LETTER FROM JAPAN.


It was my business partner, an indefatigable surfer of net and fixer of contacts, who introduced me to Mr Shin Kondo and his tuning company, Corse. “He’s got a 197bhp SB6 which runs 203mph on carbs, and he says you can have a go on it the next time you go to Japan. Maybe you should call him.” With all the reluctance of Oliver Reed being asked to call a brewery, I did. 

Corse  is based in Hiratsuka, an unremarkable town within the Tokyo conurbation best known for Bellmare, its very average footy team. I don’t know Tokyo, because I used to live in Japan’s second city, Osaka, which together with the nearby cities of Kobe and Kyoto forms a rival capital. Being a bit off the beaten (bullet train) track, Hiratsuka is a bugger to get to, and I had to summon up a lot of enthusiasm to leave my girlfriend’s flat before daybreak on Saturday, pausing only to feed her two rabbits (whose names are “Brad” and “Pitt”) on the way out.

I  started to worry when Kondo-san  drew me a  map of how to get to the  motorway. I did once try to test a bike on a motorway before, in the UK, when Bruntingthorpe  was a two mile long sheet of ice - and was rewarded for my initiative with  a day in Hendon Magistrate’s Court, a £300 fine, and six points on my licence. Now, I was in the land of the blanket 100km/h speed limit, which is savagely enforced  - the cops will ram you if you don’t stop.

The main road from Nagoya to Tokyo is pretty crowded at the best of times - not only with cars, but coppers and radar traps, too. However, you could hardly call this the best of times - 1pm on the Saturday before a bank holiday........and most people in Japan work a half-day on Saturday.  The slip-road was my first chance to give it a bit of gas, and I wasn’t disappointed.

I’m not normally a great one for wheelies, but I thought I might as well give the loud-handle a bit of a tweak, and was awarded with quite a minger - first gear only, but anyway I only just managed to get everything back into my pants before slithering to a stop at the back of the queue for the toll booth. I was stuck behind some stupid old trout who was trying to get the  fee out of a bag of one-yen coins, so to amuse myself  I let the clutch out gingerly in first gear with the front brake on and soon lost her in a cloud of acrid blue rubber  smoke. When she finally pissed off out the way, much fumbling with cold fingers eventually uncovered the pre-paid card that Kondo-san had generously provided, and the old boy in the kiosk was chatting away, but I didn’t understand his thick Tokyo accent (imagine a Jap who learned English in Newcastle trying to understand a Cockney). Then he patted me on the shoulder, leaned forward, and said “Okyaku-sama, ki o tsukette  na” (“Awright Guv, mind how you go,  innit”) whilst nodding darkly towards an unmarked police car parked near the slip-road. 

Sweat? I nearly shat myself - had they seen my wheelie? What about the burnout? I am very, very scared of Japanese plods. They are divided into two categories. Your average neighbourhood PC is typically a lardy old duffer who spends most of his life sitting in the cop-shop massaging statistics of petty theft downwards to make it look as if there’s no crime on his beat (when my scooter was nicked, the coppers didn’t put it down as a crime because it was recovered, and it was suggested that I had just forgotten where I had parked it. Yeah, right - I must also have forgotten shoving a screwdriver in the steering lock and ripping half the wiring loom out). Think of Sergeant Bilko in a blue shirt instead of  a black and white TV show and you have the right idea.  

However, the polis that will get after you if you try to run through a speed check or otherwise misbehave on the motorway are an entirely different breed belonging to a different organisation, and are not to be messed with. Trained in anti-terrorist techniques like special forces soldiers, these guys do not fuck about. They are dressed in heavy body armour & steel helmets, with pistols, batons, riot shields, and big boots - they are expert in all forms of dodgy martial arts, and basically act like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles but without the sense of humour.

Remember, the army in Japan is not operational, so if you are a hard-man and you fancy  earning a living as a professional lean, mean fighting machine, there’s no equivalent of our Parachute Regiment or Royal Marine Commando for you to join - so you become a policeman. 

A few days before, I had watched a Japanese  TV programme similar to  our “Police Camera Action”, which  showed one of these guys leap from a patrol car, run up behind a biker who had stopped in traffic, and effect an arrest by twatting him several times with a baseball bat. They showed this on TV - just imagine what they  get up to when the cameras aren’t switched on! 

Various scenarios of this type, together with my entire life in time-lapse photography, were passing before my eyes as I clocked that patrol car on the slip-road. I also had a worrying thought - since the Japanese are famous for  their communal baths, whatever would  happen to my lithe, white, Adonis-like body if  I had to bend over to pick up the soap  in a Japanese prison?

If I’m not back in the UK by the time you get this,  you will know what happened next. I wonder if the Foreign Office knows any good arsehole surgeons?


