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Since I came back from Japan, I've been living in a variety of rented properties, none of which has been suited to my lifestyle (I’ve not owned a house since I sold the last one to - ahem - pay for the last project bike). 

As it's impossible to find a one-bedroom bachelor flat with a 1,000 square foot garage attached, I've had to improvise. The best compromise I've found so far is to rent a standard house, live in one room, and think of the rest as an extended garage. Since every bike I own is much cleaner than a hospital operating theatre, of course (except for the motocrosser, which lives in the garage), the landlord is none the wiser when I move out. 

So, I now live in a small house, in a small village, with a Transit in the drive, three bikes in the garage, one in the living room, one in the kitchen,  one in my bedroom, and two in the spare bedroom. Despite this, I still have my dad on the 'phone screaming blue murder because I've got several bikes and a load of spares in his cellar and he needs the space (to put his bikes in, so he's got more room in his garage, where there are now three bikes, a lathe, a milling machine, a pillar drill, etc, etc). 

Recently, a visitor from Ireland came to pick up a bike from me, and after we had put it in his van he came into my kitchen to wash his hands. I said nothing, but watched as his gaze was drawn towards the bike parked in the corner.

"Bejaysus!" he exclaimed. "Is dat a feckin auld MV Agusta now is it den?"

"No," I said, but kept shtum otherwise.

"Well, would ya feckin lock at dat. I never saw nuttin like dat before. What da feck d'ya call dat? Is dat a feckin Norton wid feckin tree cylinders, den?"

"Tree cylinders? Oh…..three cylinders. I see what you mean. No, actually it's a Triumph engine, and I've done the chassis myself."

"Feckin Jaysus. Dat's great, dat, so it is. Bee-feckin-yootiful, it is."

Together with Andrew Northcott's visit to take photos, that was the third kitchen endorsement that I'd had for the bike, and it allowed me to get on with the work with renewed enthusiasm, even though often it was a case of taking one step back in order to take two forwards. Andy's photo session on the back lawn was the first time I had been able to look at the bike from more than three feet away (cos my kitchen's so small), and this (and the subsequent photos) showed up a few aspects of the styling which I had to sort out before too long. One obvious glitch  was the way in which the line of the heel-plates clashed with the lower edge of the side panels. It’s painfully obvious on a photo from the side, but impossible to see when you’re standing next to the bike and looking nearly straight down at it. It didn't take too long to make up a couple more heel-plates which followed the line of the bodywork nicely, making everything look integrated instead of just thrown together. Other "little" things have seemed to take forever, like the headlamp bracket, which looked easy enough to start with but then took ages and ages to get right and fabricate nicely. It looks the business now, though, and it also carries the speedo assembly and the trafficators quite nicely, as well as holding the remote reservoir for the front shock conveniently near the left handlebar so you can adjust it as you ride along.

Another side-effect of building the bike up in my kitchen is that I could amuse myself at odd moments for the duration of the project by weighing various bits of the bike  (there are kitchen scales in a kitchen, innit). Being designed to measure cake ingredients and not bits of precision engineering, these scales might not be the most accurate kit in the world, but they're plenty good enough for comparison purposes. Here's an example, from what I could find lying around the place:

Crampton front forks: 5250g

Triumph Sprint RS 955i front forks: 8400g

Ohlins WSB spec front forks: 8300g

Norton "Roadholder" forks (1967): 7500g

Makes you wonder, eh? I know that my fork assembly is stiffer than a normal fork leg (it's easy enough to measure that) but it didn't feel particularly light. What a treat to pick up full WSB spec kit and find out that it's heavier!

Bits of styling and weighing things were all very well, but it was putting me off the final big bastard job of all - the wiring. Wiring harnesses have been the bane of my entire working life. They're a bitch to make, with all of those fiddly little connections, tees, and terminals to be chomped out, all by hand. It's so labour-intensive that production car and bike harnesses are all made in places like Guatemala or India where they have the lowest of low-wage economies. 

When the harnesses are finished, they should just sit there in the background, minding their own business, shuffling a bit of current here and there when you need it, but instead they corrode, fracture, fret, snap, chafe, or wear through. Given that they're supposed to be entirely passive and not do anything at all, you can guess that when they do decide to do something, it will create hassle for an engineer. 

It does make fault diagnosis on electrical systems very easy, though – if you automatically assume that the problem is within the harness, you’ll be right about 95% of the time (4% will be faulty sensors, incidentally, and 1% the black box). Of course, fault diagnosis isn’t fault finding, and once you’ve decided that the fault’s in the harness you’ve still got to locate the site of the bloody thing and fix it. God, I hate wiring harnesses.

There’s no such thing as a nice wiring harness, but the grief is much reduced if you start off with a half-decent one in the first place. As ever, there are right ways and wrong ways of doing this kind of thing. Something which is definitely wrong, yet which many people do (even those who really ought to know better) is to connect wires by soldering them to each other or to connectors. Soldering is something that you should never, ever, do on an automotive application, or anything else that might vibrate for that matter (you’re actually not allowed to solder looms on an aircraft or a locomotive). 

Whenever I see a soldered joint on an electrical harness, I feel a mounting sense of despair. As ever, the reason is pretty simple. All wires found on bike harnesses are what are known as braided, or multi-strand; that is, each individual wire isn’t solid, but  it  consists of many separate fine wires bunched together with a layer of insulator over the lot to bind them together. The idea behind this is that if you try to get the wire to vibrate (by bolting it to an engine, for example, or clipping it to a chassis) all of the little filaments will rub against each other, dissipating the vibration as heat. Each little filament moves around a little, but it never sees much stress, doesn’t work-harden, and is most unlikely to break. Even if it does, there’ll be a couple of dozen others next to it to take the strain. If the wire was just solid, however, a bit of vibration would soon send it brittle and it would snap like a carrot, instantly producing an electrical fault. Obviously, running solder over a multi-strand cable instantly turns it into a solid one, which is exactly what you don’t want. It’s basically the difference between a wire coat-hanger and a bike clutch cable. You can bend the coat-hanger backwards and forwards a few times and it’ll break, but you’d never be able to snap the clutch cable in the same way. Putting solder on an electrical cable is rather like turning a clutch cable into a coat-hanger.

The nature of this sort of failure dictates that it’s most likely to happen half way round the last 

lap of a race when you’re in the lead, or in the middle of the night when you’re touring the Scottish Highlands miles from the nearest town. What is also quite maddening is that the wire can break whilst leaving the plastic insulator around it unaffected, meaning that the fault will be intermittent (as the broken ends rub together – or not) and impossible to see. Making a wiring harness is a hell of a lot of grief for something that, at the very best, you won't even notice, but it's another chapter in the Story of Woe that is making a project bike.

At the top of every page of my particular Story of Woe is still the "Made in England" legend, though it did get dented a little recently. I mentioned last time that we have a breed of reader who is characterised by excessive pedantry, anorak wearing, and use of a high-power magnifying glass. After my little flag-waving “Rule Britannia” rant last time, a few of you did contact me to point out that the bike is wearing French tyres. Well, it’s true, but only for set-up purposes. The Michelins concerned are just worn-out ones which I found in my scrap bin, and the bike will be run on nothing but Avon’s finest from deepest Wiltshire when it first turns a wheel.

Since I've been through the Story of Woe a few times before, I'm getting to know the plot quite well by now. For a start, everything seems to fly together really quickly. In a matter of a few working days, you can have a complete bare chassis sitting on the bench, and you think, great - nearly done. Then, after that, come months and months of grinding misery when you seem to be doing hours and hours of work, and spending hundreds and hundreds of pounds, yet the bike hardly seems to change. There's always yet more grinding hard and boring labour to be done before it's anywhere close to being a bike, and this is when would-be special builders come over all depressed and lethargic. It's normally at this sort of stage that you see the For Sale adverts in the bike comics - "90% there, just needs finishing, bargain £500." All of a sudden, though - and it's normally a big surprise - you can stand back and think, blimey - there's not so much left. It seems like I've finally got to that last stage now!  

As you can see from the pics,  I reckon I really am that close. I may only be a bogey on the handkerchief of the bike industry at the moment, but at least I’ve got a working prototype and the finest heritage from the Heart of the Country to inspire me. After the photo session, I wheeled the complete bike (it needs only a coat of paint and a numberplate) on to the scales and was disappointed that the needle stopped at 189kg, loads more than I was hoping for, even though I thought I was being realistic because the first time I tried to pick up the Triumph engine-gearbox unit by itself, it was so heavy that I thought it was screwed to the floor. A few hours later, I had to pick up a GSX-R750 engine, and I nearly threw it through the roof, because the difference really was that big.

Strangely, my 189kg figure was only 10kg less than Triumph claim for the Sprint RS (the one with the half fairing). This took me completely by surprise, since I have a complete Sprint as a donor bike, and I've been weighing all the stuff on the kitchen scales as I make it - so my forks are lighter than Sprint forks, my petrol tank is lighter than the Sprint tank, my swingarm is about half a ton lighter than the Sprint swingarm, my frame is about half a black hole lighter than the Sprint frame, and my fairing is infinitely lighter than the Sprint fairing (my fairing weighs nothing - there isn't one). Weird or what? 

Study of various other catalogues revealed that a ZX-6 is supposed to be 182kg, but everything else - certainly anything sporty - was much closer to 170kg.

I was gutted, then went away for a long think. My conclusion is that most manufacturers are lying bar-stewards about pretty much everything that goes into catalogues. I know from a 600 group test a couple of years ago that all the bikes were stacks heavier than the number in the catalogue, and we all know about the power figures they print in there, also. Even really basic things, like the wheelbase, are often decided on the basis of what looks good ("our wheelbase is shorter than their wheelbase") instead of more mundane criteria, like facts. I get press releases all the time saying stuff like "the new model is 20mm shorter, 15mm narrower, 20mm lower, and 3kg lighter than last year's" and I know what to do with it, or at least what I could do with it if only the paper was a bit softer and more absorbent. Sorry, but I know some of the people who write them, you see. 

Anyway, I've included a list of data which is fact, on my honour as an engineer (not a journalist – you can’t trust any of them They're all lying bastards). I can't confirm the Triumph data, it's out of the catalogue for a bog standard engine. I've no intention of leaving the engine bog standard, but first things first - let's check that the sodding wheels go round before I start taking the motor to bits.

Of course, as soon as I had finished putting the bike together, I had to take it all apart again ready for it to have some paint put on it. I suppose it's inevitable that I'll have forgotten a bracket or two somewhere, so I won't be bothering with lustrous stove enamel on the frame just yet, it'll have to be content with Halfords spray-can stuff for the time being. My artistic consultant, Nobby, suggested that I should go for gloss black on the frame, but he didn't think black would work for the forks as it'd make them look too solid and heavy. He suggested a sort of gunmetal grey for them, and the rear swinging-arm too, which got me thinking about the "steel wheels" stuff you can buy in an aerosol at Halfords. There's no room for amateur spray-can bodges on the bodywork, so that's going to Nobby for finishing, because he's the best in the business as far as I'm concerned. The final design and colour scheme are, in the best pretentious bullshitty PR tradition, a closely guarded secret.

Since he's such a perfectionist, Nobby does tend to take forever on his paint jobs, but I've told him that all this stuff must be ready in time for the NEC show, where the bike will, of course, be the star of the Fast Bikes stand. If you want to see what colour it is, I'll see you there. I’ll be in the bar nearest the stand, and mine’s a Guinness.

SPECIFICATIONS

CHASSIS

Sifbronze-welded Reynolds 531 tubular steel  triangulated spaceframe with engine as fully-stressed member. 

Rake/trail 24 degrees/85mm

Wheelbase   1450mm

Seat height    750mm

Dry weight total 189kg

BRAKES

Front:   twin discs 230mm diameter with 6-pot calipers

Rear:     single disc 260mm diameter with 4-pot caliper

WHEELS

Aluminium alloy  hubs and rims with stainless steel spokes

Front 3.50 x 17

Rear 5.50 x 17

TYRES

Front 120/70

Rear 180/55

SUSPENSION

Front 120mm travel Sifbronze-welded Reynolds 531 tubular steel girder fork with rising-rate linkage to double-adjustable Ohlins spring/damper unit with remote reservoir.  

Rear 150mm travel Sifbronze-welded Reynolds 531 tubular steel double-sided swinging-arm with rising-rate linkages to twin Ohlins double-adjustable spring/damper units with hydraulic ride-height adjustment and piggy-back reservoirs.

Sealed rolling-element type bearings used throughout.

ENGINE

3 cylinder 12 valve double overhead camshaft

Bore x stroke 79 x 65mm,   955cc

Max power 110PS @ 9200rpm

Max torque 97Nm @ 6200rpm


