Like most schoolboys, getting my leg over was the only thing in my head 90% of the time, but apart from a few frustrating sessions with a dirty old slapper, it wasn't until I was 24 that I finally passed my bike test and I could ride on the road legitimately.

It's the biggest mistake of my life that I left it so late. Two years later, I was a geriatric 26 year old when I had my first bike race, and though I was soon getting on the podium in clubby races, it took me until last year to start winning regularly (by competing in the Old Farts Racing Club). Ten years of grafting, practising, and spending money for a few plastic trophies on the sideboard.

I didn't mind. Racing a good bike to the best of my ability is so much fun that I want to do it for as long as they'll let me, even though one day I might be getting lapped or  beaten by journalists. I won't give it up until I'm finally black-flagged by the big marshal in the sky. 

Unfortunately, statistics clearly show that most people who take out a bike racing licence stick with the sport for about three years, after which they become either too poor or too pissed-off to continue. People like me, who have held a licence for ten years without either becoming a star or (much more likely) jacking it in, are in a very small minority. This can't be good for the sport, and I wonder what we can do to change it?

Plenty of blokes will fork out over five grand for a sporting road-bike, and the £20 a week insurance to go with it, and if they'll pay £100 for a track day, why not £32 a year for a race licence? Track days are still hugely popular, even now they've been around for too long to have been a passing fad, so there's a vast number of potential customers out there which the ACU simply isn't hooking up with. What can we do to encourage more grass-roots road racers? My idea is, make it cheaper to be competitive. But how?

Certainly, we have nothing to learn from Japan. When I raced on a Japanese licence, I was amazed at the people around me. The aspiring champions had all been racing mini-motos since they were 4 years old (because they had rich and pushy parents), and amateur racers were overweight 50-year-olds competing on eighty grands' worth of classic MV replica. There's no grass-roots scene, with the whole of Japan having fewer clubs than Ian Woosnam's caddie.  I'm concerned that Britain might be heading the same way. 

When I started clubby racing, it was in the Formula 400 class. I had a Kawasaki KR-1, which was already past its sell-by date; a KR-1S would have been nice, but the really flash guys (like Dan Harris) had Suzuki RGV250s. However, my Kwacker was still plenty competitive enough;  having got a top six position in F400, I could also count on being in the top half of the field in 250 Open - I once got a 4th when it rained. These days, I'd have no chance. Even if you turn out for a Haggis Shagger's Racing Club meeting on a windswept Outer Hebrides airfield track, you can guarantee that all the 250 Open runners will have Honda RS250s not more than a couple of years old, complete with fancy tuning kits and tyre-warmers. When I started, no-one even had wets. These days, a proddy bike would be as competitive as a sheep in an abattoir.

Tyre warmers are the clue.  The fast kiddies still win, the slow kiddies still don't, but everybody is £500 worse off and you can't hear a thing because of all the generators buzzing away. Why not ban 'em? Wets, too.

The revival of English cricket shows what to do. To make the national squad stronger, they have been concentrating on youngsters and hopeless amateurs right at the bottom of the pyramid. There's no point in investing time and money (our money) in young superstars like the ACU is doing. Superstars don't need any help - plenty of other people will be looking after them. The ACU Academy is supporting Craig Jones, a lad who is racing in a big-money professional team run by Mick Grant (former works GP rider, TT winner, BSB team manager, etc etc). What on earth does the  ACU know that Mr Grant doesn't?  

The reason we have such a thriving professional footy league in this country isn't because of David Beckham or the FA. It's because millions of people, from toddlers to granddads, are kicking a ball about every evening. That's what we have to encourage in bike racing. The superstars can look after themselves; what we want is good, convenient, cost-effective racing for the masses. We want dads out racing every weekend so that their kids get the bug, then we need cheap, easy racing for kids to get into. All of the club scene, especially for juniors, needs to be cheaper and more convenient, so people can feel as if they don't have to spend all of their time and money grafting away before they can win.

If you want the answer, look to the US, where every little town has its own dirt oval. You can ride around until you're dizzy for only a few dollars. More importantly, a bike with both of its wheels sliding will become second nature to you. If you go racing on the dirt, there's no point in having a  flash bike - you'll be just as likely to win on a heavy, underpowered one. It's not difficult to make a dirt oval, and what about all our speedway stadiums that only get used one evening a week? What are they doing for the other 6½  days? Like the ACU, they should be hard at work, finding future champions.
