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INTRODUCTION


Ducati. The name means so much more than just a motorcycle to so many of us. It is an obsession that can leave fans of other marques bewildered, never mind those from outside motorcycling. This is despite the fact that Ducatis can be fickle, fragile beasts even with the regular, expensive fettling the older bevel camdrive twins and later eight-valve engines demand. But that’s the price you pay running what are effectively exotic racing motorcycles on public roads. Yet in between the demise of the 1970s bevel twins and the rise of the fuel-injected Superbike range in the 1980s, Ducati developed a new range of motorcycles that were reliable, affordable, yet still visceral and exciting to ride. Indeed I would wager that for most people, most of the time, a mid-nineties Ducati 900SS is one of the finest and most satisfying motorcycles ever built, yet can still be bought for Japanese middleweight money.


The 1993 900SS also introduced the word Desmodue into the Ducatisti’s lexicon. Meaning ‘two desmo’, it was part of a rebranding exercise that saw the 900SS take the colours of the iconic 916, a motorcycle that had arrived with ‘Desmoquattro’ emblazoned across its flanks. This referred to the 4-valve cylinder heads – quattro is Italian for four – which the liquid-cooled, fuel-injected Ducati Superbike range had pioneered, allowing them to compete with Japanese 4-cylinder motorcycles on the racetracks of the world. Retrospectively the term Desmodue has come to mean the 2-valve head, cambelt Ducati twins even though many of the old bevel camdrive Ducatis – from the first 350 Mark 3D to the final Mike Hailwood Replica Mille – had desmodromic 2-valve heads. But then these models were modified conventional valve spring engines, where what is referred to as the Desmodue family – starting with the 500 Pantah – were designed from the outset for desmodromics: a positively controlled valvetrain that didn’t rely on springs to close valves. The resulting cylinder heads were too compact to be retrospectively fitted with valve springs: Ducati were betting everything on a Desmodromic future.
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Desmodues on the Moto Giro. An early but typically modified M600 Monster and 1000 SportClassic. GREG PULLEN





This brings up a point on terminology throughout this book: respecting the Desmodue and Desmoquattro labels, references to a 2-valve or 4-valve engine means the number of valves per cylinder, even though these are twin cylinder motors that therefore have double that valve count. It would just be too wearing to read (and type!) two valves per cylinder on every single occasion.


Although I must confess to finding the first Desmodue, the Pantah, a little underwhelming – trying to grasp how this related to a friend’s thundering 860 GTS was beyond my modest imagination – the TT2 racer that it morphed into is one of my very favourite Ducatis of all, showcasing its designer, Fabio Taglioni, at his most brilliant. Another Desmodue is not only another of my favourite Ducatis, but also the first Ducati I owned, many years ago – although my choice will horrify some Ducati enthusiasts – the 750 Paso. But the Paso was ground-breaking and I was already a huge fan of its designer, Massimo Tamburini. Sadly no longer with us, Tamburini had already proved his genius with the Bimota SB2, and would go on to create his opus major, the 916. The Paso is cruelly ignored, a fabulous and versatile motorcycle that is probably the cheapest Ducati you can buy.


But then, the Desmodue range has always featured the quirkiest Ducatis, as well as some of the best. Nobody expected the Monster to be such a hit, let alone go on to become the best-selling Italian motorcycle of all time. Then there was the original Hypermotard, which astounded all who rode it, with a surprising number of owners thinking it the best Ducati – and therefore the best motorcycle – that they had ever ridden. But, like the Monster range, the Hypermotard has now become a Desmoquattro and, although these engines are more flexible and faster than Desmodues, as well as better able to meet environmental regulations, the liquid-cooling plumbing does spoil the look. Yet, despite fabulous looks, the SportClassic (yes, it was just one word) Desmodue range didn’t sell well when it was launched. With hindsight, the concept was ahead of its time, and dealers had to discount massively to sell them when new. Ironically, today a good SportClassic will cost you more than it would have done new. There’s good news therefore in the shape of Ducati’s latest Desmodue, the Scrambler, which is fun, fast – and affordable. It actually sells new for less than a second-hand SportClassic might cost.


In researching and writing this story of Ducati’s Desmodue history I am indebted to a number of people. First and foremost is Pat Slinn, famous as a mechanic for Mike Hailwood’s and Tony Rutter’s TT World Championships for Ducati. Pat also worked for the UK Ducati importers Coburn and Hughes before going on to Sports Motorcycles and then fettling Tony’s world beating TT2s and TT1.


Other absolute legends that have helped me are a Ducati roll of fame. Multiple World Champion Phil Read kindly told what the 500 GP was like to race, with Sammy Miller, famous for his trails riding and fabulous museum, giving a similar insight into the 125 GP. Steve Wynne and unsung hero Ron Winder were kind enough to confirm details of Sports Motorcycles’ remarkable TT achievements. Ivar de Gier also helped greatly, especially with insights into Fabio Taglioni’s efforts to build a successful Desmoquattro. Thanks must also go to those who encouraged me, especially my wife Joanna and Crowood’s commissioning editor Hannah Shakespeare. I am similarly indebted to the owners of Ducati Desmodues who offered their experiences and insights, most especially John Fallon of Made in Italy Motorcycles, Dutch von Anderson of Bike Shed fame, along with Alun Wright and Ian Phillis. My gratitude too extends to fellow authors and Ducati enthusiasts Alan Cathcart and Ian Falloon, who were kind enough to point me in the right direction when other sources failed. Phil Aynsley, a gifted photographer and a man who has only ever owned Ducatis, was also a great help and introduced me to Ian Gowanloch of Italspares. I am also indebted to another Australian Ducati specialist, Michael Fuller at BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU, as well as many others who selflessly contributed photographs.


Finally, as with previous research, a special thanks to Cook Neilson, editor of the US Cycle magazine at the beginning of this story. Cook is still a better wordsmith than pretty much anyone who has ever written about motorcycles, with the possible exception of his successor at Cycle, Phil Schilling. Cook offered his opinion on why Ducati racing with the original L-twin set them on the path to glory, and how they very nearly decided to build diesel engines rather than motorcycles. For the introduction to Cook, as well as much else including factual guidance and beautiful photographs I must also thank Vicki Smith of ducati.net and Rich Lambrechts of Desmopro.


While the Desmodue Ducatis might lack the glamour of the earlier twins and the Superbike ranges they are every bit as important. In truth the 1990s 900SS and Monster made the money that allowed Ducati to develop and race the Desmoquattros, while providing many riders with their first taste of the Ducati experience. The Desmodues are incredibly satisfying motorcycles, and it has been a joy to research and write about them. And, of course, to ride them.
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The new Scrambler is the latest Desmodue, described by Ducati as ‘post-heritage’, taking the best of the past and creating something unique yet absolutely contemporary. VICKI SMITH/DUCATI.NET







CHAPTER ONE


                                                       


FROM ELETTROTECNICA TO MECCANICA, FROM SINGLES TO TWINS


When the three Ducati brothers left their eponymous factory, shortly after World War II, one went on to become a rocket scientist, another an estate agent and the third to make automatic gates. The talents these roles demanded – scientific genius, a clear mind under pressure and precision engineering – might be essential when establishing a successful motorcycle business, but the Ducati family had nothing to do with Ducati motorcycles. The bikes came later, after the war and political gamesmanship had brought the Ducati brothers’ business to its knees.


Ducati was founded on 4 July 1926 as Scientific Society Radio Brevetti Ducati SpA, financed by selling a property in Florence belonging to the brothers’ father, Antonio Cavalieri Ducati. He was eager to build a company around his brilliant eldest son, Adriano, already a physicist of note by the age of nineteen. Having moved the family from Comacchio on Italy’s east coast some 100km (60 miles) west to Bologna, industrial engineer Antonio wanted to take advantage of the city’s reputation as the hotbed of Italy’s industrial revolution. The university was also a world leader in physics and radio telegraphy, thanks to Bologna’s most famous son at the time, Guglielmo Marconi. Founder of the company that still bears his name, Marconi started on his rise to fortune and fame by winning the Nobel Prize in Physics with his pioneering work on long-distance radio transmission.


A REVOLUTION IN RADIO


Adriano Ducati was very much following in Marconi’s footsteps when his home-made radio equipment transmitted the first bilateral radio wave between Italy and America. His brilliance soon came to the attention of the world and the Italian government by allowing a ship, for the first time, to keep in radio contact with five continents at once. For this Adriano was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Crown of Italy, not least because his radio required just 90 watts while Marconi’s equipment needed 2,000. Suddenly international radio transmission didn’t require a specialist power supply.
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Adriano Ducati, from a personal album but used as the first Ducati publicity photograph. VICKI SMITH
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A Manens capacitor, Ducati’s first product. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU
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If you make radio capacitors, a complete radio is an obvious new product: the Ducati Radio RR3404. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU





Ducati’s first offices were three rented rooms near to the centre of Bologna, with equipment being manufactured at home. The aim of the business was to exploit Adriano’s patents, of which there were eventually over 200. The first Ducati product was a Manens (‘steady’) capacitor, with samples sent worldwide in the search for business. Ducati’s first order came in late 1926: 3,000 Manens for Mario Argento of the Argentinian Silver Seas Company, at the time the biggest seller of radio components in Argentina. Mario had met Adriano in Buenos Aires and been given a Manens, which his technicians had tested with impressive results. Mario appeared unexpectedly one day at the Ducati offices, straight from Buenos Aires, on his way to visit the graves of his ancestors in Bergamo. Never asking to see the ‘factory’ – fortunate because it was in the Ducati family home’s basement – Mario swept out as fast as he had arrived, his bank’s letter of credit duly forthcoming. This visit changed the lives of the three brothers forever, secured the company’s immediate future, and began the Ducati story.


WORLD WAR II


Adriano’s brother Bruno was a year younger and a talented architect so naturally was charged with building Ducati a visionary, state-of-the-art factory in 1935, in Borgo Panigale on the outskirts of Bologna: still the home of Ducati today. Behind the new avant garde façade some 7,000 employees, many dressed like doctors in white lab coats, had access to facilities that included a university and dentists. An incredible 18km (11 miles) of shelving held stock to be dispatched worldwide, with Ducati having its own offices in London, Paris, New York, Sydney and Caracas. And then came the war.


During World War II the Ducati factory was requisitioned for wartime production, housing as many as 11,000 workers. As the war drew to a close, and with the Italian government contemplating an armistice with the Allies, the Nazis acted with ruthless decisiveness. The Armistice of Cassibile, between the Kingdom of Italy and the Allies, was signed on 3 September 1943, becoming public a few days later on 8 September. It was signed at Cassibile, in Sicily, recently liberated by the Allies. This armistice provided for Italy’s total capitulation, and was agreed by both King Victor Emanuel III and Prime Minister Pietro Badoglio.


This meant Italy abandoning the Axis powers despite being, to all intents and purposes, unable to resist Mussolini’s rule or German occupation. The country was plunged into civil unrest, with some forces joining the Allies and others remaining loyal to Mussolini and the Axis. Italian forces both in and outside Italy who would not join the Axis – or were not trusted – were imprisoned. This is where events started to move swiftly and ruthlessly against the Ducati brothers. Their factory was overrun almost immediately the Nazis knew of the armistice, on the morning of 9 September 1943, by machine-gun wielding soldiers, supported by tanks. After all, while most Italian factories – including Alfa Romeo and Piaggio – had been switched to military aircraft production long ago, Ducati had been left to continue producing their high-tech wares. The Nazis didn’t want this sort of equipment disappearing, let alone falling into the Allies’ hands.


By this time the Allies had gained a foothold in southern Italy and, as they progressed north, they worried about Ducati’s expertise and equipment disappearing back into Germany. Once seized by the British Eighth Army in October 1943, the Foggia region’s airfields in southeast Italy were swiftly made good by the United States Army Corps of Engineers, ready for Boeing Flying Fortress B-17 and Consolidated B-24 Liberator heavy bombers of the new Fifteenth Air Force. Their escort was arguably the war’s finest fighter, the P51-D Mustang.


Meanwhile, the Ducati family and employees were busy hiding instruments and stock from the Nazis – and Allies’ bombers – in a network of some seventy underground plants across the country, known as ‘post’ (as in post-war) laboratories. As this progressed the Ducati factory was switched to producing detonating fuses and shells, meaning that the Allies also now considered SSR Ducati a munitions factory. As decisive and ruthless as the Nazi enemy, the United States Air Force declared the Ducati factory ‘Target 18 at 830513’.
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Ducati even made electric razors. GREG PULLEN
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Ducati cinema projector. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU
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Ducati Simplex Camera. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU





General Clark, commander of the United States Fifth Army, had been charged with taking Bologna by Christmas 1944 and in preparation declared Operation Pancake – the flattening of Bologna’s industry and any ability to resist his forces. On Thursday, 12 October 1944, around 700 aircraft took off took off from Foggia, including some forty Liberators from the Stornara airfield. They were bound for ‘Target 18 at 830513’, reaching Bologna a little after midday. The Ducati factory was razed to the ground.


General Clark did not meet his target, taking until 21 April 1945 to liberate Bologna. But although the war was over, and the politics of change and even talk of a firing squad for the Ducati brothers resolved, their troubles were far from over. They would never be paid the promised compensation for the loss of their factory and within a few years they would lose control of their family business. At least ultimately Adriano’s genius would be recognized when he moved to the USA to become part of NASA and the Apollo missions.


THE CUCCIOLO – AN ENGINE FOR EVERY BICYCLE


It is at this stage the Ducati motorcycle story starts, thanks to Bruno Ducati. During Italy's reconstruction the brothers diversified, manufacturing a variety of products, including a modern electric razor, an intercom and a calculator, besides cameras, jukeboxes and refrigerators. But these were expensive products and, in a country rapidly moving from an agricultural to an industrialised economy where transport for the workforce was fundamental, it was mopeds and small motorcycles that were most in demand. So, perhaps by happy accident, Bruno Ducati's greatest contribution to the factory’s future success was to take on a contract to assemble a small engine that could turn pretty much any bicycle into a moped.


This 48cc four-stroke engine was conceived by Aldo Farinelli, quickly nicknamed Cucciolo (puppy) by its designer after a yappy exhaust note. Initially put into production by automotive engineering firm SIATA, it was soon realized they couldn’t keep up with demand, so Ducati was approached to assist with production. By 1947 Ducati were building 240 Cucciolo engines a day, gradually forgetting about rebuilding their pre-war business. However, despite booming demand for lightweight motorcycles, it was a highly competitive market. Ducati were also far from being the only newcomers to motorcycle manufacturer.
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Finally a move towards motorcycles – the clip-on engine and fuel tank that was the Cucciolo. GREG PULLEN
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A complete display of Ducati’s pre-motorcycle days in the factory museum. GREG PULLEN
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A road-ready Cucciolo, although Ducati didn’t sell complete bikes initially. GREG PULLEN





Old aircraft factories, such as Aermacchi and MV Agusta, were prohibited by the armistice agreements from returning to their wartime business. Instead they were switching to lightweight motorcycle production with huge success. Similarly, Piaggio used their aviation expertise to create the Vespa scooter, and pre-war motorcycle manufacturers Garelli offered the Mosquito, a clip-on engine just like the Cucciolo. And the giants of the Italian motorcycle industry, Moto Guzzi, had the Guzzino, a 65cc lightweight motorcycle. The Guzzino would become the best-selling Italian motorcycle of all time, with well over 200,000 built, until the various permutations of Ducati’s Monster overtook it.


What separated Ducati’s Cucciolo from most of its competitors was that it was a four-stroke in a sea of two-strokes. This provided better fuel economy than anything else on the market, freedom from the smell – and need to mix petrol and oil – associated with two-strokes, and a more appealing exhaust note.


THE BIRTH OF DUCATI MOTORCYCLES


Yet even selling 200,000 Cucciolo SIATA engines and creating 4,500 jobs for the people of Bologna couldn’t save Ducati. Mounting debt to finance production of the clip-on engine proved too much and, at the end of 1947, Scientific Society Radio Brevetti Ducati SpA was declared bankrupt. The motorcycles that carry their name were still to come when the Ducati brothers were swept away by a toxic mix of financial woes and politics.


But the politicians couldn’t let all those jobs disappear, or ignore the value of the Ducati name and the Cucciolo. So Ducati the business soldiered on after the brothers it was named after were unceremoniously removed from power. New government funding allowed the factory to be remodelled, and plans for a future as a motorcycle manufacturer to be drawn up. After a few false starts, 1950 brought the first genuine Ducati motorcycle, the 60 Sport, with a 65cc engine designed by Giovanni Fiorio. The Cucciolo also became a complete moped, rather than just a kit to convert a bicycle, and Ducati the motorcycle manufacturer was on its way to greatness.
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The factory in 2009. GREG PULLEN
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A race-ready 1967 Ducati 125 Cadet 4, based on the pre-Taglioni pushrod single. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU
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A Ducati Piuma 48 Sport from 1962. One of the factory’s first – and few – two-strokes. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU
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Inside the Piuma. BELTANDBEVEL.COM.AU





Ducati’s product range was now so diversified that, in 1953, the firm was split into two: Ducati Meccanica, building motorcycles in Borgo Panigale, Bologna; and Ducati Elettrotecnica, making the cameras and such in Milan. Ducati Elettrotecnica became Ducati Energia in the 1980s and still is very much in business, albeit no longer with ties to Ducati motorcycles. Ducati Energia still even uses a logo based on the Ducati brothers’ stylized SSR (for Scientific Society Radio [Brevetti] Ducati) that pre-dates the split of the two businesses.


Ducati Meccanica’s first director was Dr Giuseppe Montano, and by 1954 production had reached 120 motorcycles a day. Although Montano was appointed by the government to run Ducati, he was a motorcycle – and motorcycle racing – enthusiast. Whatever else he did while at Ducati, one decision was undoubtedly the most pivotal made in the firm’s history.


THE ARRIVAL OF FABIO TAGLIONI


Montano persuaded the legendary Fabio Taglioni to join Ducati on 1 May 1954, even though he had no means of paying him. Taglioni worked for two companies before joining Ducati, showing a flair for designing lightweight engines that could win the important ‘Gran Fondo’ (large fund – in other words, big prize money) races. The most important before the war had been the Milano–Taranto, a near thousand-mile dash from Milan down Italy’s east coast. Starting at midnight, riders would stop for snacks, fuel and little else. The winners could average 130km/h (80mph) for a straight 11 hours, a cruel test of machine and rider.


But throughout the 1950s it was a revitalized Moto Giro that captured the public imagination. This race was run over several daily stages to gain the maximum publicity, and entries were restricted to motorcycles that were closely related to ones the public could buy. Nothing larger than 175cc was allowed, again to reflect what the public were buying, where the Milano–Taranto bikes could be 500cc Grand Prix racers with lights that were jettisoned at dawn.


Taglioni’s first design for a Gran Fondo racer had been a 75cc twin camshaft single, although he considered it too heavy. Redesigned as a single ohc engine, it was sold to a Bolognese pharmacist who manufactured and raced motorcycle under the Ceccato name. The results were enough to impress Count Giuseppe Boselli, Milanese royalty and the youngest of four brothers with grand estates who no need to dirty their hands with the oily details of motorcycles. But they had a small business making commercial three-wheelers and racing fan Giuseppe persuaded his siblings that expanding into motorcycle construction – and motorcycle racing – would be a fine pastime.
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The pushrod Ducati 98 TS could muster just 6bhp, hardly enough to win the Moto Giro. Taglioni’s replacement would have almost double the power. Behind is a Mondial 175 with chain-driven overhead cam. DAVID EDMONDSON





So the Fratelli Boselli (Brothers Boselli) established FB Mondial in 1948, engaging Alfonso Drusiani to build a 125 racer to promote the road bikes. Drusiani, ignoring the prevailing wisdom that two-strokes were the future, delivered a bevel drive double ohc single. His design took the inaugural 125 World Championship in 1949, winning again in 1950 and 1951, and only beaten by MV Agusta after Mondial sold them one of their 125s. To regain the initiative, Giuseppe Boselli found Drusiani a gifted young assistant – Fabio Taglioni.


Designing Desmodromics


Drusiani and Taglioni had already built a prototype Mondial racer with a desmodromic valvetrain – a feature today associated exclusively with Ducati – when Taglioni walked away from Mondial. Years later Taglioni explained to the Italian magazine Motociclismo that ‘the new system’s purpose is to force the valves to follow [the path intended by the designer] as closely as possible. Energy losses are virtually negligible, performance curves are more uniform and reliability is improved.’ Taglioni was also canny enough to trademark his desmodromic plans.
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This is what Mondial were racing when Taglioni worked with them, and would have been his starting point, albeit simplified to become an affordable production motorcycle. GREG PULLEN





Desmodromics had been experimented with since the earliest days of the internal combustion engine: the word is derived from the Greek for ‘controlled run’, with the valves held by rocker arms at all times, rather than being opened by a rocker and then closed by a spring. The French Delage racing cars used such a system before the World War I, and the first patents go back to the nineteenth century. Between the wars Mercedes’ Silver Arrow racers utilized desmodromics, but it was really Taglioni who would make them mainstream, not just to avoid valve float, but also to allow radical valve timing and over revving. Initially, however, Drusiani and Taglioni struggled to make a desmodromic Mondial run, so stuck with conventional valve springs.


On 11 April 1954, on the eighth and final day of that year’s Moto Giro, Remo Venturi looked to have victory in the bag when a valve spring broke and his Mondial 175 failed. With a springless desmodromic valvetrain the story might have been very different, but Venturi and Mondial would make amends on 20 June, taking victory in the Milano–Taranto. But Venturi’s chance of victory in the 1954 Moto Giro was gone, with his team-mate Tarquinio Provini inheriting the lead and winning for Mondial. Unsurprisingly the Bosellis threw a huge party to celebrate and reward everyone involved. Surprisingly they failed to invite Taglioni and he simply cleared his desk and left. Born in 1920 in Lugo di Romagna, Taglioni graduated from Bologna University as an engineer in 1948. His research that had led to the Ceccato (also making its debut in the 1954 Moto Giro) and his involvement with Mondial meant that offers of employment were being made as soon as word was out that he had parted company with the Bosellis. The most lucrative offer was from car giant Ford, but Ducati’s director Giuseppe Montano Ducati knew what Taglioni really wanted wasn’t money. Admitting Ducati didn’t have the funding to pay for a new chief designer and technical director, he promised him those titles and whatever he needed to build a Gran Fondo winner. Taglioni had his dream job, the chance to build uncompromising racing motor-cycles and, it must have crossed his mind, the chance of revenge on Mondial. Taglioni would remain pretty much autonomous, and able to ignore the wishes of anyone else at Ducati, until his retirement in 1989. He was a maverick, uncompromising and obstinate. But he was also a genius, one of the greatest motorcycle engineers who ever lived, and a man whose legacy still defines Ducati today – and probably always will.
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The legend that is Fabio Taglioni, pictured with Pat Slinn, who would work on both Mike Hailwood and Tony Rutter’s World Championship-winning Ducatis. PAT SLINN





THE MOTO GIRO REVITALIZED


Montano’s first request of Taglioni was that he design a lightweight motorcycle that could win the 1955 Moto Giro. Postwar Italy was a desperate place, with hunger and death walking hand in hand across the land. Rebuilding the industrial might of the country meant getting people to work, and that meant cheap transport for the masses. So lightweight motorcycles were what buyers wanted and, this being Italy, ideally a motorcycle with a sporting edge that might allow the rider to dream of winning the Moto Giro.


Ironically it was the pre-war giants who failed to understand this. Bianchi, especially, stuck with big bikes, and were latecomers to the 175cc market with the Tonale. Similarly Gilera focused on their 500cc Saturno, the Italian equivalent of the BSA Gold Star. For commuters all they offered was the 150cc pushrod Turismo, hardly what was expected of the secondlargest motorcycle manufacturer in Italy. Moto Guzzi, by far the biggest motorcycle factory in Italy, eventually offered the ohc Lodola, but it was hardly sporty. It seemed the newcomers alone – notably MV Agusta, Laverda, Mondial, Parilla and now Ducati – understood the brave new world.


Aldo Bologrini had thought about creating a race for sporting lightweights by revitalizing the old Moto Giro (tour of Italy) as early as 1952, persuading the Stadio newspaper to support and sponsor it. For a motorcycle to sell in Italy it needs racing heritage, and that means a race.


However, while racing on closed public roads was popular in pre-war Italy they always chased a fixed route, while Bologrini had a tour in mind: a circular route that could be shuffled annually to gain maximum exposure. Giro is Italian for tour (the word also means revolution) and, although such events had been run in the past, only the Milano–Taranto had survived the war. But the Milano–Taranto’s focus on 500cc motorcycles – especially 500cc purpose-built racers – made it increasingly irrelevant as a marketing tool for manufacturers.


Bologrini’s stroke of genius was that the Giro Motociclistico d’Italia was to be for bikes that people were actually buying. Classes were for 75, 125 and 175cc bikes (a 100cc class came later), and rules were sketched out with an eye on persuading factories and privateers alike to get involved. Recognizing that factories would race for billboard presence, prize money stretched down the field so that a privateer could finish midfield and still feed his family. A 3,000km (1,850-mile) route passed by factories, offices, schools and anywhere else that might generate publicity and headlines for Stadio’s readers. Stadio promoted the race endlessly, and with good effect: the original 1953 race started with 400 riders and 53 marques, and it was only going to get bigger.


TAGLIONI’S FIRST DUCATI – THE GRAN SPORT


Success in the Moto Giro quickly came to mean success in the showroom, which was why Taglioni was charged with designing a motorcycle to win the Moto Giro The result was the Gran Sport, a 99.66cc (49.4mm x 52mm bore and stroke) bevel ohc, hand-built racer in a tubular frame that used the engine as a stressed member. It took every place but one in the 1955 Giro’s 100cc class, and fifth overall, beating many, many 175s. Laverda withdrew from the race, protesting the Gran Sport (soon nicknamed the Marianna) wasn’t a production bike, but a racer conceived solely to win the Moto Giro. They were right, but the Gran Sport did go into production, albeit in limited numbers.


Spurred on by his success in the 1955 Moto Giro, Taglioni increased the Gran Sport’s bore to 55.25mm to create a 125cc version ready for the Milano–Taranto a few months later. So equipped, Giuliano Maoggi won the 125 class of the Milano–Taranto for Ducati at their first attempt, and the following year won the Moto Giro outright, his 125 beating everyone else’s 175s.
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A racing Cucciolo and Gran Sport. MICHELE TESTINI
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Barry Jones of classicducati.com built and rode this very impressive 175 F3 race replica for the Motogiro. When original Motogiro winner Giuliano Maoggi tried it, a dozen cameras appeared. GREG PULLEN





Another rider making his name with a Marianna and the Moto Giro in 1955 was Gianni Degli Antoni. He came fifth, his 100cc Ducati only beaten by four 175cc racers in a field of 376 entrants. Not only comfortably taking his class win, Degli Antoni finished well ahead of the new ohc Benelli Leoncino that won the 125 class. When twentyeight Gran Sports of the forty entered were listed among the 130 Moto Giro finishers, the new Ducati not only looked faster than the competition but also more reliable. With Ducati’s 100 and 125 quickly dominating Italian racing, it’s easy to imagine its eternally ambitious designer Fabio Taglioni tapping a pen on his drawing board and thinking back to the Grand Prix wins he’d enjoyed during his time at Mondial.


GOING GRAND PRIX RACING


Having won on the roads, Taglioni’s next target was short circuit racing, which would mean beating MV Agusta and Mondial. So Taglioni designed a Bialbero (double ohc) version of his single-cylinder engine, which, although almost unrideable below 6,000rpm (a real handicap, given the four-speed gearbox), pulled strongly to 11,500rpm and 16bhp. Yet success wasn’t as immediate as Taglioni had hoped, and even fitting a fifth and sixth gear wasn’t enough for the little Ducati to compete with the dominant Mondials and MV Agustas. So the Bialberos were unceremoniously sold off, and Taglioni returned to the idea of desmodromics.
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Desmodromics are simple enough in principle, but only Taglioni made them work on race and road engines alike: this is a bevel twin, with the opening rocker above, and the closing rocker just visible below the valve collet in lieu of a spring. GÉRARD DELAFOND





The desmo 125 gave 19bhp at 13,000rpm and could run on to a then-unbelievable 15,000. The ability to over-rev was to become a hallmark of Ducati racing success at shorter circuits such as Hedemora, Assen, Monza and Montjuïc Park, where you couldn’t simply gear for the open stretches. Taglioni’s team took a pair of the new desmo 125s to debut at Hedemora in Sweden for the non-championship 1956 Swedish Grand Prix. Hedemora is almost 2,430km (1,500 miles) from Ducati’s Bolognese home. It was (for the era) a short and flat 7.2km (4.5-mile) road circuit, shaped a little like an oxbow lake, with two long sweeping ‘straights’ (one running through forest, the other through farmland) connected by more technical sections.


More than 40,000 spectators were certainly hoping to see something special as they enjoyed the beautiful weather over the weekend of 14 and 15 July 1956.Earlier storms had cleared to leave perfect racing conditions and, although Degli Antoni was still unfamiliar with his new 125, he was excited by the challenge of switching from long-distance road races to the crucible of Grand Prix competition. When the race began, his team-mate Olle Nygren, the Swedish champion and speedway star, took the lead aboard a second desmo 125. Having watched his Italian rival’s extraordinary practice times, Nygren knew that he had to fight for victory from the very start, or forget any hope of winning. His initial optimism was short-lived and within the first few corners Degli Antoni squeezed to the front of the pack. When Nygren’s Ducati failed he just had to sit and watch his team-mate not only steam to victory, but lap the entire field in the process.
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A 1959 Ducati 175 TS, one of the first road-going versions of the Gran Sport. JAY CROSS
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Streamlining helped the Ducati 125 Gran Sport for closed-circuit racing. EL CAGANER






[image: image]


Setting records was a popular way of generating publicity, as this streamlined Gran Sport proved at Monza. MICHELE TESTINI





Tragedy


By winning the Hedemora race at record pace Degli Antoni and Ducati threw down the gauntlet to the competition. Degli Antoni said it was the happiest moment in his racing career, with people talking about an ‘unbeatable rider’. If Nygren’s bike hadn’t expired and he had finished a close second, perhaps people would have instead been speaking of an ‘unbeatable bike’.


Tragically Degli Antoni’s happiness was short lived. On 7 August 1956, while practising at Monza, he crashed his Ducati 125 at the infamous Lesmo curve and died instantly. He was twenty-seven. Taglioni was devastated, and wrestled with the heartbreak while Ducati’s Grand Prix ambitions went cold. It would be eighteen months before they were resurrected but, in the meantime, the other Italian factories vowed 1957 would be their last year of Grand Prix competition. MV Agusta infamously back-pedalled on the deal, and squared up to the 1958 season with two former 125 World Champions, Carlo Ubbiali and Tarquinio Provini, mounted on a bike that had won four of the previous six years constructor’s titles. Three of those had been shared with Ubbiali’s riders’ championship titles.


In these pre-Agostini days Ubbiali was considered Italy’s finest rider, with a consistent and thoughtful approach that would allow him to see out a career without serious crashes or injury, an exceptional achievement in that golden era. Even so, it wasn’t quite David versus Goliath because during the season Ducati entered up to five riders a race, cherry-picking riders from an illustrious roll of honour: Luigi Taveri, Alberto Gandossi, Bruno Spaggiari, and Romolo Ferri, plus the United Kingdom’s Dave Chadwick and Sammy Miller.


Ubbiali won the first two rounds of the 1958 125 World Championship for MV Agusta, at the Isle of Man and Dutch TTs, but Gandossi finished well enough to remain in contention for the title. After Spa Francorchamps, the Nürburgring and the now championship-recognized Hedemora, the standings were three wins to Ubbiali and two to Gandossi. By this point the only remaining rounds were the Ulster (at Dundrod in Northern Ireland) and Nations Grand Prix (at Monza in Italy). Gandossi’s consistency aboard his Ducati made him champion-elect, with Motociclismo reporting that he ‘dominated the season’.
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