
JARNO SAARINEN


The best bike racer the world has ever seen retired thirty years ago this month. The tragedy is that he chose to make a comeback which, though initially successful, killed him soon afterwards. Had he not crashed on someone else's oil on the first lap of the 1973 Italian 250cc GP at Monza (the track had not been cleaned properly after the previous race) then I have no doubt that he would have racked up more world titles than Mick Doohan. Jarno Saarinen's name is just an obscure Finnish legend now, but it should have been the biggest in biking history.

The early seventies were just the right time for Jarno; the once unbeatable combination of Giacomo Agostini and MV Agusta were coming to the end of the line, the two-strokes were taking over, and the next era - of powerful but evil-handling and poorly braked bikes with crap tyres - was his for the taking.

Cometh the hour, cometh the man. Jarno was born in Turku, a port town, on December 11th, 1945. He oozed the type of natural talent required. The Finns have always been mad-keen on speedway, both shale and ice, and Jarno was the national ice-racing champion in 1965. He was still racing on the ice and in shale-type speedway events until he was well into his career on the tarmac. When it came to road racing, he was sensational, like Garry McCoy with jam on. He used sharply turned-down clip-ons like a 1930s dirt-tracker, and trailed his knees on the ground.  His bikes were wriggling around out of shape on every corner of every lap. It would look pretty spectacular now, but in those days it was frightening to watch. No-one had ever seen anything like it (it was long before Kenny Roberts had said anything about rear wheel steering), and they scarcely believed it was possible. Before he “retired” in 1971, he had already met the best in the world of that era – Agostini, Read, Sheene – and kicked their arses.

Jarno was a racer's racer. Spectacular on the track, he was quiet away from it, and shunned the limelight. A married man, he wasn't one for partying, but spent most of his time working on his bikes. He did all of his own preparation, but he wasn't just a tuner in the accepted file-and-spanner sense of the word in those days; he was a serious thinker who actually chose to miss most of the 1970 season's racing so that he could concentrate on his studies and get his university degree in mechanical engineering. This didn’t stop him ending the year with a fourth place in the 250 world championship, as well as letters after his name. The next year, he was second in the 350s and  third in the 250s, despite competing as a privateer with no works backing and hardly any sponsorship. 

The lack of finance got to him, and he became fed up of watching his money disappearing into Finn air. He announced that he was going to jack things in, but the Yamaha importers in Helsinki realised that he was Finland’s first world champion in the making, and they arranged finance for 1972, which led to a full works ride with Yamaha in 1973.

The early seventies was the era of monstrously powerful (and frighteningly difficult to ride) air-cooled and water-cooled Yamaha two-strokes. Being rather marginal in the cooling department, they were also known for overheating and losing power as a result. Jarno's solution to this problem was to forget about the warm-up lap, and wheel his bike to the grid with a stone-cold engine. That the tyres and brakes were also stone cold didn't seem to bother him, and neither did it stop him riding round the outside of the entire field (of riders like Barry Sheene) on the first lap of the Mallory Park Race of the Year as my dad and his mates stood on the Gerards banking in gobsmacked amazement. My dad, an amateur racer of some repute and not one easily impressed, still talks about that overtaking manoeuvre with awe, even now, thirty years later.  

Jarno started 1973 with victory at the Daytona 200, then quickly followed it at the Imola 200 by winning going away. At the French GP at Paul Ricard, he debuted the new 500 Yamaha with an easy win, breaking the lap record again and again. After similar wins in Austria and West Germany, he had handsome leads in both the 250 and the 500 world championships before the tragic and unnecessary pile-up which killed him, and also took the life of Renzo Pasolini.

If you like playing the “what if?” game, the possibilities are endless. If Jarno had lived to rack up the results that his talent deserved, would he have become the most successful racer ever? Would Kenny Roberts own a GP team now, or would he have had his arse kicked all the way back to the  small-town American dirt-tracks? Would a host of Americans (Rainey, Schwantz, Spencer) have seen what happened to Kenny, and decided to stay at home instead of coming to Europe?

Would Barry Sheene be driving a London taxi in the rain now, instead of living it up in luxury in the sun? Would Phil Read now be the last British world champion, before the era of the all conquering Finn? Believe me, it could have happened, had not cruel fate intervened. 

It’s surprising that the people of Finland haven’t produced another famous biker. With their harsh weather, big forests, and gravel roads (tarmac can't survive more than a few Scandinavian winters) the Finns get to know all about the limits of tyre grip from an early age. They still love their speedway and ice racing, and there are plenty of Finns in car racing – two formula 1 stars, and a forest-full of rally drivers. Though there'll never again be anyone as good as Jarno, will we see another Finnish bike superstar before too long?


