I had a shock recently when I overheard some young guys arguing about GP racers. Who was best? The usual names came out – Doohan, Roberts, Sheene, even Lawson (eh?).  

Well, let me sort this out once and for all. There is one name to remember, and one only: Stanley Michael Bailey Hailwood, GM MBE. Mike the Bike.

Young fans might not realise just how good he was. He was better than Mr Doohan, Mr Fogarty, Mr Roberts, and Mr Sheene. He was better than all of them put together. Also, his mark of true greatness is that I bet that if you asked any one of those top riders, who are not exactly famed for their modesty, they would probably agree with me.

Mike’s career was no rags-to-riches story. He went to a public school, his dad (a millionaire when a working wage was £2 a week) owned the biggest motorcycle dealers in the country. Mike arrived at his first race meeting in a chauffeur-driven car, he always had the best bikes, set up by the best tuners, and he was the first to have a race transporter – no rusty van for him.  The bike mags always wrote gushing reviews; Mr Hailwood Snr and his vast advertising budget saw to that.

It would be easy to rubbish Mike if his performances were anything less than exemplary. Fortunately, they weren’t. He got on to the TT podium and won three out of the four British championships in his second year of riding. He was the first to win three TTs in a week, and he won four 500cc GP world championships in a row, picking up numerous 250 and 350 titles at the same time, before he was 25. 

Portrayed as a Golden Boy, Mike was no saint and very much “one of us”. Though shy, polite, and generous to a fault, he was also a prodigious shagger, prankster, drinker, and speed limit breaker. He kept a 500 Honda GP bike in his flat and was known to ride it round South London late at night if he was bored. He enjoyed punch-ups and detested authority, once getting a police driver sacked after giving a plod car a brake-test. The plod failed it, stuffing his Mk.II Jag up the back of Mike’s sports car.

Mike didn’t want to leave bike racing, but it sort of left him when Honda decided to pull out, paying him a jaw-dropping £50,000 (1967 money, remember) to promise not to race for anyone else. This, incidentally, is the reason why Giacomo Agostini is in the record books as having won more world championships;  Ago started his GP career wearing a Mike Hailwood replica helmet (and, devastated, he helped to carry Mike’s coffin twenty years later). Mr Agostini spent most of his career racking up easy wins because he had no effective opposition. His position with MV was what Mick Doohan’s would have been at Honda, if Mr Doohan’s bike had been the only Honda on the grid.

It amused Mike that the toffee-nosed world of car racing considered him a greasy oik biker; no-one guessed that he  had been to a posher school than any of them. Mike didn’t fool around in proddy cars, he went into single-seaters, with a view to going all the way to the top in F1. After winning the European F2 championship, he was set to emulate John Surtees’ feat and become only the second genuine double (car and bike) world champion. 

Mike’s F1 racing fizzled out because of a bad accident which crippled his right ankle and left him unable to make  “heel and toe” gear-changes. This was long before the era of computer-managed push-button gearboxes. His mechanics tried putting a twist-grip on the gear-lever,  but though Mike’s nature was to carry on and do his best, he eventually had to admit that his career was finished. 

Nevertheless, he was happy as  he limped away, as he’d never enjoyed car racing as much as bikes, anyway. Already a living legend, Mike was also a genuine hero, having been awarded the George Medal for running into a wall of fire to rescue a fellow car racer. He still had an army of fans in the bike world. He got older, he put on a few pounds. He couldn’t walk properly, he became bald, and he  grew a Mexican bandit’s moustache (very 1970s) to hide a scar on his top lip. He was developing business interests. He had a beautiful wife and two young children at home.

The problem was, he still had the bike bug, and he made a comeback  -  to the TT, of all places,  ten years after his last race. He was so nervous that he asked Mick Grant to show him around for a lap. “It was like God asking me to explain a bit of the bible,” said a bemused Mr Grant later. After all, Mike had set a lap record in 1967 (108.77mph) which stood for nine years.

Books have been written about how Mike won the 1978 F1 race on the Sports Motor Cycles Ducati with his right arm taped up after a practice crash. It was fairy-tale stuff. The books often overlook, though, that he was annoyed that he didn’t win the 500 GP race as well. He proved that the ’78 win was no fluke by coming back the next year to win on an RG500, again setting a new lap record (114.02mph). This record, set by a man who didn’t stick his knees out and couldn’t use the rear brake, stood for three years.

Finally free to enjoy retirement,  Mike went out to buy fish & chips with his kids, and his Rover crashed into a lorry which was making an illegal U-turn. Mike’s daughter was killed instantly, he died two days later in Birmingham Accident Unit. The lorry driver was fined £100 with £105 costs.

Mike Hailwood. Born 2nd April 1940, died 23rd March 1981. The best.

