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All work and no play, as the saying goes, can make Ian a right miserable little git. I had been vaguely aware for quite a while that I was enjoying less fresh air and daylight than Jeffrey Archer, but I hadn't realised how bad it was getting until my girlfriend 'phoned to tell me the joke about the architect, the artist, and the engineer, who were talking about wives and mistresses.

"Maybe it's because I'm an architect," says the first, "but I like to see things built on firm foundations for the long term, so I spend time with my wife."

"Not me," says the artist, "I am a man of the moment, I believe in passion and risk, so I spend time with my mistress."

They both look at the engineer, who says, "I'm always with both."

"At the same time?" say the others, impressed.

"Oh yes," says the engineer. "If my wife thinks I'm with my mistress, and my mistress thinks I'm with my wife, I have loads of time to work on my bike!"

Just when it was about to get too much for me, though, I had a result. It's amazing what can happen in the space of a couple of weeks. In the first week of November, I was an unhappy amateur special builder fiddling with a bike in my back shed. By the third week, I had a pukka motorcycle manufacturing business, together with all of the associated headaches. I had acquired two employees and was talking telephone number prices for machinery and premises. In for a penny, in for a pound. No turning back now. Bugger.

The turning point was, of course, the NEC bike show, where the inevitable last-minute panic saw me delivering the bike to the FB stand the night before it all kicked off, and, though I say so myself, I thought the bike looked pretty smart with its new Nobby-inspired paintwork. There were a few loose wires here and there which hadn't been connected, and one or two ty-raps where I hadn't got around to making proper clips or brackets, but by and large it was all looking pretty trick. The frame had some paint on, the chrome bits were shiny, and all the obvious stuff like the brakes and the suspension were working vaguely as they should. It even had a number plate, FTM 180, which I had nicked off another bike in my shed just for the occasion to give it that "finished" look.

I was feeling quietly confident, because I had to push the Crampton Classic past my Sunday bike, a Honda Fireblade, to get it on to the drive and into the back of my van. I had been building the bike up on one of those hydraulic benches, which has the machine about four inches off the floor even when it's lowered, so I hadn't really noticed how small the Classic is until I rolled it off. Previously, I had always used my ride to work bike (a 600 Bandit) for comparison purposes, but that wasn't really valid because the Bandit is quite tall, which is probably not a problem for a street machine and something Suzuki obviously weren't too worried about, but I remember my old Kawasaki 750 Zephyr having a much lower seat height, which I preferred. 

Nevertheless, I was pleased to see that the seat height of the Crampton Classic is about an inch lower than that of the Blade, the top of the tank is much lower, and my bars are maybe pretty much the same height. That's about fine as far as I'm concerned, because as long as I'm in the ballpark I can adjust the position of the controls for individual punters – the advantage of having a hand-built machine. It was also pleasing that I had managed to get my packaging right, because the Triumph engine is much bigger and heavier than the Blade's.

Previously, I had also thought that the Classic was pretty wide, but I soon learned that it's just not thin, in the way that Denise Lewis isn't thin, especially if she's seen standing next to Kate Moss. Putting the Classic next to the Blade was like putting Denise Lewis next to Dawn French. 

After I did some bleating last time on the subject of bike weights, an industry insider clued me up on the story of how the weight of my bike seemed so out of touch with its rivals. (I know that I'm supposed to be an "industry insider" myself, but please remember that I'm an engineer – the marketing and PR end of things is where my interest lasts about as long as the memory of a domestic goldfish. Apparently, the manufacturers first take the "dry weight" – and when they say dry, they mean it. Out comes the fuel from the tank and the water from the engine. And the oil from the engine. And the oil from the forks. And the oil from the rear shock.  And the hydraulic oil from the brakes. And the clutch. And the acid out of the battery. And the air out of the tyres (oh yes – air at 34psi weighs more than atmospheric, of course). Having done all this, they weigh the bike, but it doesn't end there – the rules say that they only have to publish a figure accurate to 10%. Of course, they have kit that will measure accurately to 0.1% so they take this accurate figure and they fudge it so it's about 9.9% on the light side – all perfectly legal sir, and that's what goes in the catalogue. 

Using the above system with the Crampton gets me to a catalogue weight of 172kg – which sounds much more like it, when you consider that the equivalent original Triumph is listed at 199kg. 172kg gets me down to where the Fireblades (170kg) and GSX-R750s (166kg) live, so that's left me feeling much better – and it made things easier for the  FB crew who helped me push the bike out of the van and on to the stand. 

That night, the one before the trade day at the show, was a long one for me. The public are notoriously fickle when it comes to their taste in bikes, and I had no way of knowing if I'd be the toast of the show, or just simply toasted. If you think I was getting wound up unnecessarily, you've got to remember that it was only a bike on a stand to you, but it was £40,000 and the future course of my life to me. Would people like it? I had basically just built a bike which appealed to me, and I really had no idea at all  if anyone else would be interested enough to buy one, because taste in bikes is such an individual emotion. It can be influenced by the force of fashion or huge advertising campaigns acting on the feeble-minded (the "emperor's new clothes" phenomenon), and the herd instinct (how long did it take you to find your Ducati Foggy Rep in the Brands WSB car-park? If you want to hide an apple tree, put it in an orchard), but such options weren't open to me. My bike would have to live (or die) by its looks and its perceived merits alone.

Still, I took comfort from the fact that I was confident that I'd got all the basics right. It's always been my opinion that, as far as bikes go, nobody really wants flash stuff. All they care about is that the basic things are as they should be. This has always been the case and it's easy for me to think of examples as evidence; towards the end of the life of the "Great" (pre 1970) British bike industry, the BSA group spent millions trying to upgrade the Triumph Bonneville to make it handle better and be easier to work on, but the punters never noticed. All that mattered to them was that the seat height increased by something like three inches as a result, and they stayed away in droves. BSA, RIP. When the public started buying Japanese bikes instead, it wasn't because they were made of space-dust, it was because they didn't haemorrhage oil out all over the floor and the lights worked – a welcome change from the stuff provided by Lucas (Prince of Darkness) which had hardly changed for 40 years. I have even seen a teeshirt with the classic Lucas 3-position lighting switch, marked OFF, DIM, and FLICKER. If you need another example, think of Ducati. They were always the super performers of their time, but it's only in the last ten years  (now that the switches don't fall to bits and you can change gear without using a scaffold pole) that the public would put up with owning one.

For the perfect example of  "back to basics", you only have to look at my Sunday bike again, the Blade. It was, on paper, a quite boring concept when it was launched – a mildly-tuned four-cylinder engine in a twin-spar aluminium frame with conventional forks and quite tame styling. It was also, however, very well put together, well set up, comfortable, and light. Ironically, the only bit which received criticism was the only bit that was slightly out of the ordinary – the 16" front wheel was an unnecessary pain, and the bike would have been better if it had had a 17" wheel like everyone else's. Nevertheless, there was absolutely nothing on the Blade, when it was first released, that hadn't been seen on countless other sportsbikes before. The Blade just did the simple things better. That's what I'm aiming for, and I'm under no illusions that I'm just going to start knocking out replicas of my prototype and watch the money roll in. No, this bike is just the start of a great deal more hard work. 

The way big bike companies develop new models is by making a series of short production runs to produce prototypes, one following on from another, over a period of a year or two. Each time a batch of prototypes is built, one machine is sent to each different team of development engineers – one lot to cover the brakes, one for the suspension, one for the chassis, one for the electrical bits, one for the placcy trim bits, etc etc. These engineers will give the bikes a good thrashing and relate the results to what their computers and test rigs are also telling them, work out a load of improvements, and these will all get included into the next lot of prototypes, and so the process continues until the bike is good enough to be put into production.  

This is a good system, and the only real flaw in it is that sometimes the different teams can be working against each other without knowing it. It's easy to imagine the braking engineers putting bigger and bigger discs on, which give better and better braking, but then also make a moving target for the suspension and handling lot to try to keep up with. In the same way, the styling lot will make the bike look prettier, but generally they add unnecessary lard as they do so, which upsets the performance bunch when it wrecks all of their weight-saving efforts. Needless to say, the finance department and various Big Bosses are always hovering around, ready to screw up anything they possibly can if given half a chance.

I intend to avoid this bother by having only one prototype bike, and just constantly updating it myself, in the light of what I and the FB test team think of it. For this process to work, it has to be savage – bits which are not doing their job properly must be put in the skip instantly, and the hard graft of making a better bit to go in its place will have to start. There can be no sentimentality involved, and it can be a soul-destroying process binning something that has taken you all week to make, but you've got to be brutal if you want the end result to be right. Too often, I have seen managers of development projects choose to disregard adverse reports from test engineers, thinking that the faults will go away if they ignore them for long enough. This all comes back to knee them in the groin when the machine goes into production and the punters play hell because they find the very same faults. You certainly can't make an omelette without breaking eggs; or as the British Army has it, "Train hard, fight easy."

I have two factors working in my favour (which makes a pleasant change – normally everything is stacked against me). Firstly, most of the worst bothers in this process come from the engine/gearbox combo – but I know that all of those have already been sorted by Triumph. It also helps that my bike is actually a proper prototype and not just a "concept" or a "design study", one of these stupid poncy bikes that looks like it's designed by a primary school art student, and it's obvious that it'll never turn a wheel. There were a few of those at the NEC show, but the punters were smart enough to give them very little attention. They got quite a bit of space in MCN, though. 

It was a huge relief when I learned that the comments from the group of people around the Crampton on the FB stand were almost all positive. Nobody seemed to recognise me (I was devastated, daaahling), so I spent some time hanging around to listen (it's called a "feedback focus group" in PR speak, dontcha know), but I got bored and went home when I started hearing the same things again and again.

A few people spotted a black rubber water pipe running along one side of the bike (the side nearest the wall, which shows you how close they must have been looking) and they suggested that it would look better in braided steel. To be honest, I don't agree, but it doesn't matter because that hose won't be there when the bike goes into production. The prototype bike uses an off-the-shelf radiator, but production units will have specially made kit that will look simpler and less fussy by having the pressure cap built-in.

A common bone-headed comment which the staff on the stand heard far too often was an allegation that the front suspension had a rear shock in it. Well, yes and no. It's not a rear shock, because it's on the front, so it's a front shock, innit? What the hell do you expect? Of course, it's normally fitted to the rear of bikes, in which case it's a rear shock – an Ohlins, as a matter of fact. Shocks are only spring-damper units, after all, and if the spring rate is right and so is the damping,  I can't see that it'll matter which end of the bike it's propping up. What matters with a front suspension is light unsprung weight, good rigidity, good geometry, and smooth movement without any nasty stiction or binding – hence the girder fork.

Now that I've got the bike back, it's the fork that must come apart first, so that the shock can be sent off to Harris to be re-valved. Also, I need to attend to a few bits and pieces on the wiring loom – boring stuff like numberplate lights – before the bike can be put in for its MoT. I'm also going to take it to bits down to its bare chassis to check things against the jig for one last time, because I'm going to start building the first batch of replica chassis very soon. In other words, the bike must now have a ground-up rebuild for the fourth time in four weeks and I'll be up to my neck in grease and spanners.


