Philip Edward Irving, MBE, died nearly ten years ago at the age of 88.  A remarkable engineer, he will be remembered as the designer of what may be the best production motorcycle of all time.

Born in Melbourne, Australia, in 1903, he had a comfortable upbringing as a doctor’s son, but learned his biking the hard way with long trips across the country on the most primitive of early machines. This was in the days long before “Neighbours” of course, when roads and garages were rudimentary and scarce, bikes were unreliable, and journeys between cities were not for the faint-hearted. It was good preparation for his career in what were then known as “Reliability Trials”, the forerunners of modern enduros, which often took place over 250 mile courses. Winning was not just about being a fast and tough rider; the ability to understand bikes inside-out, and to rebuild and repair things like carburettors, magnetos, forks, and engines by the side of a dusty track in the middle of the night  were paramount. It was like doing a Paris-Dakar with no support at all.

After several years of graft like that at weekends, and long hours in the library and at technical college during the week, he achieved the rare “double” of top-level abilities in both theory and practice.

He started a motorcycle dealership in partnership with a friend, but it hit bad times in the depression and he came to England on a whim in 1930, figuring that he didn’t have anything to lose. Much of his subsequent career was spent working for the Velocette company in Birmingham and the Vincent company in Stevenage. 

At Velocettes, he masterminded a new range of engines known as the “high cam” type (the essential features of which are found on the latest BMW boxers) which combined the performance of the best overhead cam engines of the day with the lower cost and ease of maintenance of an overhead valve layout. Being not only an engine man, he also patented (jointly with the company) a quick and easy way of adjusting both the ride-height and the effective springing and damping of the rear end of a bike to suit varying rider and/or pillion weights. This design is much more effective than the ride-height and damping adjusters found on modern machines.

To add a little to his income over the years, he submitted many technical articles and race reports to motorcycle magazines, though he often whinged about how measly the reward was, and how long the publishers made him wait for it. How times change (not). He was hugely popular as a journalist, because he not only understood all of the complicated technical features found on a bike (rare in journalism – then as now) but he had an effortless ability to explain the concepts in ways that most readers could quickly understand. His writing style was amusing, and somewhat high-handed. As an example, the following phrase is taken from his book, “Motorcycle Engineering”:

“Any heat which escapes in the exhaust gas is simply a waste product and as such should be dismissed down the pipe as soon as possible and not allowed to embarrass the head any more than is absolutely unavoidable.”

That book, and another geared more towards racers called “Tuning for Speed”, are the finest examples of their type ever written (they’re so good that there’s no way I’d ever be tempted to write one myself). I have read both of them many times, and am amazed that he was so clever and far-sighted that nearly all of his advice still holds true, several decades later. 

At Vincents, he ended up as Chief Designer, and as such was responsible for the legendary Series B Rapide, and its variants the Black Lightning and Black Shadow. These 1000cc V-twins, which first appeared in the late 1940s, had an earth-shattering effect on the motorcycle market. For many years, they were the fastest production motorcycles you could buy, and they took all sorts of records in nearly every country of the world. 

The prototype produced 45bhp at a time when 20bhp was considered pretty racy stuff. Smiths made a special 150mph speedo with a huge five inch dial, and it wasn’t just bullshit - the bike needed it. The French importer was timed at 128mph on a bike straight out of the crate. Often, the speed was more than the roads and test tracks could handle; the phrase “Maximum speed: not obtained” appeared in the press and immediately passed into legend. The Rapide was so frighteningly fast for its time that non-motorcycling do-gooders started talking about power and capacity limits for the first time – welcome to the modern era!

The bike wasn’t just fast; it had good brakes, was very comfortable over long distances, and was perhaps the most gorgeous bike ever. There was no visible chassis (something which the bike designers of today think they’ve only just discovered), it was all engine and a long, low tank. It was more than a bike, it became an icon. It is THE bike - the bike that Ogri rides, for example. A rusty one out of a shed will set you back about thirty grand now, I’ve seen up to eighty grand asked for a shiny one.

The line between genius and eccentricity is often a fine one, and Phil could be contrary, bizarre, self-centred, and irascible. He was known for being untidy and disorganised. He was proud of his ability to work into the night, but often didn’t notice how annoyed others were when he showed up for work late the next day. His private life was rather more eventful than he would  have preferred; his first wife died tragically of cancer, and he had a son who, born prematurely, suffered ill-health throughout his childhood. Tired of being a widower, Phil remarried but it ended in a messy divorce. Fortunately, he died a contented man, surrounded by the friendship and respect of thousands of motorcyclists throughout the world. 

