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Well, it's project bike time again, and rather than just launching into this one directly, I thought I'd take a bit of time to set the scene and explain the motivation, as this one is the most ambitious of my projects to date and I only decided to start it after a lot of thinking. Also, you lot, dear readers, will have to play a very important part in it – of which more later. 

Anorak that I am, I spend a lot of time thinking about bikes.  I find it very difficult to walk by a bike I haven't seen before – any bike, be it next year's prototype GP machine or a 1958 utility shopping scoot – without spending half an hour staring at it, thinking, and trying to answer questions. Why was the chassis made like that? What type of welding was used? What is the tank made of, and what shape was the press tool? How was it held in the welding jig? There are a thousand questions for every bike. You know how it is when you're walking a dog, and suddenly it stops dead and the lead goes tight because it's seen an irresistible post to piss up? Well, that's how it is for my girlfriend when she's walking with me anywhere bikes are parked. Fortunately, she works for a bike company and she doesn't regard this sort of behaviour as odd, since she sees other engineers doing the same thing all the while. 

The thing with all of this thinking, though, is that it this can sometimes have unfortunate and far-reaching consequences. Standing around and thinking is harmless enough, but it inevitably leads to ideas, and all of the stress and grief involved with trying (and often failing) to get the ideas into action. In France, they have a saying about "beaucoup d'idées, rien de petrole" which gets it across quite well; or as Oscar Wilde put it, "men can die of thinking, as they can of any other disease."

Years ago, I entered a Yamaha TZ250 into a 1300 Open race at Cadwell Park on the short circuit, in the hope that a small, nimble bike might be just the job for such a nadgery track.  I was in second place for most of the race, behind a fellow on a GSX-R1100. He would leave me for dead going away from the hairpin and up the straight, yet I could haul him back through the twisties as he struggled with the Suzuki's extra weight, physical size, and fatter tyres. I would just about catch him up going into the hairpin, and then he would clear off again. This continued until the last lap, when in a last-ditch effort to outbrake him I touched his back wheel and instantly started doing an Olga Korbut routine up the road. Fortunately, I didn't spread the accident around (etiquette dictates that these things are best kept to oneself), didn't knock the other fellow off, and he took his well-deserved flag-to-flag win.

Thinking (oh dear) about this on the way home, I came to the conclusion that I wanted GSX-R  power, but from a TZ; and since it was for 1300 Open and not 250s, I could just put bigger barrels on. This was when it all started, for then I found out that with bigger barrels I'd need a stronger gearbox, which in turn meant a different chassis ..........little did I realise that this innocent line of thinking would leave me, three years later, looking at my own face grinning inanely from out of the pages of MCN having lost about a hundred and fifty grand and gained a twin-cylinder one-off GP bike that nobody wanted. Welcome to the world of project bike building.
As project bikes go, the Lionheart was fairly typical of the breed. Over-ambitious, massively over-budget, and never run in anger. It took all of my time and money for two years, pretty much ruining my life in the process. I needed about three years to get over it and back on my feet again, and afterwards I……..started another project bike, of course.

My next project, the F1-style fuel injection system fitted to my FireBlade racer, was an entirely different story, even though I was initially worried that I had again bitten off more than I could chew. After all, even the Triumph TT600 injection system was criticised at its launch, despite being totally conventional and having a huge international company (Sagem) behind it, unlike my rotating-barrel throttle design which had never been seen on a bike before (unless you count the Norton Nemesis) and was made by a bald git in a shed. Not only was the FireBlade completed on-time and on-budget, and demonstrated at a Fast Bikes track-day for all to see, but also it was probably unique in the history of projects done by hacks in that it was bought by a large and famous company for commercial production. An even larger and more well-known company then offered me a big-money contract to develop their fuel injection systems. Not bad for a scribbler, eh?

It's not often that I get involved in a bike project without being debt-ridden at the end of it, and this left me feeling pretty smug for a while, as you can imagine.

The problem was, however, that having money burning a hole in my pocket was rather worrying, since I wasn’t at all used to it. It made me feel uneasy, and I naturally started thinking about ways of getting rid of it. Well, you can get through a lot of money pretty quickly with drink or drugs, but basically there’s no faster way of becoming skint than………….. starting a project bike.

But what next? I was getting a bit more ambitious by this stage, and I wanted to do a whole bike rather than just a fuel injection system. It being my own little pet personal project, I also had the luxury of designing a bike which was exactly what I wanted. But what did I really want?

This is a very difficult question for anyone to answer. A completely free choice is a daunting prospect, because you don’t really know where to start. What would be my “ideal” motorcycle, anyway?  As an analogy, what about my ideal woman? She doesn’t exist…….the brain of Carol Vordemann, the athleticism of  Denise Lewis, the eyes of Natalie Imbruglia, the face of  Catherine Zeta Jones, the body of Jennifer Lopez, the voice of Juliette Binoche, the cooking of the Two Fat Ladies…………okay, so it’s all right for a long discussion late at night after a bellyful of beer and curry with my mates, but if  I actually found a woman like that, what would I do? For a start, she’d never go out with a bald git like me, would she? And even if she would, I’d soon realise that I couldn’t cope and I’d be begging my girlfriend (who is already perfect in every way, of course) to have me back.  Let’s face it, you can’t make proper whole people by assembling a collection of spare parts - just ask Dr Frankenstein, if you don’t believe me. The same principle applies to bikes. If it didn’t, you would see a Hayabusa motor in an RS125 chassis with Pan Euro bodywork. Bloody hell. With bikes, as with people, the whole is usually much greater than the sum of the parts.

My thoughts about my ideal motorcycle weren’t helped by the fact that I already had a few bikes in my shed at the time. I’m not a flash git, but (speaking as  a motorcycle journalist) I like to think I have my priorities right. I don’t have a car, a TV, or a stereo - they’re for wimps. I only spend my money on bikes. So why try to make my own sports bike when I was already racing a tuned-to-bollox Blade? Why mess around with the idea of a two-stroke when there was already an ex-GP Honda RS250 in the shed?  They’re great bits of kit, and I like them all in a way, but that’s as far as it goes.  What sort of bike could I make that I could really love?

After the large number of enquiries I had for FireBlade injection systems after the last project, the sweet smell of filthy lucre had me thinking in terms of making a bike that other people could love, too – if I made a bike which really hit the spot, could I sell a few and actually make some money out of it? Could I build not just a bike, but also a bike manufacturing company? That would be some project………..even bigger (and more potentially disastrous) than the Lionheart……..

If you're going to build a bike as a commercial proposition, you've got to find a niche. It's no use trying to build a better CBR600 than Honda does. Don't get me wrong –  it could be done (Gerrit Ten Kate does it). The designers at Honda are forced into many compromises to make the bike suitable for mass production, and so it's quite feasible to hand-build something similar but about 5% better in every way. Problem is, it would cost about thirty grand and no-one would want to buy one. Indeed, any bike built by a small backstreet company in England will be forced into having a fat price-tag simply because it isn't mass-produced by a huge factory in Guan dun. So, if you can't get the price down, you've got to build a bike that people will be prepared to shell out big dosh on. They must really, really love the bike.

Love is a funny thing. Have you ever noticed how much we love things as much for their quirks as for their advantages? How you love your oldest pair of jeans, even though the material is frayed and they’re almost white because they’ve been washed so many times? How your kitten is the most adorable thing in the world, even though it sharpens its claws on your new curtains? Well, I do have a bike that I love, even though it drives me up the wall most of the time. Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em, eh?

I won't dribble on too much about the Velocette KTT350, as it's been mentioned a few times before in these pages. Built in Hall Green, Birmingham, in 1929, it has a fine turn of speed for an old 'un (but then, there are rather more bits off a modern F1 car engine inside it than original Velo ones), handles pretty well (these things won TTs, after all), and is (officially) the fastest racing Velo around – I have trophies to prove it, after it took on all comers up to 1960s 500cc Thruxtons. Oh yes. In the wet, it will scare plenty of modern bikes – not bad for a bit of kit more than seventy years old! More importantly, it has depth, soul, class, character - call it what you will.  I bask in the attention and admiring looks that I get when I ride around on that bike, and let's face it - the only other times I get admiring looks are, well, never actually.

I love it, despite its quirks - which are legion. Here’s an example. It runs on alcohol (don't we all, ha ha ha) and it starts pretty well when it's just warm. It's a pig to start when it's hot, and when it's cold it won't start at all – I have to drain the fuel out of the carb, and fill the float-chamber with petrol. If I leave it for more than a few hours, all of the oil leaks out of the tank, through the scavenge pump into the crankcase, so that has to be drained and the tank refilled. There's no filter, so it needs an oil change every 50 miles, and I have to run it on the finest synthetic racing oil at £30 a tin – none of your cheap dinosaur oil will do. The ignition is by magneto, and the wiring coils inside it still have their original 1929 cotton and shellac insulation, long past its best. So the magneto has to come off the bike and spend the night on the radiator before use. After all that bother, when the thing is finally running, it's bloody uncomfortable, with a rock-hard seat (and there's no rear suspension, of course). Bump-starting it feels like bump-starting the garden wall. The bars shake like Wil E Coyote after he’s eaten a packet of Acme Earthquake pills, sending my hands numb after 4 laps.  You can live with it for a short race, but it’s a pain.

They're only minor niggles, I suppose, but reacting badly to niggles is basic human nature. A bloke can’t concentrate on the 99% of his foot that feels fine, only on the 1% that can feel the tiny stone in his shoe. He might have the most wonderful wife, but get divorced because he can no more understand why she has to squeeze the toothpaste from the middle of the tube than she can see why he never puts the toilet seat down. There is a point to this philosophical discourse. It might sound like total bollocks, but it was helping to define my project bike little by little. 

Already I could picture something in my mind's eye – how about an "old" bike, built along classical lines using traditional techniques, but without the discomfort and hassle? With that traditional appearance, wouldn't it be great if it was hiding a few modern assets, like 120bhp and state-of-the-art brakes? Again, freed from the constraints of modern styling, how about if it had suspension that could break free from the current boring rut of telescopic front and swinging-arm rear?

Styling is a funny business, and not something I know very much about. What I do know for sure, however, is that most modern bikes really don't float my boat. Leaving aside the ones which all look the same (pretty much all modern sports bikes) there have been some truly hideous examples recently. Curiously, Italians seem the worst offenders (think about the Mantra and the new Ducati Hailwood rep). 

Now, to be fair, the reason why things like the old CBR600 and the new Triumph TT600 look so bland is that they're SUPPOSED to look bland. It's rather like the way politicians are constantly fighting over the "middle ground" – the styling isn't supposed to memorable, it's just supposed not to upset anyone. Fine for the mainstream, but not what you'd call a "niche".

My general contempt for bike stylists has been previously well documented in these pages. What they call "innovation" is a curious piece of double-think, because it's actually the exact opposite; it's really a load of stylists following each other blindly, like a trail of ants in a circle. You know the sort of thing I mean – when you see a bike with an upswept underseat exhaust, you don't immediately stop and shout, "Wow! How innovative! I've never seen anything like that before!" do you? Likewise the business of giving every bike a squinty foxeye look to the headlights – seen one, you've seen 'em all.

As far as the appearance of bikes goes, I make no apology for being a fan of the days when trials riders wore wax cotton jackets, and not pink spandex gimp suits. Clearly, looking at the evidence of what's "hot" in bike styling at the moment, I'm not the only one. The year 2000 has underlined a fashion for retro-styled bikes. Honda Dream 50s have their own owner's club in Japan, and Kawasaki is knocking out W650s as fast as they can make them for export (mainly to the US). Ironic that when Triumph are rumoured to be thinking about making a new Bonneville, Kawasaki have been knocking an "old" one out for two years. 

The Japs are an important barometer for bike styling, and in general we are about 5 years behind them. Think of any trend in bike design – like big trailies (Africa Twin), unfaired street bikes (Bandit, Hornet), seventies retros (Zephyr), and what the Japs call "Big Naked" (CB1300, XJR1300) and you can trace the start to back-street custom shops in Japan. The big manufacturers take up their ideas after about two years, and we (that is, the rest of the world) get them three years later. Significantly, Japs have been going mad over the new BSA Gold Star with its Yamaha SR single cylinder engine for the last couple of years, and Japanese home-built specials seem to be following two trends at the moment – either US flat-track styling, or classic Brit. These will be very big in the UK in about three years' time, and the Japs will have moved on to something else by then. The hottest-selling accessories over there now are all "old" stuff – wire wheels, drum brakes, girder forks, sprung saddles, etc etc. Bikers even dress "retro" with pudding-basin helmets, aviator goggles, and old-fashioned black leather jackets.

As a curious aside, one reason that I like being in Japan so much is this time-warp effect – the bikes are five years ahead of the UK, the films in the cinemas are about 6 months ahead, and yet – curiously – the fashion in clothes is 15 years behind (so I look trendy for once in my life) and the music is about twenty years behind, which again suits me fine. Forgive me for having turned into an old codger (as well as being a member of the Vintage Motor Cycle Club and having a wax cotton jacket, I recently turned 35, got engaged, and sprouted my first grey pubic hair) but I'm well pleased that the biggest pop star in Japan at the moment is none other than old "Slow Hand" himself, our very own Eric Clapton, and he seems to show a lot more staying power around the top of the charts than the predictable teen sensations like S-MAP (Boyzone with slant-eyes) or Speed (B*witched in kimonos).

So, the Japs are certainly up for a bit of classic Brit style, and my views on the subject were confirmed when I got chatting to an elderly American.

"Well, when the boys came back from the war in '45," he began, and I resisted the temptation to remind him that we Brits had been fighting it since '39 and they were 3 years late, "they all bought Triumphs, BSAs, and Vincents. But, you know, after Vietnam they all bought Harleys - the Brits seemed to have lost it by 1975."

He then went really quiet, as if remembering the past, and gave a bit of a shudder.

"Sorry," he said, "It's just........not everyone came back from Vietnam. "

Strange fellow. Of course not everyone came back from Vietnam. The Vietnamese, for a start.

Well, that decided it. My project would be to do a  modern classic. A new, old bike. One with the looks and charisma of an old ‘un, but with power,  handling, and all-up weight to put some modern bikes to shame  So, Project Classic  - the Great British Fast Bike - was started there and then. 

Since the bike would be designed in 2001, it made sense to pick 1951 as the year for its inspiration, i.e. exactly half a century out of date. On first inspection, 1951 didn't really have much going for it. It was the year of the Festival of Britain exhibition, and the big news story was the defection to Moscow of the treacherous homosexual Communist spies, Burgess and MacLean. In this year another poof, Lord Montague of Beaulieu, was in all the newspapers after being jailed for offences famously involving a camera and a boy scout. 

Of much more interest is that 1951 saw one Geoffrey Duke take both the 350 and 500cc World Championships on a Norton; significantly, the last time a British bike took a 500 world title.


