LETTER FROM JAPAN

Dear Colin,

I’m celebrating New Year’s day by riding a borrowed TS250 round the mountain near to my girlfriend’s parents’ farm in Hiroshima Prefecture.  I love being out  in the sticks,  away from any big towns. Also, I consumed a fair amount of seasonal fire-water last night, and I’m glad not to be anywhere near a road after an encounter with the fuzz last week in Osaka. Jap rozzers are notoriously humourless  – and I don’t have a problem with that when it comes to drink-driving, but they could have been nicer to me when they’d worked out I was sober.

My girlfriend and I were sitting next to my rented XJR1300 scoffing yaki-burgers (it’s okay, “yaki” just  means “grilled” in Japanese) when a motorcycle cop pulled up.

“Ricence” he said to me in English, so I produced it.

“You Ian Clamp? Zis your bike?” he continued, again in passable English.

“No, I’m Sandra Bullock and this is the set of Speed” I replied before my girlfriend gave me a discreet kick on the shin. She was right, of course – these geezers are not to be trifled with, so I did some grovelling (Jap plods love to see some good grovelling) and he explained that they were having a blitz on holiday season drink-driving, giving me a patronising, finger-wagging  lecture on its evils.

Unlike British bike coppers, this guy certainly looked the part, with an open-face helmet, shades, a 1950s-style black leather jacket and a white silk cravat.  He was riding a VFR750 with big crash bars and sirens poking out of the fairing on each side. It seemed like the ideal plod bike to me - why  do British rozzers pay boatloads more money for Beemers?

Later, I was cruising around the nadgery backstreets of Sekime, a posh suburb on the Kyoto side of the city, when I was overtaken by a brand-new KTM Duke - a rare sight in Japan. It stirred in me a strange feeling, a sort of deep inner longing that I hadn’t experienced since  “The Return of the Jedi” came out when I was a spotty teenager, and I saw Carrie Fisher in that iron bikini. Weird or what?

I caught up with the bike at the next junction and nodded to the rider, who did a quick double-take.  I’m used to this, when Japanese people suddenly notice that inside my full-face helmet is a nose somewhat longer than the Asian norm, skin lighter, and eyes rather more blue and less slanted. This time, however, I had a bit of a surprise myself. The eyes of the other rider seemed, behind the MX goggles, to be very deep and sultry…..yes! THAT was why I felt a vague stirring of the loins - a discreet glance further back revealed that the arse was a little on the wide side and pleasantly curved, and though my brain hadn’t registered it before, my hormones certainly had. Thank Christ for that.

There is a breed of young girl in Japan which seems to be doing its best to look like Natalie Imbruglia (nothing wrong with that). They all wear baggy cargo pants, have strangely cropped hair - and, more importantly, ride bikes. In the sort of magazines that teenage girls buy, there are sections devoted to what is the coolest  bike to be seen on, as well as stuff for clothes, cosmetics, pop-music boy-bands, agony aunts, and all the rest. Not only  useful transport in crowded Japanese cities, a bike is seen as a must-have fashion accessory. The current trend is towards urban trailies like the  TW200 (I don’t know if it’s imported to the UK) which has really fat chunky tyres.  How can we start a similar trend in the UK?

That reminds me - remember how I was banging on a couple of months ago about how we could train our young kids to be tomorrow’s world champions by getting them low-cost dirt-oval racing? Well, it seems like those wily Japs have already beaten us to it.  At the new Motegi F1 road racing circuit near Tokyo they have a flat dirt oval where you can race all categories of bike from 125MX right up to TL1000R Suzukis with wide bars (oh yes). There’s even a school where you can sign up for lessons on a rented Honda XR250 (another bike, incidentally, which is very popular with the trendy young girlies). The current sensation is a scrawny kid of about 11 who shows everyone the way around on a stripped down - wait for it - Honda C90 with nobblies on. 

Anyway, back to the farm, which looks like a fairytale with all the snow on the ground (it’s not such fun in summer, when all of the hard work must be done). The farmhouse is so basic that there’s no mains water – it comes from a mountain stream. Also, the toilets don’t flush, they operate on a principle similar to our own “Lincolnshire Long Drop”. Every bowel movement is followed by a few seconds of eerie silence, then a muffled thud from far below. To keep  whiffs out of the house, an extractor fan is used, but this is no joke in a farmhouse with ricepaper walls and no central heating. It generates a cold draught around those body parts which you’d prefer to be warm, and so there’s an electrically heated toilet seat with the thermostat turned up to the max. The feeling of having burning hot thighs whilst your tackle is waving around in a sub-zero wind tunnel is actually strangely exhilarating once you’re used to it.

Have you seen a photo of an F1 car at the end of its braking run, when the brake discs are hot and you can see them as glowing red rings through the wheels? Well, that’s what my arsehole looked like for days until I worked out how to turn the thermostat down. 

Back to Blighty soon. Regards, Crampy.

