
I was talking to  Nobby (world famous custom bike artist)  the other day, as he climbed off his squeaky clean brand spanking shiny new Suzuki SV650, and I was trying to eke another few miles out of the shagged chain on my ten year old FZR600.

“Your problem,” said he of  the mauve hair (he’s an artist, remember) “is that you are a tight bastard. Why not spend some money and do things right?”

I was a little stung by this criticism, which came as I was busy topping up the reservoir of my home-made chain-oiler with old chip fat. 

“Bollocks,” I replied (for rapier wit and erudite repartee have always been talents of mine). “Why spend sixty quid on a chain-oiler when I could make one myself?”

“You just don’t get it” he muttered, as I ran an old paintbrush around the inside of the chip-pan and used it to re-coat the elbow-patch of my wax cotton jacket. This resulted in Nobby’s  taking the piss even more, and I was all for throwing the brush at him, but I nearly fell over because the duct tape that was covering the hole in my boot had come loose and was sticking me to the floor.

Perhaps I do spray my money around with less than Onassis-like abandon, but I can’t help it. I am a product of my upbringing (ask any psychiatrist, social-worker, or other sandal-wearer). So, just like the Earl of Longleat’s son thinks it’s normal to have a thirty square mile back garden with lions in it, I thought it was normal for everyone’s dad to take oil from out of a race bike to put it into the van, out of the van to put it into the lawnmower, and out of the lawnmower to put it on the rear chain of the race bike. I now realise that  my dad was a tight git, but at the time I wasn’t to know. It was only later that I found out that some other dads took their vans to garages to be serviced - and they were weird vans, too. They had seats in the back, and no rear doors -  which made we wonder how they got the bikes in.

How lucky I am to have a dad like that! If he had just paid someone else to service his bikes, or bought new ones which never broke down, I wouldn’t have learned anything about engineering. Sadly, that system is now the norm.

A young student engineer these days can buy something like a GT550 to go to  university lectures, and finish an entire 4-year course without ever having to adjust the tappets. I even met a Ford apprentice recently who had a brand new Ka (“Well, what with the company discount, free insurance, and HP, I’d be crazy not to, innit”). Poor kid; he will never be a great car designer.

Engineers are now growing up without ever having to improvise; it’s why we no longer have any great inventions. Would James Boyd Dunlop have invented the pneumatic tyre if he’d had a Pan Euro to go to work on every day? Of course not.

It’s so obvious - why do Americans make bikes with no suspension and shite brakes which don’t go round corners? Because they have long, straight, smooth roads. Similarly, only an inventor living in England could have thought up heated bar grips - no-one would ever have the idea in the Caribbean, would they?

My first bike was a Suzuki GP100 (remember them?). My dad  was constantly having a go at me because of the dire state of this machine - frayed control cables, stripped threads, blown fork seals, black tape  round dodgy wiring, fuses replaced by 3/16” bolts, etc. It was so unreliable that I had to carry about a hundredweight of assorted spanners and spares  in the top-box, which didn’t much help the performance  - I’m not saying it was slow, but sometimes I saw Halley’s comet twice on the 15 mile trip to work, and I frequently got a bollocking for being late because I’d had to stop on the way for a lash-up repair job.  

All of this fault-finding, bodging, and making-do was a vital part of my training. Skills like this, learned the hard way, serve for a lifetime. The only reason that I can gas-weld now, for example,  is that soon after the GP100 expired, I bought an old Austin Mini (I was young and naive in those days, and easily led astray by the forces of darkness). The big joke was that I had welded so many bits of steel to it from the scrap bin at work  that there was more works steel in it than Austin steel - hence I was the only apprentice to have a “company car”. It was a grotbox, and a death-trap - but it taught me a lot. We all learn from mistakes, and the great thing is that you don’t have to learn from your own ones; Austin made so many mistakes on that Mini that I now have a PhD in how not to make a shite little car.

This is why, generally speaking, bikes owned by bike mechanics are the most ratty old wrecks that you can imagine. People think this reflects badly on them, but I disagree - I’m sure they put all of their pride in their customers’ bikes, where it belongs. I mean - there are plenty of excellent bald barbers about, innit?

Having started this page with Nobby, I think he can have the honour of finishing it off, for he is truly a man who knows the pain of improvisation. This, dear readers, is a  man who went to the clinic for a vasectomy having previously arranged a pillion ride back home on the back of a Harley-Davidson.  If medical researchers had to do that, we’d have the male contraceptive pill sorted tout de suite.


