
A BRITISH WORLDBEATER

At the edge of a Leicestershire forest, there lives a hermit who cannot understand the modern world. A wild, bearded, coot-bald little man, he doesn’t know that the war is over, is untouched by Christendom and its beliefs,  and is so shy that some say he does not exist at all - though rumours persist because of the weird scribblings which he leaves behind.

His life is one of contrasts. Spending much time in his lair, scornful of  contact with his local surroundings, he has nevertheless spent half his life roaming the world in search of enlightenment. He does not read newspapers or watch TV, yet he spends hours studying the ancient texts of the masters - indeed he often communes with wise wizards of the Far East by telepathy (and the internet).

He has never tasted a McDonalds meal, and thinks microwave ovens work by witchcraft. Farmers speak of seeing him hunting for sustenance amongst the creatures of the half-light, armed with nothing but his acutely-developed senses (and a car lamp and a shotgun). Eschewing the comforts of wool and cotton, he usually wears animal skins (and  carbon-fibre). His body becomes ill when treated with modern stimulants like Coca-Cola or Red Bull, yet thrives when liberally doused with waters from the freshwater springs of the forest  (and of Marston and Theakston).

Some who try to find his lair dismiss him as no more than  folklore, but locals mutter of the ghostly howl  of a secret dyno in the middle of a rain-lashed night when Crampy, the wild man of Leicestershire, is performing his secret, sacred rites once again. Like King Arthur of Tintagel, he is waiting, saving his strength and his wisdom  for the time when the country that spurned him will need him most. 

Still there are those who persist, and beseech his help, even before this great day of reckoning. He will sometimes respond,  if the cause is noble and the protagonists are stout of heart (and fat of wallet). Welcome to Crampy’s kingdom..........

Every now and then something appears in my world which rouses me from my bored existence waiting for the call, and makes me think, wow! These moments are what I'm in the bike business for - I'm certainly not stupid enough to think that I might get rich, have fun, or anything like that.

A northern visitor recently dropped off a 250 GP racer for me to work on, which was designed and built in the land of the Red Rose. He enlightened me as to the designs, the test results, and the various drawings he was going to turn over to me. Most unusually for me, I was impressed.

The chassis is a slim twin-spar sort of affair which would look fairly conventional these days but for the fact that it is made of carbon fibre. The spars are quite deep, but it's still easy to get to the engine, which is a tandem twin a bit like the Rotax 256 that Aprilia used to have before they bent the front cylinder over to make it look more like a vee. The cranks are geared together so that they contra-rotate, and the induction is by discs. Because the pistons go up and down together, there is perfect primary balance and "big bang" type firing.  The team have already stretched their 250 into a 350, and it seems that there is room to go even bigger in easy stages, rather like Aprilia did with their 400-ish engine.

By chance, the first time I saw the bike there was a Honda RS250 parked next to it. The Honda has a slightly shorter wheelbase, but it's higher, wider, and not so comfy to sit on. The British bike is small, light, very well designed and put together, and looks gorgeous - not simpering, posing, Ulrika Jonsson gorgeous but the serious, dedicated, no-nonsense gorgeous of a top British athlete like Denise Lewis. So will it get the gold?

The usual way for projects like these to turn pear-shaped is to have some well-meaning journalist give them the kiss of death by announcing them as a great new British world-beater.  Fortunately, I needn't worry because they already have beaten the world - or very nearly.  They finished in the top 10 in their first GP, and got on to the podium in their first season. How could you have missed this British team doing the business with a state-of-the-1998-art carbon fibre bike? The answer is that you missed it because they did it in 1982, just before the 350 class that was their niche was axed. They - the Armstrong company -  were caught on the hop with their new 250 and 500 not finished, and they bit the dust.

If you saw where Armstrong and Aprilia were in 1982, and you knew that only one of them would be a multi-million pound sports bike producer in 15 years, it would beggar belief that Armstrong would go to the wall. Why do these Great British Hopes die, when foreign companies like Bimota can release three hopeless dogs, one after the other, and still survive to fight again?

My theory is that they fail precisely because they are British - we Brits fail time and again because we obey the rules, we pay our taxes, we stick to contracts, we pay the banks back when we are supposed to, etc etc. This is why we are such good people - and such good losers. In the modern world Brits are civilized, born to play a straight bat, keep a stiff upper lip, lose gracefully, and be the first to buy a round afterwards; this is just the way it’s meant to be. Unless, of course, we can return to the Old Ways, when noble British knights would  smite their foes a good twat round the head using the sword of the lady of the lake without a second thought.

If you have ancient wisdom to share, reach  into the dark void and commune with the all-seeing one, ian.cramp@dial.pipex.com.


