In a cold shed in Leicestershire last week, an old, bald git was pondering over ways to make his bike faster for the coming race season. The git concerned (for it was me) was talking to the mechanic and tuner, an even older bald git known as “me Dad”. I was trying to impress upon him how I wanted the set-up changed to improve the handling, but I wasn’t making any headway. You would have thought that communication would be easy; the bike has hardly changed since it was made more than seventy years ago, we have both won races on it, we are both engineers, we are the same size, the same weight, and have the same genes. One would suppose that communication would be almost telepathic, but it wasn’t. It rapidly occurred to me that we were speaking two different languages when talking about the chassis, and the gulf which separated us related to the only new parts on it: the tyres.

In me Dad’s day, tyres were round and black things which you changed (reluctantly) when they were worn down to the canvas. There was a vague idea that they should be kept as narrow as possible to avoid drag, and that a deeply-treaded design was good for the wet, but that was just about as far as it went. No thought was given to compound, tread pattern, construction, sidewall rigidity, or temperature. Tyres certainly weren’t things you could feel, lean on, push, or slide. The rapid advance in tyre performance is a surprisingly recent phenomenon – even Kenny Roberts Senior, hardly a relic of ancient history, reported that he couldn’t get his head around how much grip modern tyres give when he had a go on one of his Modenas bikes. Ironic, really, when you consider that it was King Kenny himself who played a large part in bringing slicks into bike racing when the old codgers didn’t want to know about them.

Me Dad is pretty quick on the uptake, though, and he didn’t miss how I had got through several sets of knee-sliders and two right boots last season, as well as falling off after getting new bits of the bike to touch down while exploring angles of lean never before encountered in the bike’s seventy-two year history. Though he remembers a bike that handled perfectly on the rubber of the day,  I was describing how the grip of modern tyres ties the chassis in knots and turns the bike into a slap-happy, evil handling monster.

We have made the bike faster by putting modern rubber on it, but we can’t get any more power out of the engine, because modern engines aren’t really any better. Are there any important developments which have allowed advancement to the design of racing engines? Not fuel injection, that was around in the 1920s. So were desmodromic valve trains, double overhead cams, and four-valve heads. The early aces with their aviator goggles and caps on backwards believed that the future held a promise of mega-power due to advances in fuel technology. They all thought that a mad scientist would soon come up with a miracle brew yielding grunt beyond the dreams of avarice – yet their engines were running on petrol-benzole, which had a much better octane rating (though octane ratings hadn’t yet been invented) than the unstable, expensive, chemical ridden, carcinogenic, unleaded goat-piss  of gasoline that we are forced into using today.  Ironically, the pioneers were right, of course – we now know all about nitro-methane and nitrous oxide injection; we’re just not allowed to use them.

The greatest changes in engine design have also come courtesy of a technology which has advanced rapidly recently, after remaining unchanged for a hundred years or so. With modern synthetic oils, we can run frightening ratios of rod length to stroke, amazingly short piston skirts, and vicious opening ramps on our cams. Broadly speaking, that’s the only difference between a Suzuki Goose engine and a Rudge Ulster from the 1930s – they’re both four-valve air-cooled 350cc singles, and  they both kick out a bit over 30bhp. Not what I’d call progress.

So, if the two greatest advances of the last century (tyres and oil) were so unexpected, what will the next two be? If the past is anything to go by, whatever your guess is – it’s wrong.  

The one thing that remains constant down the generations of bike racers is what howlingly great fun it is. Though me Dad was never paid to race a bike, he was pretty good as an amateur, and he certainly enjoyed himself. One generation later, so do I. I’m no superstar, of course, and let me tell you – I’m glad. I’ve seen these superstars and worked with them, and would I swap places? Never. It’s more fun the way I do it. 

There’s no pressure on me to get results. I don’t have pain-killing injections and jet-lag. I don’t have a personal trainer or a special diet; I don’t stay away from the ale the week before a race, and I don’t go to bed early the previous night. There are no queues of spotty kids annoying me for autographs, and that’s just how I like it. I don’t have to dress smartly and chat amiably with a bunch of tediously annoying fuckwits called “sponsors” (or, come to think of it, journalists). I communicate with my rivals by buying them beer, not through my lawyer or by slagging them off in the press.

This “the better you are the less fun you have” paradox isn’t unusual, fortunately. Think of Kevin Snooks, shelf-stacker at Sainsbury’s by day, and performer in amateur operatics by night. As he walks out in front of a meagre crowd in the church hall to start singing “A Wand’ring Minstrel I” from the Mikado, is he any less happy than Luciano Pavarotti launching into Pucchini’s “Nessun Dorma” at La Scala? I think not.

