I read a technical feature in another comic recently which said that Yamaha would be introducing a system to make their four-stroke GP bike engine feel more like a two-stroke when turning into a corner by allowing the rider to hold the throttle open. Eh? The writer, who obviously has only the vaguest grasp on reality as well as a room temperature IQ, mentioned that this would be ground-breaking new technology. Bollocks – you can buy it in any high street now, if you've got enough wonga for a Jag or a Merc (or even  Honda-wonga if it’s got four wheels) and you don't mind being sad enough to part with £40k for an unremarkable  tin box  when you could get a whole collection of outstandingly desirable bikes for the same money.

All modern "executive level" cars have "fly by wire" throttles (that is,  the throttle butterfly is operated by a stepper motor under computer control rather than by a cable from the throttle pedal). The throttle doesn't snap shut when the driver takes his foot off the pedal; instead, it remains partially open under computer control, and its position is constantly checked and updated as the car slows down so as to give the correct "feel" of deceleration. Obviously, you don't want to feel as if the car is hardly slowing down at all when you take your foot off the throttle, but neither do you want to be gurning with your face pushed up against the windscreen like a stuffed Garfield, assuming the luxury executive airbags don't get you first. 

What the driver perceives as being the "right" deceleration will vary with the engine speed, vehicle speed, and which gear the transmission is in, so the throttle will adjust itself according to these parameters, whilst also checking that there's enough vacuum in the inlet system to work the brake servo properly. Engineers will program different cars to behave in different ways; a big luxury car will have a more gentle deceleration for the "boulevard ride" that a fat, rich, old, idle bastard will desire, whilst a nippy sports car will slow down much more violently off the throttle so the hairdresser who's driving it up to the roundabout outside the wine bar can pretend that he's Michael Schumacher turning into Casino Square at the Monaco GP.

The only reason we haven't seen this feature on GP bikes before is that two-strokes don't need it; their engine braking feels just about right anyway. Four-strokes are a different matter, especially ones with big pistons, as anyone new to riding a Ducati after years on Jap fours will tell you. It's a feature of most racing engines that the engine braking is much more pronounced than road engines, and so you can immediately see the advantage of being able to tune in any type of engine braking you want. 

The system also works quite well in reverse; when you push the loud-pedal in a car to accelerate, there’s no need for the throttle to open half way just because the pedal is down half way. The computer can make 50% pedal travel result in 40% or 65% throttle movement, and there can be any combination of movements in between. This is known as the “performance feel” and again it is adjusted according to how the car is being marketed. Honda have used the same system on their F1 car engines, with a different accelerator map (known as the “throttle progression”) for each gear, to make it easier for the drivers to get on to the power mid-corner. 

It's also quite interesting how important the feel of the pedal action is to drivers. Early fly-by-wire systems which were tested just had the throttle pedal working a sensor which fed information to the engine management computer, but the cars were almost impossible to drive smoothly – very snatchy at best, and "kangaroo petrol" antics at worst. Even with a return spring on the pedal as normal, the feel was all wrong and test drivers found it very off-putting. They were used to a certain amount of friction in the previous cable and link systems, and also some slight hysteresis (that bit of slack that you always get in a cable system). Initially, making “virtual reality” friction and hysteresis for the driver to feel at the pedal proved very difficult, so engineers simply fitted a long Bowden cable between the pedal and the sensor - sorted. As the pedal and computer systems became more sophisticated, it was possible to tune in exactly the right feel, and match that with exactly the right throttle opening on the engine. 

All of this becomes a huge advantage in the bike world, where the strong springs that the set of flat-slide carbs on that Yamaha need can lead to serious arm-pumping problems. Carpal tunnel syndrome and tennis elbow (which bikers get much more often than tennis players) are the curses of racers, maddening afflictions which defy most medical intervention and hit strong blokes with arms like Popeye's more often than puny ones who have never been to a gym. 

Opening GPs to four-strokes isn't a big deal in itself; the important thing is that four-stroke companies will be getting involved. Outfits like Cosworth and Sauber, and even Honda, with their F1 car experience of fly-by-wire throttles, semi-automatic gearboxes, pneumatic valve springs, ballistic-ramp cams, high-speed telemetry, and all the rest of it, will force everybody into raising the game enormously. Could be a bit embarrassing if they all get blown off by one of last year’s stink-wheels with half the capacity........

