
PREJUDICE

Prejudice is a terrible thing, and unfortunately I'm just as guilty of it as anyone else. As I stuck my head out of the end of my sleeping bag early in the morning of the first day of the Velocette Owner's Club bash at Lydden Hill to see a  German van parking up next door, my heart sank. Prejudice, you see – my grandfather had well defined views about Germans, having first met some in the Somme area of France in 1916. If the old bugger was still alive,  he'd be delighted at some of the recent sick Concorde jokes doing the rounds (Non-German bashing joke - Co-pilot: "Are you going out tonight?" Pilot: "No, I'm just going to crash at my hotel.")

True to stereotype, the van was a brand new Volkswagen LT35, and it soon disgorged two state-of-the-art Velocette Thruxtons, with modern replica Seeley frames, cylinder heads specially cast and imported from the US, electronic ignitions, disc brakes, the lot. Then, there was the racing equivalent of putting a large bath towel on the sun-lounger - an awning which took up half the paddock. Quite a contrast to the efforts of me and my Old Man operating our 1929 bike out of the back of a rusty old Sherpa – we looked like Steptoe & Son by comparison.

The Germans seemed like a nice bunch, but I still had my suspicions because of all that nasty prejudice flowing through my veins. As Ian Drury might have put it -  diamond geezers, or pencil squeezers? They were unsure as to the procedure, so I pointed them towards the scrutineering bay and explained that their riding kit would also have to be inspected.

"Really?" they said, raising quizzical Teutonic eyebrows at my own kit which is heavily reinforced with gaffer tape. Also, they noticed that I was wearing one grey boot and one black boot.

"Yes. This is my racing helmet. That over there is my scrutineering helmet. These are my racing boots – those are my scrutineering boots. These are my racing gloves…….."

"Ja, I get ze picture."

"Bugger," said the Old Man, "the magneto chain's knackered. See if you can scrounge another one."

Me: "But when did you last replace it?"

Old Man: "1950, I think."

German: "Is kaput? Too old,  ja?" 

Me: "Yes, but I must look after him."

Old Man: “Bollocks.”

German: "Sorry, I don't understand."

Me: "Of course you don't. It's a joke, and you're a German."

German: "Ach, of course. Ze famous English sense of humour. Ha ha ha."

Other Germans: "Ha ha ha."

"Look," I said to the Old Man, "I'm not keen on riding it if the mag chain could jump off any minute."

"Don't be a poof."

"Poof?" said a German.

"Yes. You know – shirt lifter. Chutney ferret. Uphill gardener. Mattress muncher. Rump raider. Fudge nudger. Poo pusher."

"You English are a strange people. You have a hundred words for homosexual, but only one for chain."

After scrutineering, they went to town on their awning, equipping it with a camping table, deck chairs, workbench, tube lights, and an electric kettle. One of them then waved a three-pin plug in front of me.

"Esscuse pliss, vere is ze electricity?"

"This isn't Donington Park. There's no electricity here."

His face fell, and I remembered that "schadenfreude" is a German word. Next thing I know, this Kraut is round the back of the timekeepers' hut poking a voltmeter into odd wires running up the wall. Two minutes later, there was an extension lead running up the road and they had their electric kettle connected. You've got to hand it to them. It's no wonder they won the war.

I scrambled to the top of a bank for my first gander at the circuit (we had arrived after dark o'clock the previous day). It struck me as rather nadgery, and there were only about 200 yards a lap where you needed any power; the rest of it was “ear-oling” stuff – an important consideration when I was pitting my 1929 350cc mount against 750cc stuff from the 1970s. The track surface was very smooth, which meant that my rigid-girder chassis wasn’t at much of a disadvantage, and I was looking forwards to practice. Then, just before the main race and despite the blazing sunshine, it started to rain. Perfect!

The Germans retreated into the luxury of their awning, watching us work on the bike with the rain running down the back of our necks. They looked pretty smug, but I didn't care. Sure enough, I proceeded to smoke them (and everyone else, for that matter) in the race.  I coasted back to the pits, gave the Old Man a high five, and stuck the kettle on before the leading Kraut got back to his van.

"Vell done," he said, his lips tensed up like a cat's arse, looking  at my bike rather like Herman Goering might have looked at a Hawker Hurricane. 

"So," I thought to myself, "for you ze war is over."

Nevertheless, that evening I was reminded of another aspect to the German character – a readiness to get the beers in. They also produced a picnic hamper the size of a Panzer tank and started introducing us to various delicacies.

"Have some more wurst! Here, some cheese also! Und our special spicy black bread! Now we need some more, how you say, neck oil, ja?"

"Oh, ja, I should co-co."

"Der  Scruttock's Grumblebelly ist so much better zan zer Siegfried's Sfinkterloosen Pilsner."

Soon, we were no longer Brits and Krauts, just a bunch of bikers all together having a great time. We exchanged addresses, and then a thought hit me straight between the eyes. John Goodman, the founder of the Velocette company and father of Percy and Eugene Goodman, perhaps the greatest pair of engineers the British bike industry has ever seen, was originally Johannes Gutjemann, a German who came to Birmingham and married a local!


