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INTRODUCTION


If someone tells you they have never wanted a BMX, they’re probably lying. There is something about a BMX that appeals to kids, adults, cyclists and, more often than not, those involved in visual creativity. BMX bikes are iconic; they have a visual allure that is hard to quantify. Olympic gold-medal-winning cyclist Chris Hoy, who won three gold medals at the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, China, started his cycling career on a BMX. How did he get into BMX racing? He saw a BMX in the movie E.T. and had to get one. BMX bikes can have that effect on people.


It all began in the mid 1960s when bicycle manufacturer Schwinn released its Sting Ray model – a bike proportioned less like a road bike and more like a motocross (MX) motorcycle – so young kids could emulate their MX heroes. This was a response to the growing popularity of motocross (off-road motorcycle racing) in the United States at the time.


In 1969 one of the very first recorded bicycle motocross (BMX) races took place in Santa Monica, California, when teenage motocross rider and park attendant Ronald Mackler organized a race at the request of local kids. In 1970 Scot Breithaupt, a 13-year-old motocross racer from Long Beach, California, established a track in his area and not only organized races, but also founded the first sanctioning body of sorts for BMX – the Bicycle United Motocross Society (B.U.M.S.).


BMX was taking hold. The following year, 1971, is considered pivotal in BMX history. A motocross documentary called On Any Sunday (dir. Bruce Brown) arrived in cinemas across the United States and, while the film focused entirely on motorcycle racing, the opening sequence showed kids cycling customized Schwinns and hand-built bikes around a sun-drenched dirt track.


Every kid who saw the documentary wanted to get a bike and race on a dirt track or wheelie down their street. Even though the idea did not yet have a name, practically every boy in the United States wanted to ride a bicycle like it was a motorbike. They wanted to BMX.


By 1975, as the popularity of the sport took hold, manufacturers began creating bikes specially designed for it. This was the year that BMX held its first professional race and the 20-inch wheel was introduced as the specific-to-BMX size wheel – a standard that still exists today. Schwinn’s 1975 Scrambler model is a great example of an early production BMX bike. However, new companies (such as SE Racing) were beginning to emerge that were interested in experimenting with lighter materials and new welding techniques to create bicycles specially built for dirt-track racing. Off the track, other bike manufacturers saw an opportunity to cash in on the BMX craze. The Kawasaki BX200, which first appeared in the mid 1970s, is one of several factory-built bikes that looked like a motocross bike. It looked the part, and even won races (see page 20), but advancing bike technology soon meant that heavy bikes, complete with their ‘monoshock’ suspension systems, quickly became destined to rust away in sheds as lighter, stronger and faster bikes emerged.


In 1977 the American Bicycle Association (ABA) was formed as a national sanctioning body for the growing sport of BMX racing. In 1981 the International BMX Federation was founded and the first World Championships were held the following year. BMX was integrated into the Union Cycliste Internationale in 1993 and in 2003 the International Olympic Committee made BMX a full medal Olympic sport for the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, China. Latvian Maris Štrombergs and Anne-Caroline Chausson of France were crowned the first male and female Olympic BMX champions. Many riders who started out racing BMX bikes have gone on to achieve greatness in other cycling disciplines, such as the Australian Jared Graves, the aforementioned British Olympian Chris Hoy and fellow British team rider Jamie Staff.


Others involved in BMX have gone on to found manufacturing companies. Gary Turner, founder of GT Bicycles along with Richard Long, got into frame making because his son was a BMX racer in the early 1970s. Bob Haro, widely regarded as the pioneer of freestyle BMX riding, founded Haro Bikes – the first manufacturing company to produce BMX bikes specifically for performing freestyle tricks. Matt Hoffman, who took vert ramp riding to dizzying new heights (literally) as a teenager in the late 1980s and early 1990s, now owns his own bike company. So does Dave Mirra, another famed vert rider who has won medals in every X Games that he has taken part in since the games’ inception in 1995. Today, there are dozens of BMX manufacturers, hundreds of different models of production bikes have been devised and manufactured over the years, and riders continue to custom build their own bikes to suit their chosen discipline or style of BMX riding.


OLYMPIC GOLD-MEDAL-WINNING CYCLIST CHRIS HOY… STARTED HIS CYCLING CAREER ON A BMX BIKE. HOW DID HE GET INTO BMX RACING? HE SAW A BMX IN THE MOVIE E.T. AND HAD TO GET ONE. BMX BIKES CAN HAVE THAT EFFECT ON PEOPLE.
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Schwinn Sting Ray, submitted by Marc Seemann.


Schwinn launched its Sting Ray model in 1963. With its relatively small wheels, enormous handlebars and banana seat, it was meant to echo the form of motorbikes popular at the time. This is the bike kids were racing when bicycle motocross was born in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
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The Schwinn Scrambler, submitted by Michael Gamstetter.


BMX has come a long way since its humble origins on dirt tracks in California in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the associated culture is vast. Rad Rides: The Best BMX Bikes of All Time charts the development of BMX from the sport’s early days through to the present. The bikes themselves act as the sport’s DNA, adapting to and refl ecting its history through the trends of racing, freestyle and everything that has followed.


Due to the vast amount of BMX bikes produced and built since the sport’s inception, the selection of bikes included here should not be considered definitive. There are, without a doubt, dozens of amazing bikes – both factory production bikes and custom builds – that are omitted from these pages. However, these bikes have been selected for inclusion on account of their design, their look, and their place in BMX history. Some of the bikes shown are well-worn, having been ridden hard by their owners for years. Others are beautiful, sculptural works of art, built but never ridden and displayed in their owners’ homes as keepsakes. These bikes might recall good times past or realize a childhood dream of having a particular, previously unobtainable model. In this book we remove the riders from the picture and let the bikes themselves take centre stage. Where possible we have listed the component parts that make up each bike, although not every nut and bolt can be accounted for, particularly as the older bikes are approaching 40 years old.


A huge thank you to all the riders and collectors that have taken the time to photograph their bikes and submit them to be featured here in Rad Rides .




THE MULTIPLE DISCIPLINES OF BMX


IT WAS RACING THAT STARTED IT ALL, BUT THE OTHER OPTION FOR BMX RIDERS IS TO RIDE FREESTYLE, WHICH CAN BE SPLIT INTO FIVE DIFFERENT DISCIPLINES THAT ALL SHARE A COMMON GOAL: TO SHOW SKILL AND CREATIVITY ON A BMX BIKE. THERE ARE NO HARD AND FAST RULES.
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It all started with racing and now, of course, BMX racing is an Olympic sport. In the Olympics, eight riders compete in each race heat and the track is about 350–370 metres (a quarter of a mile) long with jumps, banked corners and other obstacles. The fastest rider wins – it’s as simple as that.
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To ride flatland, no ramps or obstacles are needed. All a flatland rider requires is a smooth flat surface, such as a car park or basketball court. Tricks are performed by spinning and balancing in a variety of body and bike positions. Flatland bikes tend to have a shorter wheelbase than other freestyle bikes. This means it requires less effort to make the bike spin or balance on one wheel. Flatland frames are usually reinforced because riders stand on them and put them under a whole range of stresses beyond merely sitting on the seat. The sprocket on a flatland rider’s bike tends to be considerably smaller (meaning the gearing is lower) than that on a bike set up for racing, because flatland riders don’t need to attain high speeds.
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Skate parks themselves dictate the styles developed and showcased by the riders using them. Concrete parks with bowls and pools have to be navigated in a certain way, just as wooden parks tend to have ramps and jumps and are generally more challenging, allowing riders to find flowing paths around the park and be a little more creative.
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There’s a clue in the name: street riders practice their discipline in the street using benches, ledges, steps, railings, other street furniture and architectural features as both obstacles to overcome and creative inspiration for tricks. Street riders tend to have no brakes and many opt for a front and back peg on just one side of the bike. Different riders set up their bikes according to their own preferences and personal riding styles.
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Trails riders ride over sequences of jumps built from compacted earth. Each jump consists of a take off, called a lip, and a landing, with each usually built as separate mounds divided by a gap. This gap can range from 60 cm to over 6 metres (2 to 20 feet) – 3.7 metres (12 feet) seems to be about average. Trails riders focus on flowing smoothly from one jump to the next and performing stylish tricks, while dirt jumpers are interested in jumping higher and performing the craziest possible tricks over larger, less flowing jumps. Trails riders usually run a rear brake and tend to use a gyro to make it easier to do bar spins while airborn. As a general rule, trails/dirt jumping bikes have longer wheelbases and chainstays than other BMX bikes to aid with stability.
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Vert riding is performed in a half pipe, typically around 2.5 to 3.5 metres (10 to 15 feet) high. Both faces of the ramp have a vertical extension to the transition, hence the name. Riders travel from one side of the ramp to the other, becoming airborn at the top of each side and performing tricks in mid air, such as spins and flips. The biggest ramp ever used in competition is the X Games Big Air Ramp. At 8.2 metres (27 feet) high, it is not for the faint-hearted. Vert riding pioneer and living BMX legend Matt Hoffman has broken bones 50 times, received 200 stitches, suffered from concussion 50 times, had 16 operations and even been in a coma – all as a result of pushing the boundaries of what is possible on a BMX bike.


 


BMX PARTS AND TERMINOLOGY


IN THIS BOOK WE SHOWCASE SOME OF THE BEST BMX BIKES OF ALL TIME AND, WHERE RELEVANT, WE LIST THE COMPONENT PARTS THAT MAKE UP EACH OF THESE BIKES. WE HAVE ALSO CREATED THIS EXPLODED DIAGRAM TO SHOW THE COMPONENTS, BOTH IN TERMS OF WHAT THEY LOOK LIKE AND WHERE THEY FIT ON A BMX.



[image: ] COMPONENTS

01: FRAME

02: BRAKE LEVERS

03: STEM

04: GYRO ROTOR

05: HEADSET

06: FORKS

07: PEGS

08: HUBS

09: SPROCKET/SPIDER/CHAINRING

10: CHAIN

11: BOTTOM BRACKET

12: CRANKS

13: PEDALS

14: FREEWHEEL/CASSETTE

15: BRAKES

16: BRAKE PADS

17: NIPPLES

18: SPOKES

19: RIMS

20: TYRES

21: BRAKE CABLE

22: SEAT POST CLAMP

23: SEAT POST

24: SEAT

25: GRIPS

26: HANDLEBARS
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The 1970s was the decade in which BMX was born and it all started on dirt tracks in California. Although Ron Mackler was encouraging kids in his area to race their Schwinn Sting Rays on his dirt track at Palms Park in Santa Monica as early as 1969, it was the promotional and organizational skills of another teenage motocross rider, Scot Breithaupt, that sparked the emergence of the sport we know as BMX today.


Breithaupt, a motocross racer and test rider for Yamaha motorcycles at just 13 years old, set up a track on a disused plot at Seventh and Bellfl ower in Long Beach, California, in 1970. He tested motorcycles there, but kids used to follow him round the course on their pedal bikes. So he started to encourage local kids, mainly pre-teens, to come and race on their bikes on the track. The word spread fast about these ‘pedal-cross’ races. One Saturday he had 35 kids racing; the next Saturday 150 turned up. Rather than allow himself to be overwhelmed, Breithaupt’s natural ability as a promoter and businessman soon became apparent. He obtained a lease to use the land, insurance, and set up the Bicycle United Motocross Society (B.U.M.S. for short), which acted as a kind of sanctioning body for the emerging sport. It provided rules, a points system, a skill-level structure, racing season and even trophies to be awarded to race winners.


Other sanctioning bodies for the sport would emerge later in the decade as BMX took hold across the United States. Ex-Hollywood stuntman and professional motocross race promoter Ernie Alexander set up the National Bicycle Association (NBA) in 1972. Neither Breithaupt’s nor Alexander’s sanctioning bodies lasted all that long for one reason or another, but The National Bicycle League (NBL), set up in 1974 by Florida-based George Esser, whose son Greg Esser was one of BMX’s first professionals, still exists today. In 1997 it joined USA Cycling, which is part of the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI). Also still going strong today is the American Bicycle Association (ABA), which was created in 1977 by Gene Roden and Merl Mennenga in Chandler, Arizona.


The activities of Breithaupt and others like him on Californian dirt tracks in the very early 1970s got a big boost in 1971 thanks to the opening sequence of motocross documentary On Any Sunday . The film was shown in cinemas across the United States and, although it focused entirely on motorcycle racing, the opening sequence showed kids racing customized Schwinns and hand-built bikes around a dirt track and pulling wheelies down suburban streets. Suddenly every kid in the United States wanted to ride a bike like it was a motorcycle.


Meanwhile, on the dirt tracks of California, boys were grouping together into teams, often organized by local bike shops, and finding out (the hard way) that BMX racing put strains on bikes that most of the non-specialist bikes at the time could not withstand. Tubing snapped, bladed forks bent and welds failed, causing bikes to simply crumple under their riders mid race. They just weren’t built to be raced off road and land numerous jumps. Bike technology had to develop fast. Fathers of kids involved who were welders or manufacturers started customizing bikes by adding gussets and experimenting with better welding.


Motorcycle manufacturers also saw the potential in BMX and so began making specialist parts and getting involved with BMX racing teams such as Rick Twomey’s Rick’s Bike Shop team and Scot Breithaupt’s team, named after his promotional company, Scot Enterprises (SE for short). Manufacturer Redline (then called Red Line) had considerable input from Twomey in creating the first tubular chromoly fork for BMX bikes in 1974, meaning heavy, bladed forks would soon be a thing of the past. The company also released its first frame in November of that year, known as the ’75 Squareback (see page 25). When Redline’s bike product tester, a 15 year old named Byron Friday, kept busting single clamp stems (such as the one shown on the 1975 Looptail on page 23), Redline developed a dual-clamp chromoly stem. Friday couldn’t break it. You can see one of these on the 1975 Monoshock on page 21. You can also see in this bike the kind of experiments being made in the mid 1970s with frame builds. However, as this chapter progresses, a more standardizedlooking bike emerges. By 1975 the 20-inch wheel had become the standard size for BMX bikes, and chromoly (a high-carbon super-strong and super-light steel alloy containing chromium and molybdenum), was fast becoming the material of choice for BMX frames and forks. Plenty of new manufacturers were founded at this time: Webco, Mongoose, JMC, FMF, DG, Two Wheeler and SE Racing. Stars of the sport also emerged, race winners whose names are now synonymous with the early days of BMX: Stu Thomsen, Harry Leary, Jeff Utterback and Scot Breithaupt himself, a BMX rider who took some beating.


TUBING SNAPPED, BLADED FORKS BENT AND WELDS FAILED, CAUSING BIKES TO SIMPLY CRUMPLE UNDER THEIR RIDERS MID RACE. BIKE TECHNOLOGY HAD TO DEVELOP FAST.


[image: image]


Breithaupt was a few years older than the kids he was encouraging to race and in 1978 he persuaded the various sanctioning bodies (NBA, ABA and NBL) to introduce a cruiser class in which older or bigger kids could race slightly bigger bikes with 26-inch wheels. See page 37 for an example of a cruiser designed by Breithaupt and manufactured through his SE Racing company.


In 1974 the concept of touring took off with Shimano’s BMX Tour, which was designed to promote BMX with their team riders acting as ambassadors, endorsing and selling BMX to the masses. In the same year the sport’s first magazine emerged, Bicycle Motocross News , started and edited by Elaine Holt. Holt is widely credited with having coined the term ‘bicycle motocross’ and therefore also BMX. Having its own magazine was crucial for the development of BMX in the 1970s. A couple of years later photographer Bob Osborn and daughter Windy would start their own magazine, Bicycle Motocross Action (later BMX Action ). 1974 was also the year of the Yamaha Gold Cup, which was the BMX Championship of California State. It was a BMX competition raced on a portable track (designed by Breithaupt) with finals staged at the LA Coliseum, an NFL football stadium.


As well as racing on reasonably flat tracks, various other disciplines of riding started to emerge throughout the 1970s. There were some killer downhill race courses, such as the one at Soledad Sands in Acton, California, where kids could race from the top of a steep hill to the bottom. For a few years sidehack BMX racing saw bikes fitted with sidecars for a teammate to ride in. The restored 1977 Gary Littlejohn Sidehack on page 28 shows what this type of bike looked like.


Beyond racing, kids started finding new places to have fun on their bikes. Once skateboarders started riding in empty bowl-shaped pools in Beverly Hills, it didn’t take long for someone to start ripping them on a bike. Park riding was born. Once riders were airborn on the verts of skate parks and abandoned swimming pool bowls, performing tricks was a natural progression. Fuelled by the kind of photography taken by the likes of Bob and Windy Osborn for BMX Action magazine, by the end of the 1970s BMX riders had a new goal beyond mere speed. The question was no longer simply how fast, but how stylishly.
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1975


KAWASAKI BX200


[image: ] SUBMITTED BY MICHAEL DE WIT


[image: image]


As kids began converting their Schwinn Sting Rays to look like motocross bikes, it made perfect sense that the first production bikes should come from the very same companies that were building those motocross bikes. Yamaha, Suzuki and Kawasaki were all early players in the BMX game and even developed their own race teams. Kawasaki had its fair share of top riders, including the sport’s first star, BX200-riding Dave Clinton. The first racer to win an official number one plate of any kind, Clinton was National and American Bicycle Association (NBA) number one when the title was introduced in 1975.


The Kawasaki BX200 featured an aluminium frame with a motorcycle swing-arm design for ‘optimim handling and durability’. The rear end also featured two-way adjustable shock absorbers. The bike came with an integrated stem and motorcycle-type steering head, cross-braced handlebars, waffle grips, forged steel one-piece cranks, ‘self-cleaning’ pedals, MX-style banana seat and a coaster brake. Although the black rubber boot on the forks gives the appearance of suspension, the front forks are in fact rigid.


The bike shown here is almost completely original except for the grips, a survivor of 35 years and counting. ‘This bike came along when a great friend of mine (Ezra Fee, R.I.P.) gave me his old BX200 frame that he used to ride as a kid,’ explains Vans art director Michael de Wit. ‘When looking for parts online, I came across this complete bike for a great price. I’m now waiting anxiously to find the right time for a restoration – there are a few restored ones out there, but not many are as original as this.’


1975


REDLINE MONOSHOCK
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Redline began life in 1970 (then called Red Line), as a company of six, making motorcycle frames and parts. It wasn’t until 1974 that its first BMX product hit the market in the form of a pair of revolutionary chromoly tubular forks – the first created for push bikes to replace bladed forks. Only a few years later, Redline would have one of the best reputations in BMX, both for its products and for its race team, which boasted one of the sport’s early stars, Stompin’ Stu Thomsen.


Redline’s 1975 Monoshock frame did its best to appeal to motocross fans. In 1974 and 1975 several manufacturers, including Dan Gurney (DG), Yamaha and Webco, also produced frames that incorporated a single ‘mono’ shock absorber. However, sprung suspension didn’t last long as a BMX frame feature. It tended to add weight and dissipate rider energy more than it aided rider comfort.


1975


COOK BROS. ‘S’ BAR
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The Cook Bros. company was set up by two brothers, Craig and Gary Cook, in the mid 1970s. This particular bike was rider Denny Davidow’s original race bike and you’d be hard-pressed to find an earlier example of a Cook Bros. bike. Davidow raced from 1975 through to the mid 1980s, originally for Delta Racing Products (DRP) and then for Skyway as their top pro rider for several years.




1975


REDLINE ‘PALFREYMAN’ LOOPTAIL
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Named after John ‘Snaggletooth’ Palfreyman – an early pioneer of the sport who rode with Rick’s Bike Shop team in the early days of BMX racing, along with fellow teammates David Clinton, Doug Takahashi and Thom Lund. Palfreyman was certainly among the top five ranking riders in 1974–75 along with David Clinton, Bobby Encinas, John George and Stu Thomsen.


According to its owner, Juan Mattos, this is the first rigid frame manufactured by Redline and is the first of only two ever produced. It was Best of Show winner at Rockford in 2004.




1975


JMC XP-2
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Jim Melton Cyclery (JMC) started as a bike shop in 1969 and sponsored BMX riders in the 1970s, including Harry Leary, Clint Miller, David ‘Tinker’ Juarez and Darrell Young. While JMC began manufacturing BMX bikes in 1977, this bike, also known as the JMC Experimental 2, predates JMC’s first production run of BMX bikes and was built as rider Harry Leary’s personal team bike. XP-2 is the frame serial number of this particular bike.


1976


REDLINE SQUAREBACK
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Redline launched its very first production BMX frame in late 1974, with no small amount of design input from Rick Twomey and his Rick’s Bike Shop race team. The frame was to be known as the ’75 Squareback on account of its angled rear stays with rectangular tubing. Shown here is the ’76 Squareback. It sports a larger gusset than the previous model, which had a small gusset like the one on the Palfreyman Looptail on page 23.


The rear stays on the ’76 Squareback are still made of rectangular chromoly tubing, but are smoother in the bends than those of its predecessor.


1976


TWO WHEELER STROKER II
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In the mid 1970s Two Wheeler had great riders riding for them, such as Jeff Bottema, Tinker Juarez and Brian Lewis. Lewis became the first cover boy for Bicycle Motocross Action, appearing on a Stroker II on the cover of the magazine’s debut issue in late 1976.


Founded and owned by Marshal Wheeler, Two Wheeler’s Stroker frames were a huge success on BMX race tracks in the mid 1970s and are still popular with collectors now – no doubt for their distinctive square-framed tubing and their place in BMX history.


1977


ROGER DECOSTER (SHORT)
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FRAME: ROGER DECOSTER SHORT


FORKS: ROGER DECOSTER


BARS: MONGOOSE STAINLESS


STEM: TUF-NECK


HEADSET: TANGE AW-27


CRANKS: ASHTABULA 165MM


SPROCKET: THREE ARROWS


PEDALS: KKT


CHAIN: IZUMI


HUBS: ACS DATED 1977


RIMS: ARAYA 7B (THICK SPOKES)


TYRES: NOBBIES


SEAT: KASHIMAX


SEAT POST: FLUTED ALLOY


SEAT POST CLAMP: TUF-NECK


GRIPS: WINNER’S CIRCLE





Roger DeCoster was a motocross rider who won five World Championships racing 500cc bikes. He was widely recognized as one of the best riders of his time.


During the 1970s it was clear marketing sense for BMX manufacturers to team up with big-name riders and launch products off the back of this relationship. The Roger DeCoster brand was set up by BMX Products to be sold directly to Schwinn.
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