
THE ISLAND

Last month,  I overtook a police car at 130mph without getting nicked. Every publican and restaurateur was nice to me, even though I was wearing leathers. I watched David Jefferies clock up the first 125mph lap, and saw Joey Dunlop compile a hat-trick of hat-tricks. I also saw a 42-year-old racer suffer fatal injuries.

People have strong views about the TT. I write as the world's number 1 fan. Because I love the TT and the Manx GP so much, I'm anxious that the antis don't get their hands on it. It was a tad ironic that news of races on the Island claiming their 200th victim in  a century preceded by two weeks a widely-publicised report that 1,000 people a year die falling down stairs, but that won't help us. Many people, even Islanders, want the TT banned.

Your average Manx residents are no longer of farming stock, pleased to make a few quid on the side running  B&B. They are more likely to be relative newcomers who wear shiny suits and earn fifty grand a year in a bank. After a hard day's shafting people out of their money, nothing makes these folks more angry than finding that the roads are still closed due to a delayed race just when they want to go home in their Mercedes SLKs. As far as they're concerned, the IoM is just an offshore tax-free banking area, the same as the Bahamas except it rains more. A huge number of yuppie Manx types book their hols for TT fortnight to get away from those noisy, leather-clad biking oiks who have a great time whilst also having relatively little money. No wonder bankers hate them.

I believe that we must act now to protect  the TT by making it more safe, I'd like to float a few ideas. 

Firstly, I think the riders should be encouraged to go more slowly. No, really. I would try to discourage the "banzai" racer approach, and help "steady" riders like Joey Dunlop or Milky Quayle. Measures like banning the use of race tyres (slicks or wets) and also banning wheel changes, together with longer races, would get riders to think "better take this steady to get to the end" rather than "give it max right from the start." 

After the Proddy race, which was run in appalling conditions of rain and mist, Michael Rutter was reported as saying that he was "just riding round." Well, that's the way it should be, as far as I'm concerned. Every biker who even fills out an entry form for the Island is already a hero in my book, and there's no need to ride beyond safe limits to underline it. 

Having made the riders and the tyres slower, we could start on the bikes. You don't need a 190bhp R1 to make a great race, the Ultra-Lightweights on 40bhp were just as exciting. So why not restrict things to proddy bikes? I'm sure the factories would give more support to a proddy formula, and it would give riders in non-factory teams a much fairer crack. It is, after all, supposed to be the "Tourist Trophy" – a reliability time-trial, and not a race. If you want to go racing on tuned-to-bollox road bikes, you should be in WSB. If making the ultimate racer is your thing, get into GPs. The TT should stick to what it does best. The organisers make a big deal about racing on “real roads”, so why not use real roadbikes on real tyres? Surely it’s not too much to ask for a tyre to last 6 or 8 laps (only 250 miles)?

I think the course could be improved, but not in the way that people normally think. If a curve is dangerously fast and has a brick wall round it, it's crazy to make the road smoother or wider. You should make the corner SLOWER, i.e. narrower and tighter. A good way to achieve this would be by lining the outside with straw bales and air fence. Obvious, innit? Any number of stone-lined high speed corners (like Handleys and Laurel Bank) could be turned into slow chicanes by having the outside of the bend stacked with tyre walls, straw bales, and air fencing. There is a house on the outside of the corner at Ballacraine, and there's a line of bales in front of it. But, since the road is about 30 yards wide there (it's a crossroads normally) why not have a tyre wall and an air fence too? If it tightens up the corner and knocks 15mph off, so much the better for everyone – racers, spectators, and emergency services. The organisers of the Manx Rally for cars even make chicanes out of straw bales in the middle of straights to reduce the maximum speeds, and whilst I don't think this is the way to go for bikes, it certainly shows a line of thought.

The safety video shown on the big screen at Bushy's has footage of a bloke at Ballaugh Bridge, who slides off and breaks his leg against the kerb. But he shouldn't have hit the kerb in the first place – there could have been a three-deep layer of bales in front of it. Again, that's a junction in the centre of a village, so the road is fifteen yards wide – yet there was only one straw bale in front of the lamp post. Rugger-buggers put more padding round their goal-posts! Every post near the course should be rubber-coated and padded all year round, and have a wall of bales piled in front of it for the races. If they stick out into the course and make the racing line tighter and slower, so much the better.

Purists think that doing 150mph by stone walls is a vital part of the TT.  I say, bollocks. The slowest and safest corners – like Ramsey Hairpin, the Gooseneck, or Governor’s Bridge – attract the biggest crowds.


