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I finished off last month in the sure knowledge that I could finally see light at the end of the tunnel. Unfortunately, it turned out to be some oaf with a torch bringing me a shed-load more work to do. However, all of the bits that were not quite sorted by the time we went to press last month have pretty much been squared away now.

The PFM brakes have had their brackets made by CNC machining from a solid billet of certal. Certal is the trade name of an alloy of aluminium stronger than steel for half the weight, but which unfortunately comes at a price that makes the discount on a 2000MY Triumph TT600 look small. It’s so expensive, in fact, that I first made a couple of brackets up to my drawings myself, using traditional saw and file techniques and aluminium of milk-bottle-top quality, just to check that everything lined up before the drawings were sent to my mate Ken and his milling machine.

Ken was finishing off the rotors to hold the discs, which have polished up pretty well and (I hope) are evocative of the old “bacon slicer” brake drum cooling fins used (to doubtful advantage) on 1960s café racers. To enhance this visual effect, I painted the caliper bracket satin matt black to complement the finish which PFM prefer for their calipers, and the disc is the same colour, too. The idea is that the hub and rotors look nice and shiny but the rest of the stuff (which looks rather too modern and out of place) is, quite literally, put into the shade. It was a shame to paint the brackets, as a feature of certal is that it polishes up really well, and then doesn’t ever seem to tarnish afterwards. Still, there’s plenty more of it on the bike (the yokes for example) that I can polish if I get the urge  (what Colin calls (chromosexuality”).

I couldn’t get hold of the correct countersunk stainless steel bolts for the brakes in time for the photo session, so they’re held in place by shed roof quality bolts just for the moment. Don’t write in if you’re a nerd with a magnifying glass (I know that there are lots of you out there).

The brake lines all came from James Lister & Sons, an amiable bunch of Brummies who have always been really good friends of FB since the days in ancient history when Dan Harris discovered them as he was fiddling with a Suzuki RGV250, blagging all sorts of go-faster goodies in an (unsuccessful) attempt to beat my Kawasaki KR-1. JLS have fully supported every one of my projects over the years, and I hope that if this bike turns out to be a winner I may finally be able to pay them back a little one day. Now, as you well know, I’d much rather pay for the best than accept second-grade stuff for free, so you can be sure I’m not bullshitting when I say that JLS hoses and fittings are as good as they get. As usual, a quick word with Rob in the motor sports department (0121 525 5800) was all that was required to get a complete set of hoses made up and delivered within a week – with no invoice attached. As if that wasn’t enough, JLS also threw in some free Shell Advance brake fluid as they’ve just started distributing Shell stuff as an extra product line. Thanks!

The petrol tank has been welded-up and fitted with the necessary filler, overflow pipe, breather, and fixing brackets. It also had to house an in-tank high-pressure pump, filter, and pressure relief valve. That’s the system that Triumph and SAGEM prefer, so I thought it’d be easier to stick with it, and also the standard throttle-bodies and ECU. They’ll all get binned when I get round to some engine tuning, but that’s a long way off yet. The tank wasn’t as easy to make as it looks, because it’s not just a simple box. It also had to house some baffles to keep the fuel around the pickup, and to stop it surging under violent accelerations. 

Triumph use moulded-in nuts to hold the fuel pump module in place against the tank without leakage, which is fine if you  use a plastic tank. Whilst a plastic injection moulding is the perfect solution for mass production, it’d be prohibitively expensive for me, so I was in a bit of a quandary about how to hold the fittings in place on a steel tank. I tried silver-soldering, but the thin steel sheet distorted to hell as soon as it got the slightest whiff of heat from the gas torch. Using stainless sheet, or going up on the thickness, didn’t seem to help. The eventual solution was “Nut-serts”, little patented gadgets which are like large hollow rivets, but the hollow bit carries an internal thread. You just fit the inserts into place in a drilled hole like a rivet, then you’re left with a captive nut. There’s no heat involved, and therefore no distortion.

My steel petrol tank under the seat might be a bit clever from an engineering and packaging point of view, but there’s no denying that it’s also pig-ugly. Like the caliper brackets, it therefore came in for a dose of treatment with satin matt black paint, in the hope that you’ll not be able to see it when it’s got some shiny bright bodywork in front of it. 

Now that the new Triumph Tiger has been released officially, you can all see where I got my radiator from, though I’m using a different (much bigger) oil-cooler. It was a struggle to fit these units in behind the front wheel; firstly because my bike has a shorter wheelbase than a Triumph, and secondly because the engine is mounted lower and a little further forwards, too. This was done for two reasons. It offsets the extra weight which has moved rearwards because of the petrol tank being behind the engine and not over the top of it, and also it allows a longer swinging-arm, which should help the handling.

The Sprint, which my engine has been lifted from, doesn’t have a pressure cap on the radiator. Instead, it uses a separate little plastic moulding which also houses the thermostat and an extra tube for the by-pass system which operates until the thermostat opens. It’s a handy way of doing things, but that plastic moulding with its associated pressure cap, bracket, overflow pipe, and three hoses is another horribly inconvenient assembly which you’ve got to find a home for somewhere, and it’s a swine of a job. You can’t just tuck it away anywhere, of course, it’s got to be above the highest part of the water system, which cuts the options down considerably. 

Triumph themselves have obviously had some bother with it; on the T500 series bikes it sat under a plastic cover that formed the front part of the petrol tank (therefore cutting down useful tank volume) and on the Sprints it got moved to a position inside the fairing just underneath the left handlebar. Since Speed Triples don’t have fairings, there was a (not very successful) attempt to hide it under a plastic cover and make it a little less ugly. The latest Triumph triple engine carries all of these waterways internally, which is a much neater solution. There was some bother with the cooling system during the development process, though, which shows that it was very prudent for them to keep it all separate when they first started making engines. That doesn’t help me, of course, and I’ve hardly done myself any favours by trying to package the bulkiest sports-bike engine you can buy into a chassis somewhat smaller than a ZXR400. 

I still haven’t got a rear mudguard sorted, and I’m beginning to despair that I ever will. The problem is, most modern sportsbikes (the only bikes which have wheels and tyres the same sizes as the ones I’m using) don’t actually have separate rear mudguards as such, and so there’s nothing for me to pinch “off the shelf”. All of the traditional old stuff which you can buy for old bikes isn’t wide enough to cover a 185-section rear tyre like mine, and it’s the wrong diameter anyway (too big). In the same way, mudguards off a cruiser, whilst being wide enough and a nice looking shape, are made for 16” wheels with very little suspension movement, so they won’t fit cos they’re too small. If anyone can help me with some ideas, I’d be very grateful. Otherwise, I’ll have to go through the bother of making one myself in glassfibre, in the same way that the bodywork was done.

It took me a whole evening to make up a bracket to hold the instrument pack to the front of the top yoke. Since it’s a focal point on the bike, I thought I’d better take a lot of care to make a really good job, and so I took my time over it. At the end of a long, hard day, I fitted it on to see what it looked like just before midnight. Standing back to admire my handiwork, I was shocked to see that the rev-counter was sticking out of the top of the bike like the scanning radar on top of Tracey Island – definitely not the sort of effect I was hoping to achieve. Calmly, I then removed the bracket, threw it in the bin, and went to bed in a foul temper.

I knew that the top yoke of my bike is in pretty much the same place as the top yoke of the original Triumph (which, incidentally, is made by Showa – so much for buying British), so mounting the instruments on them should have been the perfect solution. However, because the top of my “petrol tank” (just a glass-fibre cover, of course) is some four inches lower than that of the standard bike, and there’s no bodywork above that level, the instruments were sticking up like searchlights in the watchtowers of Stalag Luft XVI and it wasn’t actually possible to see over the top of them with my chin on the tank. In that racing crouch type of riding position, the rev-counter finished up about half an inch in front of my nose, too. I’ll have to have a re-think and come up with a way of putting the instruments on top of the headlight – about six inches lower and quite a lot further away. Ho hum; by the time I’ve finished this project, there’ll be sufficient bits in my scrap bin to make three more bikes. Only problem is, they’ll all look like a Ducati MH900e (oooh bitch). 

The emphasis then naturally switched to finding a headlight. My mate Nobby, the artistic consultant to this project, recently went down to his friendly local Suzuki dealer (Redcar Motorcycles in Leicester) to buy a visor, and came back with a brand new 1200 Bandit. His wife still isn’t speaking to him, so in the unaccustomed calm that followed he showed me the bike when we were in his shed (he’s a bit circumspect about going into his house just yet) and I was impressed with how neat the headlamp assembly looked. It’s simple, has very clean lines, and is chrome plated all over – just the job for a retro bike. A quick squint round the MIRA car park the next lunchtime confirmed that exactly the same assembly is fitted to both 600 Bandits and GS500 commuters (but not my Bandit cos it’s the one with the half-fairing). “Aha,” I thought, “the Suzuki parts bin must be overflowing with these headlamps, so they’ll be really cheap.” Dream on; I was quoted £110. I remember that the sushi served in the canteens of Japanese factories is always of the finest quality; I think I know how they can afford it. 

This brought me pretty much to a full stop. The few jobs left – bodywork brackets, a rear mudguard, a way of mounting the seat (you’ve got to be able to hinge it up to fill the tank), and a way of mounting the remote reservoir for the front shock so you can change the settings on the move, had all defeated me for one reason or another, so I just built the bike up as much as I could and arranged for a couple of my friends to come and have a look at it to see if they could help me out.

I learned this trick in a car factory; it’s called a “fresh eyes” process. Basically, the idea is that all the people from (for example) the gearbox department go to visit the trim department, where the trim designers have put all of their stuff on display. The gearbox people then have a good look round and come up with suggestions. Why can’t this assembly be moulded in one piece? Can you stick this bit on instead of using bolts? Why go to the trouble of making that special bit when another model uses something nearly the same that you could pinch out of the parts bin?

Of course, 98% of the time, there are very good reasons why the trim people have done it their way, and there’s nothing to be gained by changing. However, the whole exercise is worth it for that 2%, where they’ll all say “Great! Why didn’t we think of that?” The next month, all of the trim people will go to see a gearbox stripped for inspection, and the process will be repeated. Notice that I said “people” and not “engineers”; it’s very important that all of the technicians, mechanics, administrators, production operatives, and labourers get involved as well – you never know who will have a good idea that could save the company a fortune.  

The bike had to go back together anyway, in time for Andrew Northcott to take some pics of it on his way back to London from the WSB event at Donington. Andrew seemed impressed with the amount of progress since the last time he’d seen it, and after we had wheeled the bike out of my kitchen and into the far corner of the garden, he remarked that the low evening sun seemed really to suit it. 

Later on that day, my mate Paul Smith (not the one that makes the £100 sweatshirts) spent a couple of hours going over every aspect of the bike, and he came up with some good ideas. When I pointed out a few things to him that were worrying me,  he confirmed that he thought I’d sorted them pretty much correctly, and that second opinion gave me an important bit of reassurance, and boosted my confidence. There’s a terrible tendency at times like this in a project bike’s development to throw the last bits together in a big rush so you can rag it up the road, but I’m trying to resist that. This project has to be a proper professional job, with all the bits recorded, drawn, archived,  and jigged,  so that I can make replicas to an even higher standard than this prototype. As I said at the beginning, this project is not to make a bike; that’d be too easy. It’s to make a British bike manufacturing company.

Already I can see that  hopefully, when it goes into production, it’ll be the most British bike you can buy. Apart from the Ohlins dampers, which I’m not too bothered about because they are the best in the world and I couldn’t find a British substitute, there are hardly any foreign components. I said all along that I wanted the bike to be a showcase of fine British engineering, and with its Triumph 955 engine, PFM brakes, and chassis, bodywork, and wheels made in the Midlands, it’s shaping up to be exactly that. 

