The 2001 Suzuka GP managed to get 8 Japs into the 9 available podium positions. Home advantage is the Japs’ secret weapon, as their circuits are incredibly technical and almost impossible to learn – I’ve been there, done it, and had the X-rays. You can be piling into a corner and notice, out of the corner of your eye, some Nip going 20mph slower, about ten yards off to the left. You just have enough time to think "wuss" when the black bit suddenly veers off and all you can see is kittylitter and armco. Because of the way panic tends to concentrate the mind, you  have plenty of time to feel a chocolate hostage poking its nose out and signing its name on your underpants - and then that same Jap comes roaring past,  arse up, head down, and chin on tank.  Most Japanese racetracks are like this, so I tend to ride around them more frustrated and confused than a blind lesbian in a fish-market.

This didn’t stop me being hired as a stand-in rider by a classic racing outfit, though – a sort of Japanese Team Obsolete. We have a vision of Japs as being taciturn and inscrutable types, but these guys just wanted to eat, drink, party, and win races as often as possible, and therefore to sleep hardly ever. My baptism of fire as the rider of their much-modified 1962 BSA DBD34 Gold Star therefore involved a ride through the night crouched in the back of a van drinking sake and eating rice-crackers covered in pickles like napalm, a breakfast  bowl of steaming hot noodles with chillies and peppers, and a gallon of indescribably vile oocha (green tea). Also, a lecture from their usual rider, Iwado-san, who had a broken arm.  

“No crashing. Crashing my job. Gearbox often break, then you crashing. Gearbox is Quaife. British. Shit. All other parts Japanese. Dog borrocks.”

He had a point. Almost all of the Goldie, right down to the crankcases, was made in Japan, and it was by far the best I had ridden (with Showa suspension and a Mikuni carb, hardly surprising). After a fairly dismal practice session, when I made it on to the second row but felt sure I could have done much better if  I could only have found the "line," the team also showed me a Triumph T120 racer they were working on.

"We make new cylinder. Old cylinder break."

"They all do."

"Really? Why?"

"Because they're crap. The whole bike's crap. That's why Triumph went out of business."

They rolled their eyes. It was a shock  to hear a Brit talking dire heresy like this.

"But it was designed by Edward Turner-san."

"I know."

"Great designer."

"No, shit-head." 

"Ah, sorry. Toilet that way."

My ring-piece was like a dragon's nostril by that stage anyway. I was doing the kaze-crouch over the porcelain plinth when there was a banging on the door. 

“Ian-san, please to come quickly!”

“Piss off! I’m backing one out, not burping the worm!”

“Race  start in 2 minutes!”

Why am I so disorganised? I’d forget my bollocks if they weren’t in a bag. 

I hopped to the grid in a state of undress, my leathers round my ankles, as I tried to put my boots on. This didn’t look quite so bad as it sounds – the weather is usually so hot that racers  walk around in a teeshirt and boxer shorts until just before the start. Nevertheless, I was tutt-tutted by an official who was dressed - wait for it - as a Nazi staff officer. Period fancy dress was one of the attractions of this meeting, and the travelling marshals were all Waffen  SS men, riding around on BMW sidecars. Sense of humour, or barking mad? 

In Japan, major classic race meetings attract much public attention, and  the fellow who had qualified directly behind me on the grid was a famous heart-throb soap ac-tor.  It was  like having Martin Kemp in the race, and great PR for bike racing.

As I pulled my leathers on, I suddenly  noticed the brolly-dolly who was trying to give me a bit of shade. Most of these Dorises (called “campaign girls” in Japan) are brainless aeroplane blondes (i.e. they dye their hair but have black boxes), though this one seemed quite pretty and clever – not the usual slapper that looks like it’s been ram-raiding on a scooter – and I could hardly fail to see that she had a chest that looked like a dead-heat in a Zeppelin race.

“Okini,” I said – a bit of broad Osaka dialect, which got her giggling, just as I planned it to.

“Prease speak  Engrish, I take Engrish resson,” she said, smiling shyly. 

“I’ve got a womb-broom like a horse’s handbrake” I replied by way of conversation.

“Sorry, I don’t understand……horse?”

“Hung like a hoover, that’s right. You can choke my chicken later, and you’ll see what I mean." 

“Ah, later…..”

Well, to cut a long story short - the gearbox seized, I fell off, and didn't  meet the  girl again as "later" involved being examined by a salad-dodger of a lady doctor with a face like a welder's bench. The team then got me paralytically drunk to show there were no hard feelings, and one of them threw up into a BMW sidecar on the way back to the van. 

I remembered this in an unexpected rush of nostalgia last week after a hard night in the pub, when my friends were in the car park vomiting on a 5-series Beemer (a surprisingly common custom in the West Midlands area I have recently moved to, not far from the Longbridge Rover works).  It made me think - not only do they build great Japanese bikes in Japan, they build better British bikes than we ever did. If only we had stuck with them at Longbridge, instead of getting the Krauts in.

