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First published in “Fast Bikes” magazine.

When I worked in Japan, I was the only gweilo in the factory, so I assumed the position of Entertainments Officer for foreign visitors. Anyone who knows me will tell you that it hardly sat naturally on my shoulders – party animal I am not. 

My idea of a fancy cocktail is lager and lime. People ask me for drugs, I give them aspirins. Introduced to a young woman who is "up for it" I use chat-up lines involving the curious valve-rocker arrangement of the Series B HRD-Vincent, convinced that I'm not boring the pants off her because they stay firmly on all night. My idea of garage music is listening to the Archer's theme tune on Radio 4 while I'm working on a bike in my shed, and the last time I did any dancing was when I dropped a crankshaft on my toes. 

Still,  I try my best when somebody gives me a job to do, and before long I had a  good knowledge of the thriving local pub, club, and entertainment scene. Osaka, being an old port city, is a place where you will be asked "Fancy a shag, big boy?" in many different languages by women with fannies like bill-posters' buckets, and there are bustling Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Philippine, and Russian quarters. There was also a growing European community just up the road in Kobe until a bright summer's day in the last war, when the USAF bombed it flat (they were aiming at a steelworks eight miles away).

One night, emerging from a topless (er, and bottomless) bar where it wasn't just the beer that was pulled by hand, I caught sight of a distinctive 1970s bike parked on the other side of the road.

"Look at that! A Dresda Triton!  Let's go and have a look."

"I've got an itchy pussy" said a passing slapper. "Sorry," I replied, "I'm not interested in Japanese cars. I just want a look at that British bike."

With the single-mindedness that only the inebriated can muster, I crossed eight lanes of dual carriageway (including climbing through the shrubs and flowers on the central reservation) to have a closer look. Everyone had to follow me – I might have been a drunken pillock, but I was also the only one who knew the way home.

We soon found that the bike was actually only a tarted-up  Honda CB350 with Norton badges on the tank. "It's sacrilege!" I spluttered. "I – I'm just going to have to piss on it."

"No you don't. We'll all get arrested." Fortunately, they dragged me away before I could get to my zip.

Reflecting on this in an atmosphere of fuzzy-headed sobriety the next day, I realized how wrong I had been. Firstly, no bike should ever be pissed on (simply because it's a bike and is therefore owned by a biker), but also a lot of hard work must have gone into the transformation, and it was done to a very high standard. There were wire wheels, drum brakes, a specially made aluminium tank, new engine covers, suede seat, the works. It might not have been entirely to my taste, but someone had every right to be proud of it. It certainly had me fooled from the other side of the road, and it looked the business. Unfortunately, it failed my test of a good project bike in that a lot of the modifications (like ditching the discs for drums) actually made the performance worse as well as costing money, which can't be right, even if it looks good.

Nevertheless, that Jap special was pretty close to the bike I wanted to build – small, light, and with looks that would drag people over an eight-lane road in the rain at 2am. It looked like a bike is supposed to look. For example, if you ask a young kid to draw a house, he or she will inevitably draw one with a door in the middle, four windows, and a chimney on the roof, because that is what a house is SUPPOSED to look like. No matter that the kid might live in a centrally heated semi-detached bungalow, or a concrete tower block. In the same way, all bikes are intuitively supposed to look like a Triton. Ask a little boy to draw a bike, and he won't draw a Mantra; it'll be something very much like that CB350.  However, the bottom line for my bike was that 350cc wouldn't cut it because obviously, it had to be fast. I mean, what's the name of the magazine, for Christ's sake? Really, it had to be one of the fastest bikes on the road, or else there was no point in building it, and I couldn't expect anyone to buy it if it wasn't. I needed to qualify this a bit, however. What exactly is "fast"?

I'm going to be a bit controversial here, so I'd better set my stall out carefully. 

If you're going to enter a race, you select the bike accordingly. For example, if it's the Brands Hatch GP circuit, you don't enter a 250 motocrosser, do you? You don't turn up for an enduro over a Welsh mountain on a Fireblade, either. See what I mean? So, if the object is getting from A to B ASAP on public roads, what is the best bike to have? You can probably see what I'm getting at now – this isn't an easy question to answer. To make it more difficult, I decided to chop motorways out of the equation totally. Any fool can do 175mph on a motorway, but you're only going to get nicked, so what's the point? Better to accept the fact that there's a natural 100mph ceiling to motorway speeds most of the time, and get out on to an A road where you can go just as fast, have some fun, and hopefully not be noticed by the rozzers. 

Now, until about 10 years ago, I would have said "RC30" and that would have been an end to it (remember the RC30 was a completely different kettle of fish compared to the VFR750). It was my idea of the ultimate road (i.e. real road) bike. It was small, low, and light. It was tractable, and flickable. There was an urban myth about the front end being not quite up to it but Foggy was still winning F1 races on one and come on, who rides that fast on the road? 

There did eventually come a time when it just didn't have enough grunt to cut it any more, but there was no natural successor to it. After the RC30, things started to fall apart. The RC45 was plenty powerful enough, but it suffered from Big Bike Disease. It was just too big and heavy. The FZR1000 was pretty much the same, in round terms –  plenty of grunt, but too big and lardy. I'm sure it's no accident that this was about the time when the 600cc class suddenly became very popular; they were kicking out more power than an RC30, after all, and were still small enough to be manageable. What's the point of all that extra power if you put it in a big, heavy bike? And is there a point when more power becomes too much? I think there is, and I also think that it's not just because I'm a wuss who can't handle it (which is the reaction I normally get when I advance this theory in the pub).

When I was trying out my fuel-injected Blade by racing it at Darley Moor, there was a gaggle of 600 riders leaving me for dead through the twisty bits (plenty of those at Darley) and making me look like the second-rate bald old git that I am (I wanted to write "has-been" in there, but it suddenly occurred to me that I am actually a "never-was"). Of course, I didn't care, because as soon as I came out of the hairpin every lap I could just put my  weight over the front wheel, smoke the lot of 'em down the straight, and show 'em my arse. 

Nevertheless, I'm quite sure that I would have been faster on a 600, because I simply didn't have the talent to get the most out of the Blade. People say they're impressed with how fast I can ride my Velocette, but the truth is that the bike flatters me because it's no faster than I am. If I had a Superbike, I wouldn't go that much faster because I would already have reached my limit. To get the Superbike to perform properly, you'd have to put a top banana rider on it. Before you dismiss me as a wuss who therefore isn't fast enough to be able to know what's what, please remember that although I'm the first to admit that I'm no hero I still win clubby races, even now, which puts me ahead of 99% of road riders based on solid scientific evidence (rather than the bar-room bullshit which is normally the basis for comparisons). 

Really, the reason why people go for big-engined road bikes isn't so much because they're powerful, but more because they're tractable, and therefore easier to ride quickly. This is why the Suzuki GSX-R750 is such a good bike – it's a 600 chassis with an engine that, though not quite the most powerful one around, has a wider power band than the 600, and that's really all you need. As another example, the big secret of the Fireblade (one that no-one seemed to notice, for some reason) was that it was actually in a very low state of tune, with a longish stroke, mild cams, small carbs, etc etc. The valves of a Blade are actually smaller than those of a GPz900, believe it or not, which says it all. My Blade made over 160bhp at 10,000rpm, but much more importantly for a non-demigod rider like myself was that it was already over 100bhp at 6,000rpm. It wasn't big power which made the Blade the daddy of all road bikes for several years, it was a big SPREAD of power, together with being nearly as small and light as a CBR600 – but even that's too heavy for me. 

So, here's the answer – the fastest bike for a reasonably good rider on the public road is a small, light, one with predictable handling and a very wide spread of power. You don't need 200bhp, you don't need a nine-speed gearbox, and you don't need a 190mm rear tyre. This still left me with a huge decision as to how I was going to achieve it, though.

It’s a well-known fact that the way to tackle a big decision is to break it down into a few smaller ones, ones that you can make easily and can be pretty sure about.  If you can handle that concept, you’ve covered about half of the Harvard MBA course.

The only thing I was sure about initially was my pair of Union Flag underpants. My bike was going to be British, or as close to it as I could manage. British designed, and made in Britain using British bits by British craftsmen. Rule Britannia, and bollocks to the rest. I know we live in the days of the global village, the EU, and open borders - but I don't give a shit. So there. I make no apology for this.

The second decision was easy enough. I wanted a four-stroke. I love two-strokes, but only for racing. For everyday use, a four-stroke is the convenient thing. I wanted a big one for the spread of power, natch, but not too big. The Fireblade taught me this. What’s the point of all that power if you can only get the bike on full hole for 200 yards a lap (and have to spend the other mile and a half trying to keep up with a CBR600)? Call me a wuss if you like, but 110 to 120bhp in a light chassis is  enough for me - and quite a few others, if they're honest. Using the Isle of Man test (the ultimate arbiter in these matters) the lap record for a 600 proddy-based bike is over 120mph, which is plenty  for me to be getting on with. 

The third fundamental was that I wasn’t going to make an engine. No way, not after the LionHeart. Once bitten, twice shy, and all of that. Designing and developing engines is great fun (I’ve done it for a day job for long enough to know by now) but there’s no point in even thinking about it unless you’ve got at least half a million quid of OPM (Other People’s Money) to spend.  The engine for my bike would come over the counter.

So you see how easy it is to make big decisions when you break them down into bite-size chunks? That was three decisions sorted in five minutes flat, so I soon got to a big one. Think  British + 4-stroke + big engine off the shelf and you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to find your way to Hinckley. As far as I was concerned, factory support was vital, because it would be such an uphill struggle for me to use a Triumph engine if the factory didn't approve and didn't want anything to do with it, that I'd be better off not bothering.

Well, if you ran a £200m company and someone knocked on your door wanting to buy one engine to go in his special, you wouldn't exactly roll out the red carpet, would you? Nevertheless, I can tell you that Triumph did everything I wanted, and more besides. This factory is a serious player in the game, it turns over tens of millions of pounds a year, and yet Triumph's Ross Clifford and  Bruno Tagliaferri  still had the time to treat a part-time amateur scribbler like he was royalty, including lending me a Sprint RS for a week to try it. The engine in that bike was everything I was looking for – British, full of character, lots of grunt, not thrashy. The bike was never intended to be a racer, more a fast Gentleman's Carriage, and the only problem with it that I could find was the big & heavy syndrome striking again – but again, what do you expect with a production bike? 

Suddenly, I felt rather bad about selling my Daytona  a few years ago, and resolved to buy another Triumph there and then. The way the factory received me confirmed me in my belief that we Brits really are a cut above Johnny Foreigner, and it made me feel a lot better about the decision to go for a Triumph engine in the first place.

The bottom line is, if you treat your customers as well as this, you deserve to be successful. I now feel rather bad about having  Japanese,  Italian, and  Austrian  bikes in my shed. Buy British - you won't be disappointed. Or maybe you will. In case you think I'm getting a bit too rose-tinted about this, compare and contrast with my encounter with a British maker of hubs, sprockets, and stuff. Since traditional shiny spoked wheels are a vital part of the styling of this bike, I thought I'd better speak to this bunch straight away. I was put through to various unhelpful people on the 'phone, the last being a lady called Val who said that I should really submit my requirements in writing, whilst leaving me in no doubt that she had not the slightest interest in (a) what I was trying to achieve, (b) selling me any of her company's stuff, and (c) anything else, for that matter. Nevertheless, I did go to the trouble of writing out a nice letter and faxing it that same day - and was not surprised when it was totally ignored. Well, if ever you've wondered why there's so much unemployment in the south-west, now you know.  There should be more, and I know exactly who I'd start with.

Anyway, on with the project, and now I had decided on an engine, I could think about a chassis. Initially, I thought this wouldn't take too long. After all, it was supposed to be a 1951 bike, and it had to look exactly like a "proper" bike should, so it had to be made of steel tubes brazed together. No need to think about aluminium extrusions, elliptical tubes, or any of that. Bosh, sorted. 

Rear suspension would be by a conventional twin-shock swinging arm, but suitably updated so that it would be every bit as good as a modern single-shock system. I wanted to consider using a rising-rate linkage (like on the new CB1300) and also I wanted the arm as long as possible to reduce its angularity with suspension movement, which is currently quite a fad for better handling. I intended putting the fuel tank in the great big gap where the rear shock normally sits, which meant that the top of the bike would be no higher than the airbox – about four inches lower than on the standard Triumph. I also reckoned I could get the seat about two inches lower than standard, i.e. much closer to the size of a Triton.

At the front end, I decided to use some innovation (or not, depending how you look at it) by eschewing conventional telescopics and going for a pukka, pre-war, girder fork set-up. After all, the bike was supposed to look old-fashioned, and if you think of the Britten as having girder forks (which it does, they just don't look like girders because they're made of carbon fibre) then they're not quite so old-fashioned as they seem, and a set of Ohlins upside-downers looks really ordinary and boring by comparison. This front end design is obviously  a really big deal, and so it'll be described in detail in the next feature.

Back to the frame. You would hardly believe it, but there are still (here in the 21st century) some so-called professionals who "design" (I use this term rather loosely) bike chassis by bolting an engine to a bench and bending bits of tube around it. The stress calculations are performed by riding it up the road, seeing where it breaks, and welding a bit more metal on. Well, I might be a mere amateur, but I wasn't going to attack things in an amateur way. All of my design and stressing calculations were done using a PC-based CAD system, with the resulting drawings of parts to be sent by email direct to the machine shop.

The advantage of doing this was that I could design the welding jig at the same time, so that the two would hopefully work together rather than get in the way of each other. Again, detail chassis design will be discussed in a later article.

The slight flaw in the CAD system was that I had no electronic drawing of the engine layout, and so I thought I'd better double-check that my chassis and various other bits would fit it, before I spent a boatload of money on getting stuff made. I therefore got hold of a scrap engine that had been in a fire (thank you Sprint Manufacturing of Warminster, who run a Triumph-only breaking service) and I made a chassis for it in best Blue Peter fashion, using cardboard and tape, and getting a grown-up to help me with the scissors.

I set all of this up on a Black & Decker Workmate (product placement! I wonder if they would sponsor me.......) in my kitchen. The garage has long since overflowed, and this is one reason why I have the LionHeart in my bedroom (yes, really). The other reason is that I have my computer in my bedroom, so it's convenient to have the LionHeart there in case I need to measure something up or get a physical handle on things (the VDU is a very remote way of designing stuff, and I'm very tactile in the way I think  - hence the cardboard mock-up in the kitchen). Also, like most engineers, the reason why I design things is because I want to ride them up the road, not because I want to see how pretty they look on a drawing board.


