 

Just before we got there we were met by a railway man who seemed to know what was going on and, 

having shown our tickets, he pointed out the train we wanted. When I asked about the motor rail 

service and what to do with the bike he scratched his head and said; ‘Bung it in the Guards Van 

mate’. 

This turned out to be an interesting evolution. The height from the platform to the floor of the Guards 

Van was too high, and the gap between Van and platform edge was too wide. 

Solution: Grab a Post Office parcel trolley and place that as near the Guards Van door as possible, 

then ‘bunny hop’, not exactly straight forward on a heavy old single like mine, onto the trolley and then 

again from the trolley into the Van. Easy!  

Well perhaps easy isn’t the right term to use. 

I managed it at the third attempt having nearly put the bike under the train at one point. I just hoped 

that the getting off at the other end would be easier. 

By now I was hot, sweaty and a bit disgruntled. I wanted a drink, a wash and a cigarette and not 

necessarily in that order. I went off to find Mandy and our sleeping compartment. 

I wandered down the train until I found the sleeping compartments and then the one reserved for 

Mandy and I. They are not very big, but adequate and reasonably comfortable for what they are, but 

they are not the orient express and we are talking British Rail, as it was then, all curly sandwiches, 

limp lettuce and lukewarm overpriced weak tea. 

We sat and chatted for a while and looked out of the window as the outskirts of London rolled by, 

finally giving way to countryside. We eventually climbed into our bunks and, lulled by the de-dum - de 

dum, of the wheels on the rail joints and the gentle swaying we both slept – at least as far as Crewe 

where there was a lot of noise for a reason that I was too tired to bother finding out about beyond 

opening the curtain and seeing the station sign. 
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I do remember going over the Forth Rail Bridge, which was impressive, and it immediately reminded 

me of the book ‘The 39 Steps’ by John Buchan where the hero, James Hannay, clings to the outside 

of the railway coach as it crosses the Forth Rail Bridge to avoid detection. 

As the morning progressed we continued Northwards until around 10.30am we arrived at Inverness. 

We were already in the Guards Van with our gear ready to disembark and this time I got the Norton 

out first time. 

Once again we got some really strange looks as we rode the bike up the platform looking for a way 

out and having escaped the station we headed up towards Ullapool. 

The road is not that different now from 1976 although there were some road improvements in various 

places [we travelled the same route again last September 2011] but it is still what drivers ‘down South’ 

would think of as minor A road or even B road quality. 

The road twists and turns now in thick trees, now on open heathland, now under the shadow of steep 

hills, now alongside a loch or river. It is constantly changing and so does the surface so it is easy to 

get caught out if you let your mind wander as you ride. 

We arrived in Ullapool around mid-afternoon and decided to book into a Bed and Breakfast rather 

than look for a site to pitch our tent.  

To give you an idea of how open life in the Highlands was then, and may still be, when we went to the 

Bed and Breakfast that had been recommended, the lady of the house was out but her neighbour 

happily showed us in through the unlocked front door and even showed us the room we were to use. 

As we had some time on our hands we went on a fishing boat trip to look at seals and puffins. It was a 

pleasant afternoon and a relaxing way to spend a couple of hours. 

When we returned to the Bed and Breakfast there waiting to greet us was our hostess who was very 

anxious and came to meet us as we came up the road [I hadn’t realised how conspicuous we must 

have been as strangers and bikers to boot in those days] and she immediately started apologising. 

Apparently the heat had made the tarmac soft and the bike had sunk into it on its main stand and then 

fallen over. Our hostess was worried in case we blamed her for any damage. It had taken two local 

chaps to get the bike upright again, this time with a short piece of wood under the stand to prevent 

any more accidents. 

The bike was undamaged – or rather there was no new damage that I could discover. The exhaust 

pipe was still scratched and painted over as it had been when I got it, the hand made leg shields were 

still ugly but functional and the handlebar fairing had been protected by the bar end mirror which had 

simply folded in on its mount as it was designed to do. 

Still, we got a free pot of tea and some home made cake by way of apology although none was 

needed. It was just one of those things in that hot summer of ’76. 
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We slept like logs with the fresh clean air and after a more restless night the night before, then in the 

morning we had a good cooked breakfast before heading off in the general direction of Edinburgh via 

Braemar and Aberdeen. 
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Hot Days on Cool Roads 

When you leave Ullapool there are only three ways to go. North which takes you up some amazingly 

scenic routes, great for bikes but watch out for kamikaze sheep and rapidly changing road surfaces, 

you also need to have patience as the roads get narrow and overtaking can be an issue.  

You can go South, which is back the way we came, or you can go by boat.  

We went South. 

Instead of going back straight towards Inverness we turned towards Muir of Ord and from there to 

Loch Ness. You can drive all the way round Loch Ness and it can be a rewarding experience although 

you can expect to meet all four seasons in the one afternoon as you make the circuit. 

Having come down the Western side of the Loch we left Fort Augustus, at the Southern end of the 

Loch, and headed South and West to Fort William where we stopped for a while. We continued along 

the A82 in warm and pleasant sunshine until we got to Glen Coe which was doing its moody, 

magnificent and mysterious best. 

Approaching Glen Coe from the West we started to climb and were soon running into traffic caused 

by coaches and caravans that were finding the gradient and some of the curves a bit more 

challenging than the map suggested. 

We weren’t in a hurry and so we had time to look around us as we rode. The sky was getting grey and 

the clouds were thickening. Soon we could no longer see the tops of the hills as they were shrouded 

by the suddenly close clouds which spilled over the crests and rolled down the slopes. It rapidly got a 

lot cooler. 

As we neared the top of the Glen we came out of that shadow of gloom and burst again into sunlight 

and heathland alive with heather and gorse in bloom. This was where we could get a wiggle on and 

we were able to break clear of the traffic and make our own pace. The road is even better now than it 

was then and well worth a visit. 

By the time we got to Braemar, we were both getting tired so we stopped in the car park and I had a 

smoke whilst Mandy fell asleep sitting side saddle on the bike and resting against the rucksack she 

had been wearing with all our gear in. 

After a short while we decided to find somewhere to stay and were directed to a B and B just off the 

main road. 

We were made welcome and given tea and cake after we had put our stuff in our room and cleaned 

up a bit. 

After another good night’s sleep and a superb breakfast which lasted with tea and chatting until nearly 

eleven in the morning, we said our farewells and headed off to Aberdeen. 
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We spent a couple of nights at the flat of Mandy’s sister and brother in law who were, at that time, 

working as croupiers in a casino. Whilst we were there I was shown just how badly I played poker and 

have not played it since. Thankfully it was a friendly game using only chips with no monetary value. 

When we left Aberdeen we travelled South using the coastal route through Stonehaven, Arbroath, 

Montrose, Dundee then to Perth Westwards along the Tay River before South again through Glen 

Farg and on towards the Forth Road Bridge. 

We were looking for somewhere in the Southern part of the City as we were going to visit Mandy’s 

Dad who was in Liberton Hospital. 

We found a campsite that, although was pretty full, was near to where we wanted to be and 

proceeded to put up our tent. 

This simple task turned into a nightmare and Mandy and I had our first proper argument as a married 

couple as a result. 

Basically the ground was like concrete and we just couldn’t get our little tent pegs to go in. Being a 

bloke my solution was the male default position of, ‘if at first you don’t succeed – use a bigger 

hammer’. Having managed to bend most of the pegs I finally got one in a bit. ‘Just a bit more’ I 

thought and gave it a reasonably gentle thump with the hammer at which point it, the peg – not the 

hammer, bent double. 

‘Oh, bother’, said I. Actually it wasn’t bother and that’s the reason Mandy and I had the argument. 

This was then made twenty times worse when I tried to get the now useless tent peg out.  

It just wouldn’t budge. In anger and frustration I kicked it. 

Mandy and I then spent about half an hour in the company of a very nice couple who offered us tea 

and a bandage for my big toe which was missing most of its nail. 

After that we got the tent up fairly easily by using a screwdriver as an awl to make a hole in the 

ground into which the tent peg could then be fitted. 

Why hadn’t I thought of that before? 

When we left Edinburgh it was warm and bright and we were both in our full riding gear. 

As we headed South on the long road to London it soon went from warm to hot and then very hot. 

Sitting behind the windscreen of the old Avon handlebar fairing I wasn’t even getting the benefit of the 

breeze generated by our speed and I was getting hotter and more uncomfortable as the morning wore 

on. 

Eventually we stopped for a break and off came the leather jacket. 

At the next stop off came the top and the gloves. 
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At the next stop off came the boots and socks and on went a pair of sandals. [Yes, I know, I really 

shouldn’t have done that, and I have been caught out before, and it is both dangerous and silly. I 

know! But, Crumbs! It was hot]. 

Mile after mile we went with the Norton’s soporific bonkabonkabonka almost a lullabye in the 

scorching heat of that summer’s day. I was much more comfortable now and didn’t feel the effects of 

the sun until, as we approached London in the gathering twilight with the temperature dropping, I 

noticed a tightness of the skin across my chest and arms as I had to manoeuvre more in the heavier 

traffic. 

By the time we got to our little bedsit I was looking like the Michelin Man in a Ready Brek advert. My 

skin was actually radiating heat. 

A warm shower with the temperature gradually turned down towards cold took the sting out of things 

and by morning I felt almost normal – which is unusual for me! 

It can be a real advantage, sometimes, being married to a nurse. 
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Tragic Triumphs and Pyric Victories 

I didn’t intentionally get rid of all my bikes, it just sort of happened by circumstance – having said that I 

have got a few in my possession currently. 

Let me explain, Mandy and I had moved up to Aberdeen and we hadn’t taken any of the bikes with us 

as we had needed a car for getting some personal and essential stuff up to our new home. This was 

in part because the removal company said it would take three days to get the rest of our belongings 

up to Aberdeen from London and in part because we needed to actually buy some furniture for our 

new and our first home. 

The Vello was safely in my Dad’s garage, a Matchless 250 was at a friend’s house, an AJS 500 was 

at another friend’s place and outside my Mum’s place was a Honda, the NSU and a Matchless 350. In 

a local Bike shop awaiting some part or other was the Ariel. Various others had been sold off or 

dismantled or scrapped. 

Then my Mum moved and suddenly all those bikes were just gone. I was in Aberdeen and there 

wasn’t a lot I could do about it. Apparently my Dad’s garage got broken into around the same time 

and it was bye bye to the Vello, or maybe they left it, or maybe the Old Man got shot of it. Whatever 

happened I don’t have it now.  

Dave and George both moved away from their families where they had lived and I lost contact with 

them so I ended up AJS and Matchless less. 

I don’t exactly remember what I thought and felt at the time because I was recently married, changing 

jobs, living at the other end of the country and trying to make ends meet on the limited income Mandy 

and I brought in between us – Oh, and we had Mandy’s brother living with us as well. 

It sort of dawned on me at one point that I didn’t have a bike anymore but Jamie, Mandy’s brother, 

had a Honda 200 where he used to live, so I bought that off him for fifty quid and we went up and 

collected it from a place called Nethy Bridge in one of the company vans. 

Did it run? Never in the time I had it! 

The list of what it didn’t have or needed replacing almost exceeded what it did have. Just for basics 

there were no documents or keys, half the exhaust and vital elements of the electrical system, like 

voltage rectifier/regulator, left hand switch gear etc., were missing.  

Still it was something to twiddle around with.  

That was when I found out that most of my tools were not with us. I did have a useful selection of bits 

and bobs that I carried in the car, but the really useful stuff wasn’t there. But the CB200 and what was 

left of my tools kept me occupied in between doing the garden and decorating the flat. 
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As we settled into a routine I began casting my eye through the ‘For Sale’ ads in the local paper; ‘The 

Press and Journal’ and came across an advert for a Triumph T500, also known as a 5T. I just went 

and had a look and sort of, well it was so cheap and the guy was really desperate and I was only 

trying to help him out – Yes, alright I bought it. 

A bright yellow T500 ‘Daytona’ with a crank case mounted distributor governing the ignition. It did look 

and sound pretty good I have to say.  

However, the rear shocks were wrong, they were way too soft and short, so although it wanted to 

handle and was willing to attack corners it had a tendency to wallow when it needed to be stiff and 

bottom the rear mudguard onto the tyre at inconvenient moments making a noise between an 

oversize angry wasp and an accidental filling of ones breeches. 

The other little foible it had was that the distributor was attached to the crank case by a grub screw 

and old twins of any description, and British ones in particular, were renowned for vibration so the 

grub screw would come loose, the distributor would pop up out of its mount and the ignition would fail 

stopping the bike fairly abruptly – Interesting! 

I still used the bike for the best part of a year and did have a lot of fun on it, although work made it 

difficult to get out on it as often as I would like.  

Then the company decided that they wanted me to work out of Dundee instead of Aberdeen and I 

spent the next nine months or so living in a hotel Monday to Saturday and seeing my wife at the 

weekends and holidays, so no chance of going out for a solo ride at all. 

Time to say goodbye to this Triumph too. 

I got a lot of response from the ad I placed, but mostly they were wannabies, or people who thought 

all Triumph twins were Bonnevilles, or were dealers looking to offer me a ‘fair price’, preferably in part 

exchange. One guy sounded at least half way sensible and asked if I could bring the bike out to him. 

It wasn’t that far from where a work mate lived and as he had also agreed to pick me up for the return 

journey home, that was all right by me. 

When I found this chap’s place, it was seemingly, half way up a mountain and looked like a military 

vehicle graveyard. Even in the gathering darkness I could see a couple of champ jeeps and a Bedford 

three ton lorry and that was just in the front garden (?). 

The owner came out as I drove up his drive and we went straight into his garage where a new 

negotiation began. I had wanted three hundred pounds for the Triumph and he had offered two-

seventy-five which I had accepted. Now he wanted to know if I would take part cash and one of the 

jeeps in part exchange.  
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I admit I was a bit tempted until I asked a few questions like, ‘Has it got an MOT?’ and his reply 

included encouraging words like, ‘It’s got no brakes and needs a new master cylinder’ and things like 

that decided me against it. 

Eventually he confessed that he hadn’t got the money but desperately wanted the bike. To cut a long 

negotiation short I ended up with two hundred and twenty pounds and a Jawa three-fifty. 

In truth the Triumph didn’t owe me anything at two-twenty, but I really didn’t want a Jawa. Still it saved 

me having to get a lift home. 

It was full dark by now and the lights on the Jawa were a bit like the brakes – piggin useless! I may as 

well have had a candle on the front mudguard for all the illumination it gave. I actually got off at one 

point to polish the lens to see if that made it any better – it didn’t. 

I have got nothing against two stroke engines, my Suzuki T500 was a two stroke and I used to love 

riding that, but this was nasty. It sounded really tinny and the gas that came from the exhaust was 

more like an airborne slick rather than exhaust fumes. What came out of this tail pipe was thick, heavy 

and pungent and clung to the road. 

‘Look on the bright side’, I thought to myself, it has probably been standing and will clear up as it 

warms up – it didn’t.  

‘It may be the mixture is a bit wrong’ – it wasn’t.  

By the time I got the thing home I had decided that whatever happened, I would not be keeping that 

THING for long. 

Not having a garage, I took it to a workmate’s place and spent a few hours trying to get it running 

better and looking less forlorn. I didn’t succeed in either aim and then the company decided that they 

needed me to work in London so I was off on my travels again.  

This resulted in another nine months of living in a hotel in Enfield Monday to Saturday and flying back 

to Edinburgh Saturday afternoons, collecting my car and driving home to Carnoustie before an early 

start for the breakfast flight to Heathrow on Monday morning. 

As far as I know that Jawa is still sitting in that garage on the outskirts of Aberdeen, may it rust in 

peace. 
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‘The Sign of the Cam Chain Adjuster’ 

After some years working in management I was thoroughly jaded and looking for a change in 

direction. My mind was finally made up to just jump and stop thinking about it by a takeover of the firm 

I was working for. 

I handed in my notice and was ‘requested’ to attend head office in Liverpool for a leaving interview 

with the National Field Manager and to hand back my company car. 

At the interview I was asked what I was going to do next and replied that I was going to be a self-

employed motorcycle courier. To say this caused a raised eyebrow would be an understatement until 

I pointed out the earning potential for London based couriers at that time. 

At least they paid for my return train fare. 

I started with a company called Capital Parcels, based in Croydon, on a Friday. That may seem a bit 

odd, but it gave me a very short start week to get used to the idea, and I was still financially stable for 

a while if I decided it wasn’t going to be for me and had to look for something else. 

I had bought my brother’s old Suzuki GS400, which seemed like a reasonable bike for the work 

involved, big enough for longer hauls and light enough for weaving around in the city traffic. 

Sadly, the GS wasn’t as good as it could, or should, have been and a few months later I ran the top 

end shells on Westminster Bridge. Fortunately I was ‘empty’ at the time and the controller arranged 

for one of the company vans to collect me and the bike and bring me back to Croydon. 

Having a full car license helped because they let me drive one of the company vans for a few days 

whilst I arranged a replacement bike. 

By this time, and having asked some of the other guys what they would use and why, I opted for a 

Maggot [Honda CX500]. 

I would have liked an ex-plod BMW R80 or R75, but couldn’t afford one and there were literally 

thousands of CX’s in various liveries of courier companies trundling around, so they obviously had 

something going right for them. 

The first one I bought cost me £500 and had a low mileage, about fifteen thousand miles, and looked 

like a heap – but then they mostly did. Having said that after a bit of a clean-up and fresh oil it both 

looked and sounded a bit better. 

I am not a fetishist about keeping my bikes spotless, but I do like them to be at least reasonably clean 

if for no other reason than why would anyone want to get caked in clag doing a simple bulb 

replacement, for example, because they haven’t taken a damp rag to the bike in six months? Besides 

which it is a lot easier to spot a defect before it becomes a disaster if the bike is clean and tidy(ish). 
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I do remember it did take a while to get used to the very top heavy feel of the bike and the quirky 

torque steering that became evident usually in the most inopportune moments – wet roundabouts for 

one. 

That first CX covered quite a few thousands of miles, almost trouble free, although I did blow a head 

gasket on the M1 on the way back from a drop in Milton Keynes once. But even then I simply pulled 

onto the hard shoulder, pulled the spark plug from the offending cylinder and rode back on one pot to 

base. A few hours’ spanner work and a couple of litres of distilled water later and back on the road we 

went. 

One thing that it is helpful to avoid on a bike is a forty ton lorry. 

One morning filtering up the outside of heavy traffic near Coulsdon one such large vehicle came out 

through a gap in the traffic and having not stopped or looked proceeded to clip the nearside rear 

pannier. 

When that happens you are going to go down. No question. 

As it happens the driver was very apologetic, rather than the apoplectic diatribe bikers usually receive 

having been taken out, and it was all very amicable. He even radioed to his base all the details so 

when I called them later they had everything in hand. 

The couple of bits that were broken were replaced from my own supply of spares and I was back on 

the road in under an hour.  

Their assessor turned up a couple of days later and I explained and showed him the bits I had 

replaced and said I had done that as I needed the bike for earning my living. 

Amazingly the assessor didn’t pull a sour face and looked at the bits and the bike and agreed with 

what I said. Even better, he then went on to ask about clothing damage. I said I wasn’t too bothered 

about that but he said that my jacket, it was the same one, was showing signs of distress from the 

accident and that they should replace them and ‘by the way’ what about my helmet? 

By this time my jaw was on the floor in disbelief. I was honestly expecting someone to jump out and 

say ‘April Fool’ even though we were in September. 

The assessor said that he would have to write the bike off. I said, ‘but I need it for work’. He thought 

for a moment then said that I could carry on using it ‘pro term’ until the official notification came 

through but after that I would have to sell it as an insurance write off as it would be a ‘ringer’ if I 

personally continued to use it once it had been written off. 

No. It didn’t make sense to me either.   

A week or so later I got a cheque through in settlement and proceeded to buy another Maggot and to 

offer the first for sale. 
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One of the younger riders decided that he wanted to buy the ‘old’ one and we struck a deal with the 

bike being ‘sold as seen’. 

One of the known quirks of the Maggot was a habit of eating cam chains and the mileage they went at 

was accepted as roughly twenty-five thousand miles. Mine had over forty thousand on the clock by 

then and was still on the same chain. This was, in part, due to good fortune but also because I made 

a point of adjusting the chain tensioner every week, it was my Sunday afternoon job. I also used to 

change the oil every three thousand miles and the oil filter every six thousand miles. Some people 

thought this a bit excessive but then oil is cheap and engines are not. 

All of this I pointed out to the proud new owner and we agreed that I was to take instalments of a 

hundred pounds a week with a deposit of a hundred and fifty pounds up front. 

I received the deposit and the first instalment then the chap didn’t come to work for a week or so. I 

wasn’t worried but I was a bit irritated. 

When I next spoke to him he said that he felt he had paid enough for the bike because, you guessed 

it, the cam chain had broken and he had paid a hundred and sixty five pounds for the repair. That was 

the standard price for the job if you went to a dealer [the biggest(?) CX repairer and hirer in London 

was called Chas Bikes just off Greenwich High Street, I believe, and that was always the place 

maggot owners referred to as a Mecca for all things Maggot. The hire they charged for a CX at the 

time was around £65 per week]. 

I reminded him that the bike had been sold ‘as seen’ and carried no guarantee. I allowed him a bit 

longer to pay up. After a few more days we spoke again and he said he wasn’t prepared to pay 

anymore. I suggested that I would accept what he had paid thus far as hire cost and the bike would 

remain mine. 

He wasn’t very happy about that and vanished again for a couple of weeks. 

When I saw the bike next it was parked on the forecourt of the office where we were based. He was 

nowhere to be found so leaving a message with the controller I locked up the bike and carried on 

working. Later that evening I returned to find that the youngster had put his own lock on the bike as 

well resulting in an impasse. 

I undid my own lock and removed his lock with the aid of a scissor jack and took the bike to my 

garage. I never heard anything more after that. 

The second Maggot was a bit more temperamental and I suspect the recorded mileage wasn’t 

accurate, probably by quite a large margin. I continued to work with this bike for some time but 

eventually had to do a major rebuild on it, basically it was pumping coolant everywhere other than 

round the engine itself. 
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After the rebuild I was offered one of the firm’s vans and asked to become a driver rather than a rider. 

This seemed a good idea to me, so I accepted. 

I had also bought a Moto Guzzi T3 Californian by this time and that was a little project that I was 

working on [more on that later].  

The Maggots by this time were losing out to more ‘modern’ bikes like the Honda VT500, never really 

popular, the Kawasaki GT550 and GT750 and I eventually sold both of my CXs as a job lot to a 

dealer. Quite simply I needed the space.  

At that time apart from the Guzzi and the CX’s I also had both a GT550 and a GT750 Kawasakis and 

a Honda CG125 all being either repaired for friends or stored or whatever.  

Is it just me or do other bikers find that bikes breed in garages to the extent that however big the 

garage is it will get filled until it is too crowded? 

With the Maggots gone I was able to finish off the CG125, a regulator fault had caused the plug to 

burn a hole in the piston. Piston, rings, little end bearing and new regulator and away she went. 

Suddenly I was finding some room. I finished work on the GT550, clutch job, for one of the guys and 

repaired the GT750, light front end job and cosmetics which I kept for my own use. 

I got another GT550 which had had a hard life even though the miles weren’t that high for very little as 

a project / investment. I got a friend to re-spray it and I gave it a good check over and a service before 

selling it on to a dealer in North London who promptly dropped the agreed price by two hundred 

pounds after he had had the bike for three days and had cancelled the cheque he had given me in 

payment. 

I had still made a nice return on it, but it was a bit cheeky. Some might suggest this was fair in relation 

to what had happened to the youngster with the first CX I had sold.  

Perhaps. 

The Guzzi was a bit of a mission. The guy I had bought it from had suffered a front wheel blow out 

and the bike had been rolled over. Simply stated everything above the saddle was bent or broken. 

The saddle only survived because there was a lattice style grab rail around the back which had taken 

the impact and grinding from the crash. 

The ‘cigarette pack’ Guzzi side boxes were only present by virtue of what was left of their bases. The 

front crash bars were beyond hope but had done their job in saving the engine cases, foot rests and 

foot controls as well as the cylinders themselves. 

The wheels were checked and found to be true as were the disks, the front forks were out of true but 

a shop I discovered specialised in ‘odd’ Italian bikes and they re-rolled the inner fork legs and with 

new seals I was back to a rolling project. 
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I got a second hand Le Mans tank and second hand front crash bars from a guy at Moto Italian which 

was in Warpole Road, Wimbledon in those days [friendly bunch of guys]. The tank was the wrong one 

but it did the job whilst I was looking for the right one. Clocks were an issue, as was getting the right 

bars. I found a replacement tacho but had to get a KMH speedo with an MPH sticker on it as no one I 

found could supply or even suggest the right clock. Guzzis weren’t popular and the parts prices for 

new spares were above what I had available 

I eventually went through three different sets of bars, all of which I was assured, were the right ones. I 

got a new ’old stock’ pair at the end of 2012, so that only took 22 years then. I may have located the 

correct side boxes as well – as long as I can persuade my friend that they won’t look right on his Le 

Mans Mk1. 

I got a price for a new front master cylinder right at the start and having picked myself up from the 

floor decided to use a Suzuki one as a temporary fix – it’s still on there. 

For no apparent reason the switch gear survived albeit with some heavy scoring on the alloy fixing 

bracket, but the wonderful, huge, rather ugly but efficient Oxford screen was past all hope. The 

mirrors and indicators were gone or broke, but they were no major problem replacing. 

After a relatively short time the bike was ready for starting and testing – only it wouldn’t. 

I checked everything ninety twelve times with eleventy ten testers, meters, spanners and hammers. I 

couldn’t find out why the blatted thing wouldn’t click, never mind turn over or fire up. 

One quiet Wednesday afternoon one of the other despatch riders came into the garage to see how I 

was getting on with it. He was just in time to hear me doubting the parentage of all Italian motorcycle 

electricians and threatening vile retribution if the ‘dear sweet thing’ didn’t play nice. 

‘Got a problem then?’ 

That was a really dumb question to ask – especially as I had a very large hammer in my hand at the 

time. I managed to refrain from bouncing him off the wall and the hammer off his head. 

‘Can’t get it to turn over. Even the solenoid isn’t clicking’. 

‘Oh that’s easy’ he said.  

Don’t you just hate people who do that sort of thing? He didn’t even look at the bike, he went outside 

to his own Guzzi Monza and came back with a starter relay. ‘Try that’. 

In a way I was hoping that it wouldn’t work. I wanted it to be the answer but at the same time . . . You 

had to be there I guess. Anyway it didn’t work. 

It is really hard to look smug and annoyed at the same time. My suggestion is don’t try it. 

‘Got a big screwdriver?’  
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Do fish swim I thought. 

He bridged the terminals on the starter and there was a big flash. 

‘Got power then’.  

You can’t fault this man’s logic. 

‘Pop the starter off’. 

Actually that is quite simple on a Guzzi and in five minutes it was off and he was peering down the 

drive gear end. 

‘Jump leads?’ 

The jump leads were connected to the battery then the briefest of brief touches to the started solenoid 

contacts and Whirrrrrrrrrrrr. It spun. 

‘Yeah. Had the same on mine after it was laid up for a while. Once it has spun up it is all right again. If 

you slap that back on it’ll work fine now’. 

Taking into account all the grief the thing had caused me I wasn’t inclined to believe him. 

Oh ye of little faith. It did, it’s still on there and it’s still working. 

The bike is certainly not a show bike, but then I got it to ride and enjoy not look at and polish. And 

there are still a couple of things that I will get round to replacing or returning to original but I am quite 

happy having it on the road – yes even in the rain sometimes – with the feel of that big, grunty, 

transverse V twin ready for anything from ploughing a field to doing a ton twenty on an autoroute [only 

sixty-nine and a half on the motorway, officer, honest!] 
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Some Things You Can Fix and Some Things . . . 

One of the cartoons in an old copy of Bike magazine showed Ogri’s friend Malcolm riding in a blizzard 

far from home, or anywhere else for that matter, thinking to himself; ‘Please don’t let me break down 

here’. 

Now we all know that all things mechanical, and electrical, are subject to break down and failure at 

some time, so why should it be a surprise when that actually happens? If we all drove Formula One 

cars with the multi million pound investment programmes and back up teams on hand it would seem 

really bad luck to break down – but even they have failures now and then. Riding old bikes on a 

limited budget simply increases the likelihood and frequency of such incidents which are mostly 

inconvenient and annoying, but every once in a while are painful but they can provide useful learning 

material. 

Here are a few to make you smile / think; 

Throttle Cables.  Internal combustion engines require throttle linkages to control the fuel intake 

– obviously. So what do you do when the linkage, in this instance the cable, breaks?  

On a single cylinder bike it is reasonably straight forward, especially if it is an old upright single, 

because if all else fails you can usually stick your finger in the carburettor bell mouth and manually lift 

the slider up to increase the fuel flow. It ain’t pretty – but it works. Of course if you are a purist and 

have kept the original air filter in place you are everso slightly stuffed – nowhere to put your finger in 

you see. 

The major downside is that the bike doesn’t tick over well or stalls a lot because it can be a real pain 

re-starting it without adequate throttle control. Oh, and you will end up with a stiff back from the 

contorted riding position you are forced to adopt.  

You will also get some very funny looks from other road users – unless they are in a Volvo in which 

case they won’t see you at all – and you will attract the attention of the local ‘Old Bill’ who, kind of, 

take a dim view of such riding styles suggesting that you are ‘not in proper control of the machine’. 

You’ve never seen me on a bike – What can I tell you? 

Of course, if the cable breaks at the twist grip end you can always strip the outer sleeve off the throttle 

cable and wrap the broken end around a convenient screwdriver/spanner/ball point pen/twig or 

whatever and just yank it accordingly. I found a teaspoon worked really well – just don’t ask, it would 

take too long to explain! This method does make corners interesting as one tends to accelerate quite 

rapidly on left hand turns! Life never gets boring with a bike does it? 

With multi pot engines life gets a lot more complicated. If the cable breaks at the top end you can still, 

usually, get away with option two above, but if it is at the bottom end it depends on the final linkage 

system. 
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I was on an old four cylinder Honda once when that happened, fortunately it had a common rail 

carburettor throttle bar so I just wedged a screwdriver in one quadrant and clamped a set of mole 

grips to the handle of the screwdriver as a remote throttle, similar to system one above. Didn’t work 

very well as the screwdriver kept falling out requiring me to stop and pick up the tools from the road 

and start again – but it did get me home . . . eventually. 

Other bikes, like my Guzzi, have twin cables. In which case my advice is to ‘suck it up Princess’ and 

head for home or the nearest open bike shop. Oh, you may well need to clean or even replace one or 

more of the spark plugs afterwards and you will almost certainly be well advised to re-balance the 

carbs. Fiddly, but straight forward mechanics. 

Back in the day we used to have solder less nipples- not some deviant sex toy but a really useful bit 

of ‘get you out of bother’ kit.  

These solderless nipples were a, usually brass, cylinder with a hole in it across the diameter for the 

cable end to go through and a longitudinal screw to clamp the cable with. A little like a large round 

version of an electric plug terminal. Cheap as chips and keep one in your wallet for emergencies. 

The one annoying thing about them was that the clamping screw would often fall out because of 

vibration before you needed to use the nipple and you could never find the wretched screw again 

which would leave you with something about as useful as a chocolate crash helmet on a hot summer 

day. 

Clutch Cables.  Have you ever wondered why so many motorcycle couriers have a spare 

clutch cable taped in place alongside the one that is being used? It is because they are usually so 

easy to fix when they break and a monumental pain in the nether regions when you don’t have a 

spare. 

At the time of writing this section my Guzzi is off the road because I have knackered the second gear 

and that came about because . . . Yep, broken clutch cables. 

The thing is you can ride a bike, you can even drive a car, without a clutch it just takes a bit of thought 

and a lot of luck if not skill. 

Rule number one is that you get the engine started first. Rule number two is that you then get the bike 

rolling, even slowly is good. However, backwards is not an option, in fact that is a very bad thing, so 

stopping on hills you have to go up will make a difficult job much much harder. Rule number three is 

slapping the bike into gear. This will often make the bike jump, so go easy on the throttle chaps.  

OK, so you are now trundling along in first gear and this is where it gets tricky. Going up the box from 

first to second, second to third etc. requires a bit of throttle management. So rule number four is; If 

you over cook the throttle changing gear will be hard so ease off the revs a bit and you can snick it up 

the box. Loads of old school racers used to use this as a default method of gear change once upon a 

time. 
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Rule five is changing down gear, this a bit brutal on the arms, wrists and shoulders but again can be 

made easier by juggling with the throttle. As you are about to flick the gear lever to change down, 

tweak the revs up a touch, this will enable the lower ratio to engage a bit easier. 

Rule six, and arguably the most important, is try not to stop – AT ALL. Watch the road, read the lights 

get inside the mind of the other road users around you. 

Rule seven is bolting the door after the event. Always carry a spare. They are cheap and can be kept 

either taped up alongside the one in use or even tucked up under a saddle, in a pocket or anywhere 

there is a smallish space. 

One last rule is common sense. If you are carrying a spare cable do remember to lubricate it every 

now and then or you may find it has seized up when you most need it. Also when one cable breaks, 

even if you have a spare, get another one as a spare as soon as. I will explain the glaringly bleeding 

obvious by telling you a little sad story. 

As I said my Guzzi needs a gearbox overhaul because last summer I broke the clutch cable. 

Of course I had a spare! I just didn’t have it with me when the cable broke. 

Following my own rules, or most of them, I got the bike home. The thing about old Guzzis is the throw 

between first and second gear, and do bear in mind the engine was designed to go in a tractor, so 

there was some inevitable crunching going on. 

Still we got home and I fitted the spare in about twenty minutes. Job done. 

Two days later the bleeding cable broke again. Laugh? I very nearly started. 

Spare cable? Oh that would be in the garage – again. Who would have thought that two cables would 

go that quickly? 

Oh well, back to the rules and get me home again to fit another ‘new’ cable. This one, although still in 

its original packing did look a bit off colour, not exactly shiny bright if you know what I mean. Still, a bit 

of lube and a dab of grease should do the trick. 

I made a mental note to order a couple of spare cables the next day. 

About a week later the clutch cable went ‘ping’ again. And no I didn’t have a spare with me because 

they hadn’t arrived – apparently the delivery driver couldn’t work a doorbell as he wasn’t technically 

trained and Health and Safety were insisting on a risk assessment before he was allowed to use the 

door knocker. Either that or it was above his pay grade. 

Following the above stated rules we got home again, eventually. 

The next day I collected my cables and fitted them, or rather one of them. The other I put in one of the 

panniers. Always a good idea to carry a spare remember. 
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A couple of days later found me having to use the cable adjuster at a set of traffic lights as the cable 

had stretched a bit. That in itself isn’t unusual, the fact I had to do it again after a couple of miles at 

another set of lights was. 

I pulled over in a safe(ish) place and had a look at the cable top and bottom but couldn’t see anything 

obvious, like broken strands at pinch points or fraying on the sleeve, so I set off again only to have the 

blooming, blasted, bleeding cable snap again! 

This time the nipple at the gearbox end had just pulled straight off the cable. It was just one of those 

things, the solder had been too cold when applied, or not enough had been used, or there was a bit of 

contamination on the nipple when it was soldered. Whatever it was the cable was useless. 

Still, I had a spare didn’t I? So it wasn’t a problem was it? 

Except that when I took the cable out of the pannier removed the plastic bag it came in and oriented it 

the right way round for fitting I couldn’t help but notice one little thing. It was the wrong cable! 

Oh, how I chuckled to myself. 

Back to the rules and limp the old girl home one more time. 

Another order for two clutch cables prompted the question; ‘What are you doing to them, eating 

them?’ 

I will spare your blushes by not telling you the exact Anglo Saxon response that question was given 

about the quality and accuracy of the stock that he had supplied. 

In due course an ‘Express’ package arrived with two more, correct cables along with a key ring and a 

sticker by way of unspoken apology. 

Aren’t some people nice [in retrospect]? 

However, by now second gear was damaged. It didn’t show up straight away, in fact it took about 

three thousand miles to manifest itself. It began with an occasional miss of gear when going up into 

second. This then developed into a very occasional drop out of second whilst moving through traffic. 

When that fault started to become more frequent I also noticed that it would happen more often when 

the engine was under load, i.e. when accelerating. Changing down wasn’t a problem, but as soon as 

power was applied it would fall out of gear – only in second mind you. 

So now the Guzzi is off the road and the box needs stripping down and repairing. 

The moral of this story is that clutch cables are cheap and easy to carry, gearboxes are expensive 

and old gearboxes can be a right royal pain in the wallet. 

Drive chains. I have mentioned earlier about snapping a chain and the problems and dangers that 

causes, but chains don’t have to break to cause problems. I once had an Ariel Arrow 250cc twin [you 
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either know it or you don’t], which was quite an interesting bike for all sorts of reasons that I won’t go 

into here, suffice to say that when I picked up the bike from the bloke I bought it from I forgot to ask 

where the petrol/two stroke oil mix went in which wasn’t as straight forward as you may think because 

the bike had a ‘dummy’ petrol tank. In those days you didn’t have separate two stroke tanks with 

pumps and valves, you simply carried a bottle of two stroke oil with you and poured some in 

depending on how much petrol you put in or, if you were at a decent filling station they had a 

dispensing machine that would measure it out for you at a cost.  

Anyway, this Ariel was pretty quick compared to what I had been using and, apart from its numerous 

quirks of handling and electrics and the constant tinny rattle it gave off from the tool compartment 

cover on top of the ‘petrol tank’ – never did sort that one out, was not a bad bike. However, this was to 

be its downfall because complacency crept in and I didn’t give it the attention it needed. All my 

previous bikes up to that time had been difficult, unreliable, problem strewn or just beaten up, 

sometimes all of these. The Ariel would start first or second kick in the sun or the rain so I just used to 

put petrol and two stroke oil in and ride it. 

As a result of this lack of care or maintenance the drive chain got a bit stretched and sloppy. Quite 

how sloppy I discovered one morning when heading up South Norwood Hill. I had got a green light at 

the junction of the High Street and the Hill and so, despite the morning traffic, I had a bit of clear road 

in front.  

As is so often the case having got to the front of a queue of cars Captain Ovlov or his equivalent 

decides that he will take exception to your perfectly ordinary manoeuver and try to overtake you 

again, so as to put you in your place or climb up your exhaust pipe, neither of which options bode well 

for a pain free journey for the biker.  

I was in second gear and accelerating steadily, I wasn’t in a great hurry and the road was a bit slick, 

when I noticed him right up my chuff through the exhaust haze. ‘Cheeky beggar’ I thought, so I wound 

open the throttle to the stop and took off. As the engine started to howl a bit I flicked it into third and 

kept accelerating. Bye bye car . . . Hello car turning right out of side turning in front of me. ‘Oh bother’, 

or words to that effect. 

The back brake on the Ariel wasn’t very good. In fact ‘useless’ really is a better description and the 

front brake wasn’t a whole lot better so the only other option was to use the limited engine braking you 

get from a two stroke engine. I shut the throttle and crunched it back into second. 

Perfect result. The chain whipped and jumped off the rear sprocket and totally jammed the back 

wheel absolutely solid whilst the engine made a really nasty noise and then there was silence apart 

from the tszzzzz noise of the rear tire sliding along the tarmac with the bike doing a high speed conga 

rhythm as I tried to stay upright and in some semblance of control. 

As you may imagine getting the bike from the middle of the road, upright though it was, to the side of 

the road when the back wheel won’t move was a bit of a problem. This situation wasn’t helped by the 
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fact that the rear tyre had blown out as well. The valve had probably been ripped off the tube by the 

aforementioned stopping procedure. 

And, of course, all those patient motorists I had passed at the queue for the lights jumped out to help. 

Actually, no. They beeped their horns and may even have smirked their satisfaction as they passed 

the thoroughly disgruntled and by now rather sweaty biker trying to heave his wounded stallion to the 

side of the road. 

I did consider repairing the bike and actually did get the rear wheel off after a major effort involving 

some hammers and crow bars – that chain had done some serious damage. I even took the chain 

case off and it was then that various bits of metal that shouldn’t see the light of day came away from 

the inside of the engine with the chain case cover that I decided burial was going to be the only 

sensible option. 

All of this carnage was caused by simply not adjusting and lubricating the drive chain regularly. 

My brother had, in fact I think he still has, an old Suzuki T20 Super Six and we were off to a race 

meeting in Surrey. This was a few years after the Ariel incident and memory had grown dim, besides 

which it was my brother’s bike. Admittedly I was riding it and he was pillion, that’ll be because I have 

always been a fat git, but the care of his bike was his responsibility. 

As we progressed through the lanes with the sunlight throwing mottled patterns of light through the 

trees and blinding you as you come out from the shade I noticed that the bike was giving the 

occasional lurch and tug through the handlebars.  

This became more and more noticeable the further we went until eventually I pulled over to have a 

look. 

I won’t say that the chain was dragging on the road but it wasn’t far short of that and, even allowing 

for the tightening effect when two adults [one rather large one] got on board the chain was way too 

loose. Not only that but the rear sprocket was badly hooked with wear. 

Taking out my trusty tool kit [a couple of useful spanners, a screwdriver and a small Stillson pipe 

wrench] and also the tools in the Suzuki tool kit, I removed the back wheel and then took the rear 

socket off and reversed it so that the non-hooked side now engaged with the chain. 

Unfortunately I didn’t have with me a rivet removing tool or I would have taken a couple of links out of 

the chain as well.  

With the back wheel now on again and the chain as tight as we could make it with the adjustment 

there was, we proceeded to the race meeting. By the time we got there the rear sprocket was looking 

more like the milled edge of a coin than a cog with teeth on it. 

Amazing things race pits. If you know the right people and ask the right questions you can get most 

things sorted out.  
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The race meeting was for dragsters and they tend to break things in a very spectacular way when 

they let go, so the tools and equipment carried by the pit crews are usually rather comprehensive. 

I went to meet my mates and have a beer and left my brother with a welding kit to practice braising 

new teeth onto the knackered rear cog and then hand filing them into shape. 

In fairness I did help put the back wheel on the bike again and I did drive him home on it and, oh yes, 

we did take three links out of the chain before we put it back on. 

If my memory serves me well my brother continued using that chain and sprocket for some months 

before he finally replace them. 

Your Mum won’t like this but if you have a chain that is a bit sorry for itself you can always try the 

following; 

Get an old biscuit tin, that’s a tin not a plastic tub, and a couple of jars of middle weight grease. Put 

the grease in the tin and gently warm up the tin until the grease has gone very soft, almost fluid but 

don’t let it bubble and boil [your Mum’s kitchen hob is ideal as it is at a good working height and the 

heat is easily controlled]. Coil up and place your worn chain in the liquid grease and remove the tin 

from the heat source.  

Put the tin somewhere safe to cool down - overnight preferably. When you come back to it after 

cooling the grease will have returned to a buttery consistency, although you wouldn’t want it on your 

toast and the colour may be a bit odd. In its liquid state the grease will have penetrated the links of the 

chain and partially restored it.  

Take the chain out of the grease and wipe it clean. I used to use my fingers to take the worst off and 

put that residue back in the tin for another day. Give it a final wipe down with a clean cloth before 

refitting to your bike. It should give you a few thousand miles extra life on your chain whilst you save 

up for a new one. 

Handlebar switch gear.  I used to think that the old Lucas switches were primitive and 

temperamental, but at least they were simple and you could normally pull them apart and fix them 

with a hammer or twist the exposed wire ends together as a temporary fix. However, on modern bikes 

with much more complex switch gear, for all the gadgets that are now fitted as standard, the last thing 

you want to do is lump one with a hammer – tempting though it may be sometimes. 

Whilst working as a courier I got a job going down to Devonport, it was a good run to get as it paid 

reasonably well and would keep me occupied for the whole day. 

The ‘Maggot’ [CX500] I was on at the time was a good bike for the job as it would burble along all day 

on a run like that with only the need for petrol at various intervals. 
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It was a typical late summer day and I drove through sunshine in the traffic as I headed West and 

South out of London, then heavy rain, followed by fog, then hail and finally back into a setting sun, 

which by then was right in my eyes. 

The drop was straight forward, except for the fact it was addressee only, which meant that I had to go 

into the Royal Naval Dockyard and talk my way past the dockyard matey on the gate, then down the 

dock to the ship itself, then through half a dozen assorted naval ratings of escalating rank until the 

assigned officer himself appeared to sign for it. 

Apparently if I had been half an hour later I would have had to swim to catch them as they were on 

the point of leaving – good job I hadn’t stopped for a tea and a pasty earlier. 

I came out of the dockyard and tried to find a chip shop for a bite to eat, but Devonport was closed for 

the day. I eventually found a newsagent and got a can of fizz and a mars bar to keep me going. 

I headed up towards the M5 figuring to take the longer but easier route back to London. 

By now it was starting to get dark but I only put my lights on as I joined the motorway, there was still 

plenty of residual light about so I didn’t pay too much attention to the beam from the headlamp. 

As it got darker I began to become aware that the headlight beam was a bit dim. No problem, it’s 

probably just accumulated road dirt from the drive down. I rather absent mindedly leant forward and 

rubbed a gloved hand over the headlight lens to clean it. 

It didn’t make any difference and by now it was really starting to get dark as I had, by now, left the 

built up area of the town. 

A pilot or parking light at the front of a bike at night on a motorway is not a lot of use although at least 

I didn’t have to worry about oncoming traffic not seeing me. 

I tried following other vehicles for a while but it became difficult as they would often slow down or do 

silly things with their fog lights to tell me that my lights weren’t on – as if I didn’t know. 

Even the road signs became difficult to read as there wasn’t enough light to reflect off them and the 

next services were a long time coming. 

I eventually pulled into the filling point of a service station and used the suddenly bright overhead 

lights to check the bulb. I even put my spare bulb in to try that, but still no headlight. 

Whilst the headlamp was off the bike I checked the wires as best I could but they all seemed fine and 

were still connected. In frustration I wiggled the toggle switch for the headlamp beam a few times and 

lo and behold the headlamp came on – then went off again after just a brief flash. 

Well, at least that confirmed that the bulb was definitely working. The problem must be with the 

switch. 
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Two screws and a bit of angry muttering later and I had the switch split open into its two sides and 

could see the connections inside - sort of. 

Being very careful, as I didn’t want to drop anything out of the switch, I moved the handlebars about 

trying to catch the light to the best advantage and that is when I spotted that a solder joint had failed 

inside. 

There are not many people, and even fewer bikers, who carry soldering irons in their tool kits and I 

wasn’t one of them so with over a hundred and fifty miles to go at night I was somewhat stuffed. 

This was, of course, before the days of mobile phones [yes, there really was such a time] and nor was 

I in a breakdown service. 

I wandered over to the petrol station pay point to get a can of drink and commiserate with myself 

thinking it was a long time until daylight. 

The little shop was, surprisingly open, so I didn’t have to stand at a window and shout at the person 

the other side of the glass, who, in my experience, would usually be more intent on listening to their 

radio than to the customer outside. As I picked up a cold can from the chiller cabinet I noticed the rack 

of chewing gum by the till and I had one of those, literally, light bulb moments. 

I paid for my purchases and shoved a stick of chewing gum in my mouth as I walked back to the bike. 

I chewed like crazy for about two minutes and then took it from my mouth and, basically, glued the 

broken connection back together with the chewing gum. 

It took a couple of wiggles on the wire and prodding of the gum to get the lights working on demand, 

but it did work. 

I swiftly put the rest of the switch back together, checking that it still worked at each stage of 

assembly, and then put on my helmet and gloves again, shoved the tools into a pocket, started the 

bike and headed off into the, now, not complete darkness. 

I sold that bike about six months later and still hadn’t got round to fixing that switch properly, but I 

never had another problem with it either. 

If chewing gum can do that to electrical terminals no wonder they tell you not to swallow it! 

I never did drink that can of whatever it was either and I suspect it stayed on the forecourt of that 

filling station until it was run over by an incoming motor of some description. 
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Wings, Dings and Prangs 

You have to admit it, riding bikes is both exciting and challenging. In fact sometimes it can be down 

right scary. I mentioned in the introduction Captain Ovlov, but he isn’t the only person who is on the 

road and in need of a guide dog and the occasional brain cell. 

Oh, and one more thing, they don’t all drive cars or lorries or even big red buses, some of them even 

ride bikes. 

One Friday night I was heading out to meet some friends on a Matchless 350. She wasn’t a bad bike 

and apart from the brakes, which were virtually non-existent, and a headlight beam that would bend in 

a gentle breeze, was pretty reliable. 

Anyway, I was riding down Portland Road in South Norwood in moderate traffic and there was a bus 

stopped at a request stop I suppose to pick up or set down passengers. There was both room and 

time so I went to pull round said bus. 

As I got about half way down the side the driver, and I use the term loosely, he decided it would be a 

good idea to just pull out. No signal, no warning simply a huge red wall closing off the road in front of 

me. 

Did I mention the brakes? Well, I just managed to squeeze past the front of the bus when the numpty 

behind the wheel beeped his horn and shouted something that, I guess, was less than polite. 

Trouble was by that time the adrenaline was pumping and so I stopped, eventually, got off the bike, 

put it on the stand and went back to pass the time of day with the gentleman behind the wheel. 

He, apparently, couldn’t see what he had done wrong, but then again, driving the way he was I was 

surprised to hear that he could see anything at all. 

Still nothing was broken apart from what had been shortly before, my good mood. 

Dulwich Village hasn’t changed an awful lot since the days when my friends and I would meet up for a 

beer, a chat and a comparison of bikes and bike yarns. 

One of the changes that has taken place is that at the end of the village nearest the Art Gallery is now 

a mini roundabout where an odd four way ‘Y’ junction used to be. Yeah, I know four way ‘Y’ doesn’t 

make sense but basically it was a ‘Y’ junction with another turning at ninety degrees to the apex of  

the ‘Y’. 

It was as I was leaving the village one night with Dave on the pillion when some smart young city type 

in a Fiat 850 coupe decided that actually he did own the road so signs didn’t apply to him. 

Big slide and crunch. The bike hit square on his nearside rear wheel and rotated round the front wheel 

axel and the front number plate, (remember them?) which was mounted longitudinally on the front 
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mudguard, did a reasonable impression of a steel guillotine as it sliced through his rear wing and fuel 

tank. 

Dave had stepped off just before impact and the front number plate slowed down the descent of the 

back end of the bike as it removed itself from the side of the car and settled onto the road again. 

Yep, it was another ‘Sorry mate, didn’t see you’ conversation. 

He did admit liability but didn’t have any documents on him – no real surprise in all honesty. 

A cracked headlight shell and a few scrapes on the front mudguard was all the noticed damage so I 

gave him my address and a couple of days later I was amazed to receive a letter from him. 

There was a small problem in that although he again admitted liability he had endorsed the letter 

‘without prejudice’ which meant, I was advised later, that it was worthless in any claim. 

I did visit the address on his letter a few times but although the car was there once or twice nobody 

was apparently at home. 

I just gave up on it eventually, some battles you are just not going to win. 

When working as a courier up in the city one day one of those really keen, and very young, dispatch 

riders from another company – no names, well, if you insist, Delta – launched himself out of a side 

turning right in front of me. 

We, erm, touched. I stayed on my bike but he went flat on his side. This caused much amusement to 

assorted city types on their lunch break. That was apparently my fault, at least according to him, until I 

took him gently by the throat and explained about ‘give way’ signs. 

Laugh? I very nearly started. 

Sometimes prangs are, although embarrassing at the time, quite amusing with the benefit of 

hindsight. 

For instance, I was testing out a friends Triumph track bike which he had just finished preparing and 

proceeded to give it a bit of a thrash as requested. All went well until I overshot his garage and 

proceeded to do a very slow speed, feet up ‘U’ turn. 

It was at that point that the right hand foot peg fell off and the bike just dropped onto its side. I was 

less than pleased, although old Brit bikes used to shed parts like trees shed leaves in autumn so it 

shouldn’t have come as a surprise, and my friend was considerably more than a bit put out. 

Still, it could have been worse because on another occasion the whole head stock fell apart on a 

country lane resulting in the bike ending up in a hedge and two feet shorter than the design 

specification and me looking at the clouds on my back from the other side of the same hedge. 

Funny thing was I wasn’t asked to test his bikes anymore, can’t imagine why. 
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On the older bikes tyre profiles were pretty much non existent. They were to all intents and purposes 

square tread like a car tyre is. Front tyres weren’t quite so bad but back tyres were an average of 

three inches across the tread with a lip that projected a bit past the wall. 

This made cornering at any speed above walking pace interesting. There was the sensation when 

cornering hard of ‘falling off the edge’. This meant that you had gone so far over that you were quite 

literally riding on that little lip at the edge of the tyre so traction was a bit limited and a weave could 

rapidly develop as the back end tried to go its own way. 

It was even more fun in the wet. 

One of my old bikes was a real pig to start from warm, it later transpired that the forked connector 

from the condenser to the points was poorly soldered and would break down causing loss of spark, an 

easy fix once you had found it. 

I was coming back from visiting some friends in Camberwell, South London one day when a lorry 

came round the turning in front of me rather wide and I had to come to a rapid halt. That was OK 

except that the bike stalled and I knew what that meant. 

Ninety twelve kicks, prods and an attempted jump start later, with some appropriate colourful 

expletives thrown in, and I took my crash helmet off in disgust, threw it on the floor and booted it. This, 

by the way, was just after the compulsory helmet law was introduced. 

Although satisfying at that single moment in time this is not as good an idea as I may have thought as 

I watched the battered Centurion helmet, all of four pounds worth from any good retailer, go sailing 

over a chain link fence. 

I put the bike on the stand and went to collect the helmet.  

The fence was about six feet high and topped with barbed wire but it was old and in places had 

sagged or been pulled down so I soon enough found a way over it. It was about then that I realised 

that it was the boundary to the railway track because within a couple of paces and hidden by some 

thick undergrowth the ground dropped away very steeply. 

I won’t bore you with the details but it was a very sweaty and bracken scratched biker who emerged 

some minutes later clutching a helmet that was split round almost half its circumference. 

The good thing was that by the time I got back to the bike it had cooled enough to start again, so off I 

went home. 

I was stopped en-route by a policeman in a panda car who was questioning the suitability and legality 

of my helmet. I first explained that I didn’t want to stop the engine, for the reason you now know, and 

then explained what had happened to my helmet. 

I will say this for that policeman, he did try really really hard not to laugh before telling me to ‘clear off’. 
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Not one of my better days. 

All bikers know and have good cause to fear the smell of diesel fuel and the tale tale rainbows on a 

wet road. If you haven’t had a slide on spilt fuel you are either living in a bubble or you don’t ride a 

bike. 

Giving a Honda a ‘bit of stick’ on that rather arbitrary and short bit of dual carriageway on Dulwich 

Wood Park, SE19, I met with our old friend ‘slick’ as in diesel slick. 

I was into it before I could do anything and with me and the bike already committed to the long left 

hander up the hill I fully expected to get spat off the bike. What actually happened was so bizarre that 

I tell it to you now. 

With the bike leant over for the curve and with the front and back wheels already starting to slide on 

the spilt fuel I fully expected to be getting hurt in very short order. Instead of the crunch and the ouch 

we continued up the road but sliding out further and further until both wheels connected with the kerb 

of the central reservation, which stopped the slide and gave me back some traction. 

Within a couple of seconds we were clear of the mess and had picked up some gutter dust which 

helped to clean the tyres. It was a bit awkward getting the bike back on the tarmac proper, but a 

convenient drain grate bounced the bike enough for me to do so without any further excitement. 

I decided that I needed a beer after that one so went off to the Dulwich Woodhouse to calm myself 

down a bit.    

Roundabouts are so simple I really can’t understand why so many people mess them up. O.K. once 

upon a time it was the done thing, at a certain café, to put a record on the juke box and howl off down 

the road to the roundabout and try to get back before the record stopped. 

Anyone who put on ‘MacArthur Park’ sung by Richard Harris which goes on for about seven minutes 

was definitely not playing by the rules. The average song length was around three minutes – makes it 

a lot more interesting. 

I was minding my own business pootling along a dual carriageway and approaching a roundabout. I 

did it all by the advanced riders’ book, you know, shoulder check, mirrors, signal the whole lot. I even 

checked the slip road on the first exit for traffic. Nothing. 

Onto the roundabout, indicate left to exit said roundabout and do the transition from right lean to left 

lean and . . . next thing I knew I was having an up close and personal conversation with the tarmac. 

Eyes work; fingers move, can feel my toes, try to stand up, wish I hadn’t, try again and stand. 

Simply stated a car had come out of the entrance, or first exit on the roundabout, at night, at speed 

and without lights. It had hit me so hard that I was completely out of it for a few seconds. I didn’t feel 

the initial impact and, thankfully, didn’t feel the landing either. 
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Boots, jacket, helmet, gloves all ripped or broken, this time a good quality helmet really had been 

worth every penny, the crack up the side of it could have been in my skull. The good thing was, no 

bones got broken and no other injuries to me apart from some bruises which came out over the next 

few days. 

The bike, a Boxer, wasn’t so well. Crash bars, seat cowl, fairing, mirror, rocker cover, top box and side 

pannier, pretty much what you would expect. 

The funniest part was two days later when the ‘Old Bill’ phoned me up asking why I hadn’t reported it. 

They seemed quite annoyed when I asked them what the point was as it was a hit and run. 

About a month later they conceded, after I had to go and give a statement, that there were no CCTV 

images available and the two kind car drivers who found me hadn’t seen anything. 

Still, I lived to ride another day, actually it was about three days before the bike was repaired enough 

to use, but there you go. 

Bikers also love pot holes, especially when they are on line with the track the bike is following and are 

even more entertaining at night. These ruts or surface cracks are even more stimulating on 

roundabouts where ‘wiggle room’ is often limited. 

This pot hole was not exactly a hole, it was more of a narrow trench, probably no more than an inch or 

so deep, but wide enough to catch a front tyre and throw it off line. 

I swept into the roundabout and the front wheel tracked into this rut or pot hole causing the bike to 

veer off course, not enough to throw me off but sufficient to prevent me from quite clearing the kerb 

on the far side of the roundabout. 

I clipped the kerb which threw me up into a ‘high sider’ and left me looking very silly on the side of a 

flower bed thoughtfully planted by the local council. 

Having said that it could have been worse. The only thing that got hurt was my self esteem. 

Another good way to get a laugh from other bikers is to start swapping puncture stories. 

Oh, come on, you must have done this yourself! 

The best bit is that with most of them you don’t even have to exaggerate. Blow outs are scary at any 

speed, but they do make good stories where you can be both hero and idiot at the same time and, 

usually, at your own expense. It is normally worthy of a beer when bikers gather for a natter. 

Tubed tyres are a right pain in the pillion when it comes to punctures. What you may get away with, at 

least for a while, in a tubeless tyre you have got no hope for with a tubed one. 

Having spent the best part of a day fixing a rear puncture on my Honda, and yes I did have to get two 

inner tubes because I kept pinching the tube when refitting the tyre and puncturing it again. Oh, the 
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joys of the tiny tyre levers that we used to have, but at last I was at last heading off in the general 

direction of home. 

The sun was shining, my temperature and mood were cooling down and it looked like it may be a 

good evening even if the afternoon had been a tad irritating. 

Perish the thought. Within a mile of setting off from the original puncture repair sight I got another one. 

I know what you’re thinking, but not this time. This time it was the front wheel which went flat and very 

quickly too. 

I had just done a simple left hand turn and went to straighten up when without warning the front end 

decided to take on a life all of its own.  

I was all over the road with the handlebars doing uncontrollable and irrational things and the back 

end, in trying to follow the front, was behaving like a bronco on steroids with a bee up its nether end. 

I had put both feet down in an attempt to stay upright so couldn’t get my foot on the back brake, I’d 

shut the throttle and was trying, without much success, to bleed off speed by feathering the front 

brake. This was near impossible because of the antics of the handlebars. 

To cut a long story short, I ended up stopping against one of those heavy steel chains with the spiked 

links that were so popular once upon a while. 

Laugh! Don’t you dare. 
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Things That Go Bump in the Road 

Do we really want to talk about bits that fall off? 

Well, if you insist. 

Old British singles were renowned for lots of reasons, not all of them good except in memory, and 

most of the twins also suffered from the same common problem. Vibration. 

Where to start?  

How about the quarter inch Whitworth thread bolts that were supposed to hold your petrol tank on. 

The bike would have had four to start with at some point, but vibration and the fairly coarse thread 

tended to make said bolt and tank part company at frequent intervals. 

Unless you had wired them in place or went round every week and tightened them up, and sometimes 

not even then, you would find the tank starting to bounce about on the frame. This was annoying but 

not usually fatal. It could be very noisy though as the tank would also lose the rubbers that acted as 

cushions between it and the frame and an empty tank does make quite a racket when jumping up and 

down metal on metal. 

I mentioned foot pegs earlier so instead let me tell you about handle bars. As you know these are 

rather important and it is no fun, believe me I know, to find that your handlebars have developed 

suddenly the desire to become ‘clip on’ style when you brake for the lights. 

Sometimes it is easy to pull them back into position and tighten up the loosened bolts, but on some 

bikes the bars were secured with a ‘U’ bolt arrangement and the nuts were underneath, behind the 

headlamp, between the fork shrouds and hidden by a cowl, if fitted. 

If you had a convenient three year old with tiny hands and a mechanical aptitude you could probably 

get this sorted quite quickly. Most of us just got hot and irritated as the spanner slipped off the nut for 

the zillionth time and another layer of skin was removed from your knuckles or fingers. 

One venerable old AJS, had high(ish) bars that were standard I believe, they also swept back to give 

a sort of sit up cruiser style position. They were very comfortable and, let’s be honest, that old girl was 

never going to get you nicked for speeding. 

I was about to go into the yard at work one day and I was going slowly about to turn right with both 

feet up on the pegs. I let a lorry come out and then accelerated a little and turned the bars. 

The bike sort of just carried on because the bars had started to fold backwards and had trapped my 

right knee between the tank and the bar end. It was ungainly and embarrassing but I managed to get 

it upright and stopped before getting face planted in front of the office. 

Lunchtime spanner swinging again. 
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Mirrors are exceedingly useful, unless they fall off, in which case they are usually broken, or when 

they won’t stay where you point them, which is just plain annoying. There are three main types of 

fixings for mirrors, excluding fairing mounted ones. They are the bolt right through with a nut on the 

bottom, you know what I’m going to say already, the pillar stem type that screw into a pre-threaded 

receiver with a locking nut of some description on the threaded part of the pillar, and handlebar end 

mirrors which use an expanding clamp to lock onto the inside of the handlebars. 

Bar end mirrors, usually only one being fitted on early café racer style bikes, are good in many ways 

but they do suffer from getting whacked if you get over ambitious when filtering through traffic. Also I 

have found them to give a blurry image because of vibration, but that may just be me, and me being a 

bit on the large size, O.K. I’m a fat git, I find it hard to get the mirror to see close enough behind me to 

be useful. 

I did fit some for a while on my Moto Guzzi and they worked well because of the wide reach of the 

bars but, as I said, they did come to grief trying to get through a gap that was a bit tight. The other 

problem I had was with certain handlebars that have a taper on the end, which means you either can’t 

get them on or, if you managed that, they won’t tighten up properly and then they won’t let you get 

them off again. 

Some bikes have cables running though the bars, some Hondas did that and BMs usually had heated 

grip wires in the way. 

The pillar stem type are the ones that I found best because the nut couldn’t fall off the bottom and go 

bouncing to freedom down the nearest drain cover. The downside was if someone got over excited 

when tightening the locking nut and damaged the thread inside the receiving hole or stripped the 

thread off the bottom of the pillar, which amounted to the same thing. 

Trouble with them is that if you give them a nudge because you want them a bit further forward or 

backwards you tend to loosen the lock nut and I bet you haven’t got that particular size spanner with 

you when you want it. 

The only effective bolt through type mirrors I have come across are those fitted on my BMW, but you 

may expect that. Having said that rusty nylock nuts on rusty threads can be a proper pig to separate 

without something breaking permanently and skin being removed from appendages. 

Just for a giggle sometimes manufacturers would use the mirror stem as a pivot bolt for a clutch or 

brake lever or both as well. Oh the joys. 

Then there are the ‘floppy’ mirrors. These are the ones that have a ball end to the stem on which the 

mirror itself is attached. The fiction between the ball and the mirror means that you can rotate the lens 

and it should then stay there. This sometimes works, it usually fails sooner or later leaving the mirror 

smiling at the road by your foot, the sky above or anywhere other than where you want it. 
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On numerous times I’ve given one of these mirrors a tweak only to have it come off in my hand or it 

weakens the friction grip just enough to make the mirror rotate as you ride along and suddenly you 

effectively have no mirror again. 

I did have a front calliper bolt fall off coming down the M1 once, that made for an interesting stop 

when I realised that eighty per cent of my braking power had vanished. Fortunately I had a disc rear 

brake as well so it wasn’t a disaster just a bit sphincter twitchy. 

Bikes with old fashioned mudguard stays would have a dual problem. Either the bolt wouldn’t stay in 

or it wouldn’t come out. In the latter case just use a bigger set of mole grips, in the former, well, how 

do you retain a front mudguard when three of the four bolts have vanished? You can’t fix that with 

blue tac. 

It wasn’t only my NSU that liked to part company with the exhaust baffle, lots of various size Suzukis 

did as well. It may have been the same for two stroke Yamahas and Kawasakis as well, but I never 

experienced it personally with those bikes. 

If you could get away with it I found that using a metal key ring loop prevented the baffle pipe from 

disappearing, but it did pop in and out about half an inch constantly with the engine running and 

definitely didn’t improve the engine performance. 

I remember I was out and about on an old Bantam 175, that’s the Super I’ll have you know, when in 

rapid succession the bolt holding the kick start lever and the gear lever fell off followed in close 

succession by the kick start and the gear lever. 

It is amazing how bad the brakes were on some bikes, I had heard the bolt ping as it hit the road and 

all the rest happened whilst trying to stop. 

Some Hondas had what they called ‘fully enclosed chain guards’. This meant that you had a chain 

guard in two halves, a top bit and a bottom bit. Most people took off the bottom half when they had to 

adjust or lubricate the chain and never bothered to put it back on. 

If you did keep it on then it was inevitable that one of the retaining bolts would ping out at some point. 

Actually, that wasn’t always a bad thing because they could be proper fiddly things to get back on 

anyway and then, although the chain guard wouldn’t necessarily fall off, there was a risk that it might. 

So back to plan ‘A’, remove lower half of chain case and store in garden somewhere. 

I have, at different times, lost both a front brake lever and a clutch lever although they didn’t exactly 

fall off, they had both sheared off due to wear, age or undetected fractures on the blade section. This 

left the lever attached to the cable and the pivot point attached to the bike but neither attached to the 

other. 

It can make for an exciting few minutes when it happens, but the real issue is; ‘how do I get it home 

from here?’ Nobody I ever met carries spare handlebar levers. 



109 

 

Panniers and top boxes are famous for falling off. Some early Krauser panniers were held on with a 

clip lock mechanism that would, sometimes, not fully engage resulting in a sudden loss of half your 

luggage. Tower panniers, unless you had the correct mounting kit and sometimes even if you did, 

would jettison themselves at regular intervals. 

I had mounted an old pair of Krauser panniers on one of my Maggots when couriering and had made 

the fixing brackets out of some bar aluminium I had laying about in the garage. This worked really well 

until the fixing bracket developed a stress fracture and one part fell off. 

Fortunately I noticed this quickly enough to stop and make a temporary repair. Aren’t bungee straps 

brilliant. I stretched a couple of these straps across the rear saddle and looped the ends through the 

pannier handles. Job done. 

Well, it would have been fine except when the other bracket on the same pannier snapped and the 

right hand box went sliding down the road but was still attached by the bungee strap, so at least I 

didn’t have far to walk to collect it. 

Replacement brackets made out of bar steel lasted until I sold the bike many thousands of miles later. 

I have still got in my garage some old Krauser type, but British made, unidentifiable panniers. These 

things have been on and of various bikes for almost thirty years and they weren’t new when I got 

them. 

These panniers have the old suitcase type fastenings and on one occasion when filtering through 

traffic going over Rochester Bridge the right hand pannier simply opened. There was nothing in it to 

fall out but it did make a nasty bang as it hit the rear quarter of the RAC van I was about to pass. 

We both stopped, I had to; the bike was now the width of a medium sized car with the open lid of the 

pannier straining its hinges on every bump, and Mr RAC because he must have wondered what the 

heck had happened. 

I apologised, he had a look at his van but couldn’t see any noticeable new scratches on his bumper 

and then he generously had a look at the bike to see if I needed any help. 

Bungee straps to the rescue again. 

You would like to think that you would notice if you lost a top box. Let me tell you, you don’t always. I 

was having a run up the old A2 when not only the top box but most of the rack supporting it vanished. 

Seriously I hadn’t noticed a thing and no traffic around gave me a hint of any impending calamity. The 

first I noticed was not even when I got off the bike. I only noticed when I went to get back on again. 

There it was gone. 
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The rack had fractured and, as it gave way, it had drawn the last remaining fixing point through the 

bike tail piece that it was mounted on.  And before you start thinking, ‘that’s a dumb place to mount it’, 

that was where the factory had put it, so it wasn’t a lash up job by yours truly. 

That resulted in me having to go and buy, apart from a new rack and top box, more bungee straps 

because mine had been, you guessed it, in the flipping top box. 

There are some annoying little things that break that stop you where ever you are at the time. Clutch 

cables can, sometimes, be worked around, as can throttle cables. I’m not so certain that riding without 

a front brake is a good idea, without a back brake is pretty much norm for a pre 1960 British bike, they 

are fitted but generally useless. 

Little things like split pins falling out of callipers causing the pads to disappear under braking. That is 

annoying as they are so cheap but when you lose them nowhere is open that sells them. 

My favourite recent add on to this list of ‘maybe I should have one of those in my tool kit’ is the rod 

that goes between the foot gear change lever and the actual gear selector. 

My one broke leaving me stuck in 2nd gear – could have been worse, might have been first. It was 

such a simple little thing but time consuming to sort out. Had I invested the four Queen’s famous 

pound notes on a spare I would have been back on the road in about twenty minutes.  

As it was it was three and a half hours and then three days waiting on the replacement and then 

another two hours before deciding that it was too long anyway and fitting the later modification which I 

had, fortunately, ordered at the same time, at which point I decided that maybe the linkage was too 

worn and now I will get a bush fitted to take up the slack. 

You know, sometimes you wonder why you started a job in the first place. 
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Dumb Things to Do That We Should Never Have Done 

Once upon a while I used to work as general grunt and spanner swinger for a drag race team. It was 

all very entertaining even if it meant that most weekends in the season were spent without the benefit 

of sleep. Fortunately this was offset by late into the night supping ale and singing round a camp fire. 

Not quite the same as the Boy Scouts, a lot more rowdy. 

One of the entertainments was watching the cars and bikes warming up their tyres before going into 

the staging for the start. Watching, particularly, the ‘top fuelers’ and ‘funny cars’ sit and shimmy whilst 

the big rear slicks laid down a smoke screen that the Captain of a Royal Naval destroyer would be 

proud of and at the same time having your ear drums blasted by the roar of a big V8 never lost its 

appeal. 

So one day, when waiting at a set of lights at the top of Shaftesbury Avenue, with Little Dave on his 

Suzi 380, it felt like the right thing to do. We both grabbed vast handfuls of front brake, eased out the 

clutch to biting point, opened the throttle and popped the clutch. 

The rear tyres on both bikes spun up and smoked in a most satisfying way, especially as the Porsche 

convertible behind us was reaping the benefit. 

Unfortunately, as the lights changed my clutch had got so hot that it ceased to function and I was left 

to scoot the bike to the side of the road until it had cooled down enough to engage a gear without 

stalling. 

On another occasion I used a convenient wall as a brace, the brakes on that Matchless would never 

hold, and did a similar stunt outside the pub I was visiting. It raised some smiles from the bikers 

gathered there and a very grumpy ‘knock it off or bu**er off’ from the landlord. 

Deliberately choosing to go out on a bike in the snow must rate fairly high on the list of dumb things to 

do. It’s different if you are an all weather biker and you happen to get caught in the snow whilst out 

and about. To look out of your window and see the snow and still decide it’s a fine day for a ride 

would make some question your grip on reality. 

Having said that, it is still fun, twitchy, sphincter clenching fun, but fun nevertheless. 

Riding on fresh snow gives a surprising amount of grip, it’s after it has been churned up and refrozen 

or compacted that it starts getting tricky. Oh, and you do have to think a lot further in advance before 

you do anything. 

I have met loads and loads of bikers who have got all the top gear, helmets, leathers, boots, gloves, 

heated grips and wet weather over suits who only seem to come out the two weekends in the summer 

when the sun is shining. 
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 I just don’t get that. I mean, your skin is waterproof, not that I am suggesting we should ride naked in 

the rain because that would be illegal as you wouldn’t be wearing a helmet, even if you looked like 

one. 

Besides all of that, in my experience, it doesn’t matter what waterproofs you have, they aren’t. Sooner 

or later that first little trickle will appear. Getting things dried up for the next day’s ride is what counts, 

or having alternative dry gear to use. 

The biggest problem about riding in the wet isn’t about you getting wet, your skin is after all 

waterproof, it is about how other people behave, not only other drivers but pedestrians too. 

Many people in the rain go into a ‘tunnel vision’ mode. Car drivers stop using their mirrors, assuming 

they ever knew they had them, everybody seems to get impatient and want to get out of the rain, 

you’re in a tin box with a comfy seat, a heater and a radio to listen to, what’s your hurry? 

Pedestrians become lemmings as they wander off pavements with their earphones plugged in, their 

eyes down and their brains switched off. That makes for some interesting exchanges of views. 

Never mind the rain, riding when it is sunny and hot can make us do dumb things too and I’m not just 

talking about watching things other than the road in front. 

You know what it’s like. The sun is out, the bike is there and suddenly your leathers, or other bike 

gear all seem like too much hard work. I can understand not wanting to get fully togged up, I’ve done 

that myself, but heading off down the highway wearing a t-shirt, shorts and flip flops is more than 

dumb, it is certifiably insane. 

The only thing that would be recognisable as you in the event of a spill would be your head because 

you have still got to wear a helmet. 

OK, so you at least put on some sensible clothing and you even put on some gloves but then you go 

into a little mind bubble and that’s when crap happens, and on a country lane it often really is crap. 

Bowling along down a little used back lane with the wind in my hair, well, not really because a/ I’m 

bald and b/ because I’ve got a helmet on, catching some sunlight and spotting some loose gravel on 

the road in front of me I drifted away from the crown of the road and swept into a nice right hand curve 

between two high hedges. 

The change in light and temperature on the road surface was expected, the, what seemed to me to be 

a mountain, of horse dung that I ran into wasn’t. 

I didn’t come off. I did have a bit of wobble and weave and I did get covered in the smelly stuff. It was 

up my legs, on my hands and, because I was wearing on old open face helmet, some had even hit 

me in the face, obviously flicked up from the front wheel. 
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I should have expected it having not that long ago passed a gaggle of girls on their ponies, but I was 

in that mind bubble of summer riding. That’ll learn me. 

My then girlfriend had a Suzuki TS250 bought from new. It was a cracking bike, although it turned out 

to be a bit tall for her so I arranged a swap with the slightly smaller framed TS185.  

One summer evening it was thought to be a good idea for me to borrow her bike, I having just 

serviced it, and take it up to Shirley Hills near Croydon, which was in Surrey in those days. So myself 

and a couple of mates on their trail bikes went off to do a bit of off roading. 

It was huge fun up until the point we saw a fairly short but steep pebble filled gully. We just couldn’t 

resist it. None of us got to the top, all coming to grief in assorted slow speed crashes. 

Clive went up first and stalled which resulted in the bike falling on its side and him doing a rather 

uncomfortable splits manoeuvre as his foot slipped away on the loose surface. 

Dave went next with his usual ‘gung ho’ attitude to throttle control, basically back to the stop. He was 

doing quite well, although the back end was fishtailing from side to side as it struggled to keep traction 

and then suddenly it gripped and the bike pulled a massive wheelie and both of them came sliding 

back down the slope with the engine still howling – too much friction on the twist grip for it to shut off. 

Looking back on it I should really have given up then, but no. Off I went charging at the slope, 

standing on the foot pegs and leaning on the bars to keep the front end down – so far so good. Then 

there was a bang and a clatter as the exhaust baffle took the end cap off the exhaust silencer and 

disappeared into the undergrowth. That put my concentration off for just as long as it took for me to 

lose the line I was planning to take and instead sent me running into some very deep and loose 

pebbles which half buried the front wheel in seconds and effectively stopped the bike dead. 

It wasn’t only Clive that walked a bit funny for a couple of days afterwards. Oh, and we spent what 

seemed like hours looking for the baffle in the brambles and detritus forming the side of the gully. 

My girlfriend wasn’t best pleased at the state of her bike when I returned it either. It took me two hours 

to clean it up and remove the rest of the foliage it had acquired on our little off road jaunt. 

Ah, Happy days. 
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All Things Come to An End . . . 

I haven’t really talked about brakes and they are quite useful things to have on a bike of any 

description. 

Back in the day when men were men and bikers had huge right thighs, that’ll be from having to kick 

start a reluctant single into life – ask any Panther M100 owner, brakes were less than efficient, and 

that is being polite. 

I did mention that I lost a disc calliper retaining bolt on my Guzzi earlier on. More recently I went one 

better, I lost both retaining bolts from the calliper on my Boxer. 

OK. I know, I should have checked them, just like it tells you in the ‘Good Motorcyclist Guide’. 

The trouble with that is I’m a bloke and how many blokes do you know that actually read instructions 

for anything? Instructions on changing a light bulb? Nope. Instructions on repairing your engine? 

Nope. Instructions on building a nuclear reactor? Nope. Instructions on Ikea flat pack furniture 

assembly? Actually that one is probably a yes. 

So there I was bowling along at about forty when I heard a ping. That sounds like a wheel spoke has 

failed. Hang on, these are alloy wheels . . . Ping. That sounds like a . . . no, just done that. 

Everything seemed ok but I eased off on the throttle anyway and pondered on the matter up until the 

point when I needed to brake for a junction. 

BANG. The front calliper bit the disc and then flew forwards as far as the brake hose would allow it 

before swinging back and trying to mate with the front wheel. 

Ah, I thought, this could be embarrassing. 

In truth it was as simple as being very careful with a couple of wrong size, too thin, bolts that I carried 

as spares until I could get back to a motor parts place and get the right size ones. Literally two 

minutes was all it took, but that could have been painful and expensive. 

I should just point out that it wasn’t a completely cost and pain free exercise. Apart from the cost of 

the new bolts, and the extra spare one, the front of the calliper looks a bit like it has been chewed by 

an angry rodent. 

Now that is annoying because I have only recently replaced that calliper after the original one seized 

up solid leaving me going nowhere and before you ask an overhaul kit wouldn’t have made it any 

better because I can’t even get it apart, that is how seized up it is. 

Brake hoses that fail are not nice because they sort of creep up on you. You start off with brakes and 

it sort of gets a bit soggy, but you convince yourself that you are imagining it, then all of a sudden the 

lever goes all floppy on you and you have no brakes, or very spongy ones at best. 
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Apart from that they tend to spray fluid all over your nice shiny paint and plastic making it blister and 

bubble. Assuming, that is, that you haven’t already mullered said paint and plastic by planting your 

bike into another vehicle or seeing it slide away from you down the road in a sheet of shredded body 

panels and nice shiny sparks. 

Brake cables are like clutch cables, they need lubricating every now and then otherwise they will 

seize or snap. The up side of that is if you still have brake cables fitted you are riding an old bike and 

you won’t be going anywhere very fast in the first place. 

Offroading with drum brakes will often result in glazed shoes which will make unglazed shoes appear 

good. Doing the same with disc brakes, seemingly, is less damaging. 

However, I must recall the time that I got a piece of grit spat up from the salting lorry I was trying to 

overtake one frosty morn which like a heat seeking missile managed to find the gap between a disc 

pad and the disc. 

The noise was horrific, and that was just me! The disc was badly scored and it was one heck of a job 

getting this micro sized piece of rock out of its new home. I couldn’t get the calliper to release from the 

wheel and I ended up having to remove the wheel so I could get the pins out of the calliper to remove 

the pads to get at the bit of grit. 

What else about brakes do you need to know? 

If you don’t look after them you may just as well . . . I don’t know, choose your own painful analogy. 

One final thought; Not all car drivers are idiots, some actually own and ride bikes too, and not all 

bikers are brilliant riders though they may think that they are. So, drive like you are on your bike, 

looking out for the other idiots around you, and ride like you are in your car, using your mirrors all the 

time, and don’t try filtering if you are in a car, it’ll get messy very quickly. 

Take care, have fun, get home safe. 

B. 
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PS – To Those Who Want to Steal Other People’s Bikes 

I wasn’t going to write a postscript but recent events have caused me to think again. 

I am not going to go into details of the various bikes that I have had stolen over the years because if 

you have ever had a bike stolen from you then you probably don’t want to be reminded of the rage, 

the frustration and, dare I say it, the guilt that comes from such an event. 

There is an indescribable feeling when you first notice that your pride and joy, work bike, winter hack 

or whatever you use and call your bike is not where you left it. The double check, the ‘maybe I didn’t 

leave it there’ thought and at the same time that the ball of ice that suddenly appears in your guts as 

you know that you did, but it is your last shred of hope that you didn’t. 

The reason I decided to write this brief addition is because I recently had my BMW R80 stolen from 

outside my Manse or Vicarage if you prefer. 

I’ve had this old boxer for about 13 years and I had looked after it, although I didn’t polish it up every 

Sunday like some bikers do, I did change the oils every three thousand miles and filters every six 

thousand, so you could say that it was reasonably well looked after. Broken bits were replaced and 

worn bits were cared for. 

It wasn’t showroom condition but, apart from a puncture now and again, I could come out, prod the 

starter and go where ever I wanted whenever I wanted. 

The point is that in my work I have to be able to get out and about quite a lot and often at odd times of 

the day or night, for this a bike is ideal, especially when it comes to parking in, often, congested 

areas. 

‘Bob the boxer’ was alarmed and immobilised when it was stolen, but then if it gets chucked into the 

back of a van in under ten seconds it doesn’t make any difference how good your alarm is. 

An old mate of mine, Micky, once told me of when someone tried to steal his friend’s bike. Apparently 

these guys turned up in a large van, pushed his car off the driveway, bolt cropped the garage door 

and were in the process of carrying the bike out over the top of another car in the garage when the 

owner opened the front door. 

Confronted by half a dozen stroppy types he wisely didn’t argue and went back indoors to phone the 

police rather than try to face it out and, probably, ending up as a casualty statistic. 

The moral Mickey gave me was; ‘If somebody really wants to steal something – they will’. 

That is a sad but also true fact of life. 

To my way of thinking people who steal other people’s motorcycles rate are a similarly low level of life 

form as people who steal money from charity collection boxes. It doesn’t matter to them how much 
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effort other people have put in to get something they simply only see their own requirement and an 

easy way of getting what they want. 

‘Bob’ may well have been stolen to order and may now have a proud new owner who is completely 

unaware of the history. If that is the case I wish them well in their ownership because it wasn’t they 

who stole it. 

As to the thieves who did nick it may I simply say that I would like their little ends to rust and their 

wheel nuts to fall off. 

 


