We’re so used to the idea of Britain’s historical dominance of the world motorcycle market that it’s difficult to think of a time when we had no home-grown engine companies, but a hundred years ago all engines used by British bike manufacturers were imported from the continent. Though Britain led the world in bicycle production, when it came to installing internal combustion engines we could do no better than import the motive power from places like Belgium, France, and Germany. One man was largely responsible for reversing this shameful state of affairs, and allowing the British bike industry to grow into one which would dominate the world for half a century.

J  A Prestwich was one of those natural born engineers who was already making his own model steam engines when barely into his teens. In 1894, at the age of 20, he set up his own little business in his father’s greenhouse. The J A Prestwich Manufacturing Company was so successful that it moved into proper workshops in Tottenham within the year. However, Mr Prestwich didn’t start out as a bike fan, he could turn his skills to anything, and was initially a general inventor and designer of technical things. A JAP camera, for example, was used to film Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee procession through London in 1898, and another was taken by Captain Scott on his ill-fated Antarctic expedition.

By 1910, though,  pretty much all of the company’s activities had centred on engine production. The first ever TT was won by Charlie Collier on a JAP-engined Matchless, and the leader-board at Brooklands was always filled with JAP-engined machinery until the sport was suspended with the advent of the First World War.   

The boom in prosperity after the war saw JAP supplying huge numbers of bike engines, ranging from 150cc two-stroke tiddlers for commuting, to V-twins of nearly 1,000cc used by the leading manufacturers of the day – Zenith, Coventry-Eagle, and Brough Superior. Most Morgan three-wheeler cars had JAP engines sticking out of the front, and so did several light aeroplanes (including the first one built by one Alliot Verdon-Roe, later to form the Avro company which went on to make Lancaster bombers). In 1930, the JAP catalogue listed more than forty different engine models.

JAP had great technical strength in depth, with renowned engineers like Stanley Greening and Val Page. Mr Page would later become one of the most far-sighted  designers in the British motorcycle industry (it was he who penned the Ariel Leader in the 1950s, a bike which differs only in minor details from a Kawasaki KR-1, and in many ways was more advanced). Mr Page’s first job at JAP’s  was to be the mastermind behind the 350cc JAP engine which, housed in a New Imperial chassis, allowed Bert le Vack to set a lap record in the 1922 Junior TT. 

JAP were, to their credit, big believers in the idea of competition improving the breed, and there was a constant trickle of well-proven ideas from the racing activities finding their way to production engines. There was also constant experimentation with new ideas – if you think your  Ducati 996R engine looks pretty trick, you might like to consider that JAP were running desmodromic valve fuel-injected V-twins in 1923.

Colonel T E Lawrence of Arabia, whilst professing poverty, was actually a very rich man after the First World War, and in going for the fastest and most expensive bikes on the market to satiate his need for speed, he naturally settled on a series of V-twin JAP-engined Brough Superiors. He was writing letters to adoring celebrity fans of his for years about the merits of these bikes, until his famous death on one put an abrupt end to his post-war pastimes of motorcycling, writing poems about pretty young boys, and paying big, hairy Scotsmen to spank him.

JAP speedway engines were similarly spanking arse across the globe from 1930 until well into the 1960s, when Jawa units started to gain the upper hand. Even then, conversion kits which allowed a four-valve head to be fitted extended the life of this JAP which had otherwise hardly changed in the previous thirty years.

In the early 1930s, it was an accepted tuning dodge for American dirt-trackers  to put JAP engines into Harley-Davidson frames; this so annoyed the management of the Milwaukee massive that they introduced a new model in 1934 which housed  a blatant copy of the JAP engine; so blatant, in fact, that restorers fiddling with old JAPs who have problems finding parts are often surprised, even today, at how many H-D bits will fit straight in. It’s tempting to wonder just how successful H-D would have become without a British company to show them how to make big V-twins, and also to reflect on why Harleys have never much advanced beyond the 1930s in their design.

Unfortunately, JAP became victims of their own success between the wars as more and more manufacturers, who had grown rich because of the supply of dependable power units, decided they could build their own engines in-house. Triumph had been lost years before, and Matchless, New Imperial, HRD-Vincent and OK Supreme soon followed.

The Second World War resulted in a false boom for the JAP company as it turned out vast quantities of industrial engines for military generating sets, water pumps, and the like. In 1953, fifty years after selling its first engine, JAP shipped its millionth unit. Unfortunately, though, it was well on to the downward slope by that time.

Though still seen in speedway, JAP had next to no involvement with production bike engines after the war, and after a long and steady decline,  they were taken over by Villiers in 1957, which was the final nail in the coffin. Villiers, in turn, amalgamated with a bigger conglomeration of British bike companies as they all turned into a chaotic shambles of a corporation, depending on government handouts to survive, until it went to hell in the 1970s.   

