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A new V7 Racer at rest outside the old race shop MOTO GUZZI







INTRODUCTION






Like many of my generation, the first Moto Guzzi I noticed was the Le Mans and, more specifically, the Bob Carlos Clarke photograph of a girl astride a bright red version of the original Le Mans in the August 1976 issue of Bike magazine. An ice-blue Le Mans spotted at a race-meeting soon afterwards kicked off a lifelong love affair with Italian motorcycles, fired by their beauty, presence and speed, even if, at sixteen, I could only imagine what 130mph (210km/h) might feel like. British motorcycles were relics from a (soon to be) forgotten age, and Japanese motorcycles looked like a comic book mix of Christmas tree gaudiness. Today I still only ride and own Italian motorcycles, inevitably including those built close to the beauty of Lake Como in Moto Guzzi’s Mandello del Lario factory, home to most of their motorcycles since 1921.






Today Moto Guzzi is associated exclusively with large-capacity V-twins, yet the Italian factory can trace its history back to 1919 via a range of motorcycles of unparalleled diversity. Even within the V-twin range there is great variety: from the diminutive sporting style of the Imola, to the leviathan Art Deco monument that is the new California. Despite sharing the same basic architecture, Moto Guzzi V-twins have been produced with displacements of between 350 and 1400cc, and can trace their origins back to the 1960s, when the original 700cc V-twin ushered in a new golden era for the marque. Inevitably, therefore, much of this book focuses on the V-twin motorcycles that current brand-owners, Piaggio, insist is the only conceivable layout for all future Moto Guzzis; although they do hint at the possibility of reviving the horizontal single. Piaggio point to the recent launch of the all-new 1400cc Guzzi California as proof of their commitment to both the V-twins and Moto Guzzi, although there has been more than the odd wobble along the way. Even so, by the final chapter it should be obvious that there are great hopes and plans for the future.






Written as a chronological history, early chapters introduce the ideals of Moto Guzzi founders, Carlo Guzzi and Giorgio Parodi, together with the engineering and business genius that made Moto Guzzi by far the most commercially successful Italian motorcycle factory until the 1950s. This success allowed them to create some of the most magnificent racing motorcycles ever seen, many developed in Moto Guzzi’s own wind-tunnel. Owners and riders give first-hand insight into Guzzis as diverse as the incredible V8 racer and the three-wheeled truck used to mend city roads, together with the better known lightweights, big singles and, of course, the V-twins. The story ends with details of the new California and concerns in some quarters over the future of the firm’s traditional base at Mandello del Lario, a stone’s throw from Lake Como and the Guzzi family’s one-time home.






And yet there are omissions, some because the truth is buried in myth and legend. For example, there are those who doubt that Moto Guzzi’s Spanish factory actually built anything, despite being an essential gateway to the Spanish market at a time when Franco’s regime would only allow Spanish-built motorcycles to be sold in Spain. Ducati formed Mototrans to build Ducatis in Spain, and not only did Mototrans build the bikes, they developed and raced them too. Yet the rumours persist that Moto Guzzi’s Spanish factory was merely somewhere to uncrate motorcycles built at Mandello. But getting a straight answer often proves impossible in Italy – the only response being a wink accompanied by a finger tapping the nose.






It is also true that some omissions must be deliberate when chronicling a factory with nearly a century of history and over a hundred production models, of which more than half a million were built – even if almost half were the Guzzino–Cardellino two-strokes. So this book’s focus is on the people who were pivotal to Moto Guzzi’s success (or occasional lack of it). Yet even taking this approach, the sheer number of riders who raced for Moto Guzzi makes a complete record impossible, unless the story is reduced to a mere list. Hopefully, instead the reader will enjoy a journey that explores the genius of the engineers, financiers and riders, and shows how Moto Guzzi’s finest hours often came just as failure seemed inevitable. It was particularly rewarding to find that, despite the doubters, Moto Guzzi have bold plans and seem to have not only put recent problems behind them, but are once again relishing the future. When you read the road tests, ride the motorcycles and speak to the owners and dealers, it seems they have every reason to be confident about the future and Moto Guzzi’s centenary in 2021.
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 The California Custom  Nero Basalto. MOTO GUZZI


			 

			



[image: images]


 The sign above the factory is visible from much of Mandello del Lario and the first thing you see from the station platform.




As this is my first book, the experience has sometimes been daunting, especially the sheer amount of time that needs to be spent at a keyboard. Thanks first must go to those who encouraged me along, especially my wife Joanna, who made sure I had the time to type and talk to people, and allowed me to disappear to Italy on my own. Le Mans and V7 Sport owner Richard Skelton also offered encouragement and advice.






The real heroes have, however, been those owners and enthusiasts who have offered guidance and insights with cheerful affection for all things Moto Guzzi. Special mention goes to Jan Leek and Ivar de Gier, both Moto Guzzi chroniclers of note in their own right, who nonetheless assisted selflessly. Ivar’s guidance was especially valuable, aided by his conversations with the great names from Moto Guzzi’s history, and means that the true story of the V8 racer, the loss of Omobono Tenni and the birth of the V-twin are told in full, possibly for the first time in English. Piaggio’s Daniele Torresan was my direct line to the factory, and many press officers could learn enormously from his prompt and honest response to questions, all answered in perfect English. Moto Guzzi dealers Paul Harris of Corsa Italiana and Gordon de la Mare of Moto Corsa both gave insights, as much as enthusiastic owners as businessmen, as did Nicola Arnaudo of Agostini’s in Mandello del Lario: again, in perfect English. Others who helped with photoshoots and owner’s opinions include Shaun Power, Brian Rogers, Glen Parkinson, Paul Baker, Richard Varley and Andrew Gray. Thanks also to Neil Leigh who spotted the brochures used as illustrations at an autojumble in Belgium and immediately bought them to donate to this project. I owe special gratitude to Snr Morbidelli for a wonderful visit to his very special museum, where I was allowed to photograph many of the Moto Guzzis on display. Finally, and essentially, thanks for photographs provided by A. Herl Inc., Spike, Phil Aynsley and Mykel Nicolaou Photography, as well as Moto Guzzi. I am also indebted to the Moto Club Veteran San Martino, organizers of the Milano–Taranto revival and archivists of the original race, for photographs both old and new. Also to Peter Lockwood for allowing me access to his old but sadly unaccredited amateur photographer’s album from the early fifties. I am also grateful for the images from Andrew Gray’s team at Spa in 2011.






Inevitably I will have forgotten someone or some important event, for which I apologize. But for those who helped – and especially the people who have made Moto Guzzi such a loved and important part of motorcycle history – my thanks and admiration: you have been endlessly inspirational. I hope we can meet out on the road, ideally aboard Moto Guzzis.










THE MOTO GUZZI MUSEUM


Set inside the factory gates, to walk through the museum is to travel through pretty much the complete history of Moto Guzzi, from the very beginning. The only obvious oversights are the more recent models that are being built a stone’s throw away. 






It may look little more than a string of first-floor offices, but the Moto Guzzi museum must be the most complete record of any motorcycle manufacturer’s history. Where other manufacturers eventually wake up to their heritage and start prowling the auction rooms of the world to try  and buy (or even just borrow) some of their back catalogue, much of Moto Guzzi’s autobiography is written in metal at the factory. Because most of the people involved in that history lived in, or very close to, the factory, motorcycles never disappeared into private collections or nearby racing departments. Pretty much everything is here, from Carlo Guzzi’s first prototype and the bike his brother rode to the Arctic Circle, to the V-twin record-breakers and racers. If you look past the dust and poor lighting, the modest presentation and ancient windows, there is a rich seam of history right before your eyes. No wonder Moto Guzzi’s current owners, Piaggio, are keen to provide a brand-new venue, still on the Mandello del Lario site, hopefully in 2016. But for now it’s down to a single hour’s access most weekdays at 3pm, and sadly even that window is not entirely reliable. The factory  is also notoriously poor at replying to emails, even if you can get past the enquiry box on the website. Nonetheless, it is  a must-see destination for any fan of motorcycle history,  let alone Moto Guzzi enthusiasts. It’s also worth seeing on  a quiet day – the Giornata Mondiale Guzzi (World Guzzi Day) each September might allow access to parts of the factory that are usually out of bounds (most notably the wind-tunnel) but the heaving mass of Guzzisti makes a worthwhile viewing of the museum all but impossible.
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The famous Moto Guzzi factory entrance.
 

As the big factory gates roll aside you’re confronted  with a short tunnel and a giant poster of Sean Connery in  his Bond years aboard an early California. Otherwise you could be in pretty much any old factory in Southern Europe. The curator, a slim man who has been at the factory since the sixties, ushers you to an unprepossessing door on the left, where there’s a bookshop and the V11 Sport racer  that campaigned in the 2003 Coppa Italia (a race series for unfaired motorcycles) to spawn a limited run of road-legal replicas. Behind it is a big red banner listing Moto Guzzi’s history and achievements in chronological order; and to  the right, a staircase. The curator, who seems to speak  no English, waves you on.
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Sean Connery welcome visitors  to the factory’s main gates.
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V11 Sport racer fronts the list of Moto Guzzi’s achievements at the entrance to the museum.




At the top of the stairs is a hall flooded with sunlight and in a glass case is the GP – Guzzi Parodi – that is the very  first motorcycle Carlo Guzzi built, pretty much on this  spot, in what was then a blacksmith’s workshop. Power tools were a drill and lathe powered by the waters that rush down  from the Alps, which rise almost 2,000m behind the factory. The GP was made in 1919, and has been here or hereabouts since then. You then walk past early production bikes and racers that competed on the Circuito del Lario, a road circuit just over the Lago di Lecco (as the south-western branch of Lake Como is known) in the 1920s. Among these historic racing machines is the C4V on which Guido Mentasti won the first European Championship at Monza in 1924.






There’s Giuseppe Guzzi’s own GTC Norge (Norway), which was hidden to prevent it being commandeered during the war, named after the country he rode through to prove the worth of his revolutionary rear suspension. The sense  of history and achievement is palpable as sole-surviving examples of the original 3- and 4-cylinder prototypes from the early thirties speak across the decades with a wonderful patination of unrestored metalwork. Tragically there is no guidebook, or even a list of the exhibits. The oldest bikes  are reasonably well labelled, but as you drift past the supercharged 3-cylinder 500 and 250 racers, it seems somebody got bored and decided that if you got this far you know what you’re looking at. In what feels like Carlo’s old office there’s a desk with an ancient aerial photograph of the factory, revealing just how enormous the site is. Opposite is a life-size statue of Omobono Tenni, the man some call ‘the original Valentino Rossi’, so devoted were his fans. He rode for Moto Guzzi, of course, becoming the first Italian to win at the TT on the 250 racer in 1937. There is, naturally, a supercharged version of that bike on display, as well as his Bicilindrica racer, as used at the TT alongside Stanley Woods.
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 The very first Moto Guzzi, the 1919 GP – Guzzi Parodi. The Parodi family quickly decided to drop the  GP name in favour of Moto Guzzi, fearful that the initials could be construed as Giorgio Parodi’s and damage  the family’s reputation if the new enterprise failed. This prototype not only survives, it is on public view in the Moto Guzzi museum, albeit as the only exhibit behind glass.
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 There are prototype and production engines on display, some with cutaways.




A period-scale model shows the layout of Moto Guzzi’s famous wind-tunnel, and Bill Lomas’s 1955 350 world championship winner, which it shaped. Lomas also raced the equally streamlined V8, which is central to the museum’s display and probably the exhibit at the top of visitors’ to-see list. A spare V8 engine sits on a plinth for enthusiasts to pore over: in fact there are lots of engines on stands, both prototypes and cutaways. Then it’s time to move on from the ghost of their designer, Giulio Cesare Carcano, and on to the era of the V-twin. This starts with a hall celebrating the record-breaking specials, developed by Carcano’s successor Lino Tonti, along with the prizes they scooped setting nineteen records at Monza in June and October 1969.






Alongside all of this are many of the production bikes that actually paid for the racers, especially as you get to the 1970 and 1980 models. Visitors can smile at the madness of the  4-cylinder 250 road-bike, the huge V-twin off-roaders (as well as the 1963 ISDT winning Lodola 235) and more – including the ‘Guzzi Matic’, an automatic V-twin racer based on the Convert and built by whimsical French Moto Guzzi dealer, Charles Krajka, to race at the 1976 Bol D’Or. Of course there’s Dr John Wittner’s ‘Daytona’ race bike and then you’re pretty much done. The curator’s tapping his  watch, and you’re the last person in the museum, so it’s downstairs again with no time to look in  the bookshop. Waved out through the reception with a smile, blinking in the sunshine and it’s over. Roll on a new museum that would allow the time that the exhibition deserves and, armed with the knowledge this book will hopefully provide, it would be possible to spend the best part of a day getting to really know the collection, along with a fine insight into Moto Guzzi’s achievements.
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 Model of the famous wind-tunnel.
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 The exhibit everyone wants to  see – the fabulous V8 racer, with  spare engine to examine.


	












CHAPTER ONE


			





THE EAGLE TAKES FLIGHT






Carlo Guzzi was born into a world in which Italy had only just become a single country, rather than a collection of fractious city states, and the word ‘motorcycle’ had not even been coined. Yet, despite mixed fortunes as a young man, he established and nurtured a factory that would become the greatest in Italy, and the first to become famous outside his homeland. Guzzi won the inaugural 500cc European Championship in 1924, a championship that grew to become today’s MotoGP. In fact there is scarcely a great race in which Moto Guzzi has not enjoyed success, from the Milano–Taranto to the TT, from Grand Prix to endurance racing. Even today, V-twins built in the same factory as the earliest Moto Guzzis, continue to win in classic endurance racing. This is the story of that motorcycle factory, the oldest, and for many the greatest, in the world. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves.






Carlo’s father, Palmede Guzzi, was a professor of physics at the Politecnico di Milan, founded in November 1863 a few short years after Italy’s unification into a single country. Originally the Istituto Tecnico Superiore, it taught only civil and industrial engineering, until architecture was added to the curriculum in 1865. Palmede had a brilliant and innovative mind (he could arguably lay claim to inventing the light bulb) but was no stuffy academic. He had also run an engineering consultancy, and loved the outdoor life as much as philosophy, counting Friedeich Nietzcsche as a friend: Nietzcsche was the philosopher famous for the phrase, ‘That which doesn’t kill us makes us stronger’.






Mamma was an Englishwoman living in Genoa when she met Palmede. Elisa Guzzi-Gressini shared Palmede’s love of the mountains, so, although Milan was their home, Palmede’s talents and business acumen meant they could afford to buy property in Mandello Tonzanico: this was then a small fishing village at the foot of the Alps, within easy reach of Milan. The fabulous city of Milan is a fine landmark on the northern plains of Italy, in the affluent industrial heartland of Italy, but in summer can be unbearably hot, and in winter hidden in gloomy fogs drifting across the flat landscape. Mandello was just about the closest point to Milan of the Italian lake district, where the cooling waters of the lakes and streams make the heat far more bearable, and snow in the mountains makes the area a winter playground. The Guzzi family’s second son, Carlo Ulisse Daniele Guzzi, was born on the 4 June 1889, joining his older brother Giuseppe and followed by younger sisters Mary and Fanny. The family would holiday at Mandello as often as they could, perhaps skiing in the mountains or picnicking on the shoreline of the Lago di Lario, up in the northernmost region of Italy. It was here that a young Carlo became intrigued by engineering and the mysteries of the internal combustion engine. His appetite was fed by the family and a local blacksmith-come-mechanic, Giorgio Ripamonti, who was already a fan of the new technology, particularly when fitted to a motorcycle. He and Carlo would dismantle broken and failing engines, the young pupil seemingly not so much fascinated as to how a motorcycle worked, but rather how it might be improved. So it was no surprise when Carlo went on to study engineering at the Regia Scuola Industriale in Vicenza, a city between the Italian lakes and Venice, famous as the birthplace of Palladian architecture. But Carlo’s studies were tragically cut short when his father died and the family had to abandon Milan for Mandello, with what had been a holiday cottage being pressed into service as the family home. Yet Carlo’s future as one of Italy’s greatest industrialists seemingly grew from this hardship, and he took to selling and renting out the new-fangled motor car, his engineering skills presumably helping to keep the vehicles running and his customers happy. 
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Carlo Guzzi enjoying a ski-ing holiday.  A HERL INC.




Success proved Carlo’s independent and entrepreneurial spirit, and he was soon able to resume his studies. Once awarded his Diploma di Copo Tecnico, he started working for Singer cars in Milan. Carlo went on to join one of the greatest names from the early days of motoring, Isotta Fraschini, working on vehicles more often regarded as art on wheels than mere cars. No two were alike, and standards were the highest in the world: popes, royalty and film stars drove Isotta Fraschinis, but not just because of their looks. Truly pioneering engineering drove the firm, which in 1912 produced the Tipo 8, regarded as the world’s first mass-produced inline 8-cylinder engine. They were also early to use overhead cams in their engines, and one of the first to fit brakes to all four wheels in 1910, a good ten years before it became common practice. And they went racing to prove the stamina and speed of their cars, taking three of the top ten places in the 1907 Targa Florio, and winning that year’s Coppa Florio, as well as the 1908 Targa. These magnificent Sicilian road races were seen as one of the ultimate car races of the era (and for decades afterwards), and even simply finishing the event brought credibility to a marque.
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Sectional early 500 single cylinder engine.
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An early example of the 500 Normale.


So this was Carlo Guzzi’s life, working in a Milanese engineering business that valued excellence, innovation and racing success, which in turn allowed it to build and sell the finest motor cars imaginable. In a way, this was Carlo’s apprenticeship, teaching him the values and standards required to succeed in the brave new world of motor vehicle production. The future must have looked bright indeed by 1911, the year of great celebrations to mark fifty years of Italian unification. This was also the year Carlo married Francesca Mandello Gatti, who bore their only child, a son, Ulisse (1911–80). They would have holidayed at the old family home in Mandello, and it’s nice to think of Carlo visiting his original mentor Giorgio Ripamonti to see what problems he was trying to fix on customers’ motorcycles. Carlo was already talking of building his own machine, and seeing the failings in others, while working with innovators at Isotta Fraschini, would have provided a fertile source of ideas for the engines he would one day design. Carlo disapproved of things like manual hand-pumps that required a rider to provide an engine with its oil. A moment’s inattention or a particularly steep gradient could seize an engine, especially if the rider was inexperienced or concentrating on another matter – racing, for example. Surely, he reasoned, the engine could drive a pump? And the exposed chain, which usually transferred the crankshaft’s power to the gearbox, was dirty, dangerous and prone to breaking. An enclosed gear was an obvious solution to Carlo Guzzi but it took decades for other engine designers to see that he was right. Carlo was also unusual in not seeing a motorcycle as just an engine that could be fitted into a bicycle-style frame: he appreciated that such a layout was never going to create a motorcycle as fine as one where the engine and cycle parts were designed to work as a single machine. These are obvious ideas today, but in the short years before World War I they amounted to radical thinking.






War and New Horizons






Carlo’s innovations were, however, ideas that would have to wait. With political storm clouds gathering, war engulfed Europe and, in 1915, Carlo was called up to serve his country. War was not unfamiliar to Italians back then, a series of battles and wars having been fought within living memory to unify what we now call Italy and create new borders. Initially posted to the infantry, Carlo’s true talents were quickly recognized when he was posted to the flying corps as a mechanic, where he was soon transferring his instincts and training to aero-engines. Without careful setting up, the aircraft of this period were difficult to fly, but above all, aero-engines have to be absolutely reliable, especially at times of war. Carlo must have proved himself valuable to the pilots, because he soon became firm friends with two volunteer flyers, Giovanni Ravelli and Giorgio Parodi. Both came from wealthy families, Parodi being heir to the family’s shipping and armaments interests. Right through his life Carlo attracted friendship and loyalty, despite a dry sense of humour and unassuming manner. He is rarely seen smiling in photographs, and it is occasionally said he shared an English-like reserve with his mother. Or it may have been that this modest, and modestly-built, adopted son of a small fishing village was a little star-struck to find himself rising through the ranks of Isotta Fraschini and counting affluent gentlemen pilots amongst his close friends.






From our perspective it might seem odd that Carlo Guzzi obsessed about motorcycles, when his working life had revolved around some of the most glamorous cars and aircraft of the time. Yet this was a passion he shared with Ravelli and Parodi, and they would spend their free time discussing motorcycles and how they might eventually develop their own world-beater. A motorcycle was still the preserve of the rich, and even a bicycle required the wages of a hard-working northern Italian – the south was so poor that even bicycles were unheard of. Sicily might have had the glamour of the Targa and Coppa Florio (the ‘Florio Shield’ and ‘Cup’) races, but these were established so that the island’s only car owner, Vincenzo Florio, could have someone to race against. And racing was, then as now, something Italians loved. Their famous bicycle race, the Giro d’Italia, was established in 1909, just after the Tour de France and only a few years after the Milano–San Remo one-day event. All the various factions in Italy, from the Fascists to the Catholics, approved of sporting activity (if not outright competition), and if you were going to see how far and fast a bicycle could go, the logical next step was to attach an engine to the frame and race that instead.






Giovanni Ravelli loved the idea of racing motorcycles and had already had some success, including race wins, before the war, with a British Triumph motorcycle. That he hailed from Brescia should come as no surprise. Brescia in many ways was the home of Italian motorsport, holding races since 1899. Vincenzo Florio awarded his first Coppa to a fellow competitor in a race here in 1905 and Brescia would go on to host the first Italian Grand Prix in 1921. Most famously, races around the city grew to become the Miglia Mille. Ravelli’s part in Guzzi and Parodi’s dream was to involve developing a motorcycle through racing, and his undoubted talent would bring publicity and sales to their joint venture. Sadly it was not to be, because although the three friends survived the war, a tragic flying accident claimed Giovanni Ravelli’s life in the first days of peace. In commemoration, Guzzi and Parodi decided to use an eagle on the Moto Guzzi logo, taken from the emblem that still hovers over the coat of arms of the Italian air force – what was then the Servizio Aeronautico and is today the Aeronautica Militare. Over the years, the same badge of honour has been seen on many Moto Guzzis and can still be seen somewhere, even if rather stylized, on all the current models. The spread eagle today not only remembers Ravelli, but also Guzzi and Parodi, and the long nights they spent during the war discussing how to build the perfect motorcycle.






And what of Parodi? His contribution in the beginning was to persuade his father to fund the venture, and to bring a clear and fine business mind to the enterprise. Once Carlo Guzzi was back at home in Mandello designing a motorcycle, Parodi set to work to raise funds to build a prototype. He had been born into wealth in Venice in 1897, although the family’s business interests were based in Genoa. If Guzzi had expected funding for their venture to be a foregone conclusion, that would have been to underestimate Parodi’s father, Emanuele. A careful and cautious man, he understood that trust was everything. This meant that any new motorcycle had to be reliable and capable of racing success, if it was to be trusted and so bought in sufficient numbers to become commercially viable. But, despite his son’s youth (Giorgio was just twenty-one years old, almost a decade younger than Carlo), Emanuele believed in his son enough to agree to invest up to 2,000 lira in the development of a prototype. The vagaries of inflation and exchange rates over the years makes it difficult to put a value on this sum today, but it would probably have bought a small house: it would certainly have represented a great deal of money to anyone hoping to establish a business. The original letter of 3 January 1919 is still proudly displayed in Moto Guzzi’s museum, promising the investment albeit ‘On the condition this sum is absolutely not exceeded, but I reserve the right to examine your progress personally’. The letter also asks if Ravelli, still then alive and a partner in the proposed venture, had ever repaid some unspecified monies and wonders if he ever will. Clearly Emanuele was a watchful father, mindful of how wealthy heirs can be led astray. Nonetheless his letter promised, ‘Should I like what I see I am willing to advance much more, without further limits’. The pressure to produce a fine prototype must have weighed heavily on Carlo Guzzi’s brilliant mind. 






The GP – the First ‘Moto Guzzi’






The prototype that Carlo built, with help from his brother, was called the GP – an abbreviation of Guzzi–Parodi. Some say that Giorgio Parodi insisted on changing the name to Moto Guzzi to avoid confusion with his own initials, and certainly this gesture of respect to Carlo would have been seen as the correct approach for a man of his background. Others have wondered if this was Emanuele Parodi’s caution, to make certain that if the enterprise wasn’t a success, the family name would not be tainted. Whatever the truth, any concerns were misplaced. The motorcycle initially took shape in the Guzzi household, with elder brother Giuseppe helping with the chassis. As work progressed, they moved the prototype into Giorgio Ripamonti’s forge and workshop. The fully functioning GP was completed in 1920, and survives as the first exhibit seen by visitors to Moto Guzzi’s museum. Despite a very low compression ratio of 3.5:1, necessitated by the low quality of fuel available, the GP achieved almost 62mph (100km/h). On the roads of 1920 Italy, that was quite fast enough, especially since Carlo Guzzi had eschewed the received wisdom of building the largest capacity motorcycle he could. The world’s largest motorcycle manufacturers were American, with Indian and Harley-Davidson the market leaders and principal innovators. While Europe fought a bloody war, the Americans extended their market domination, but the big V-twins the USA was famous for betrayed the differences between America and Europe: 500cc was about as far as you could stretch a single-cylinder engine and expect the motorcycle and rider to remain in one piece. America’s wide-open spaces led to long-distance record-breaking and purpose-built racing venues. These demanded horsepower and the ability to hold an engine flat out for long distances, so factories usually built V-twin, or even 4-cylinder, engines that gave power through sheer cubic capacity. But on Europe’s tight and twisting roads, safe handling and low weight were at least as valuable as outright power, especially on the gravel-strewn tracks that passed for roads. Europeans also expected to see their chosen marque succeed in racing, which in 1920s Europe meant competing on public roads, which, although ostensibly closed to traffic during races, still resembled pretty much exactly the sort of environment road-riders faced. 






Indian had some success with their V-twins at the two great road races of the era, the Isle of Man TT and the Milano– Taranto, but that didn’t stop them building a vertical 500cc single, just like the British bikes that went so well at the TT. The other reason that Indian took a sudden shine to building smaller, lighter motorcycles was that big, expensive ones looked increasingly marginalized by the world’s growing economic woes and the arrival of mass-produced cars. For the foreseeable future, a single-cylinder engine of between 350 and 500cc looked like the smart bet if you wanted to race and sell motorcycles.






Carlo’s 500cc engine’s most obvious difference to other singles was that its cylinder was placed horizontally in the frame, keeping weight low and making the most of cooling airflow, as well as allowing Giuseppe Guzzi to design an especially low-slung frame. Carlo’s insistence on gear primary drive to the three-speed gearbox required the crankshaft to run backwards compared to other engines of the time: given that a gearbox must spin in the same direction as the rear wheel of a motorcycle, driving the gearbox by a chain from the crankshaft allows it to spin in the same direction. The GP’s helical gear primary drive required the crankshaft to rotate in the opposite direction, but Carlo turned this small detail to his advantage by designing the big end so that oil was thrown up to lubricate the top wall of the cylinder. The need to provide an air-cooled engine with plenty of oil (which assists with cooling as much as the air) was something clearly understood by the designer of the GP, and even extended to placing the oil tank in the airflow above the engine, rather than behind it, like most other motorcycles of the time. This attention to cooling and lubrication was one of the principal reasons the Guzzi ‘flat’ singles (as they came to be known) became famous for their reliability and longevity.






The three-speed gearbox was built in unit with the crank­cases, which also enclosed a metal-to-metal multiplate clutch. This was lubricated by oil mist, and clever thinking ensured oil also reached the final drive chain. Again, there is evidence of Guzzi’s obsession with lubrication in the detailing to the more substantial bearings, machined so that they retained a film of oil on their faces. To keep the crankcases as compact as possible, another feature of Guzzi singles, which debuted on the GP, was a huge external flywheel. This steel 11in (280mm) disc was quickly nicknamed a ‘bacon slicer’ and these big flywheels remained a feature of the flat singles, right up until their demise with the Nuovo Falcone in 1976, although by then at least it had a metal cover.






Carlo’s aero-engine experience shone through in the design of the GP’s cylinder head, where four parallel valves were closed by exposed hairsprings and opened by an overhead camshaft spun by shaft-driven bevel gears. Also following aviation practice was the dual-circuit ignition powered by a Bosch magneto. Like the crankcases and gearbox, the cylinder head and barrel were cast in aluminium alloy, and markedly over-square for the period, with an 88mm bore and 82mm stroke giving a 498.4cc capacity. Further innovation was shown in the chassis, which was far less bicycle-like than most motorcycles of the era. The way the top tubes were connected to the rear mudguard, making it part of the frame, was again closer to aviation practice than motorcycles of the time, and the twin front down tubes, necessitated by the horizontal cylinder, added rigidity. Girder front forks held an unbraked front wheel, with the rear wheel braked by a belt running around a drum on the hub, supported by bolted up triangulated tubing. Even running the large 26in wheels typical of the period, the low seat height allowed a relaxed, armchair-like riding position, but more importantly, allowed stability and control on the treacherous road surface of 1920s Italy. Coupled with 12bhp propelling not much more than 220lb (100kg), the GP was as fine a prototype as the Parodis could have dared to hope for.






Into Production






Emanuele Parodi might have been impressed by the GP prototype, but no business ever thrived by fishing in an empty pond. While the Guzzi brothers and Ripamonti had been toiling in the workshop, Parodi senior had been quietly researching the market. Visits to various government departments and businesses allowed him to assess the number of motorcycles in Italy, the country’s manufacturing capacity and the number of motorcycles imported. Despite his natural prudence, Emanuele could see potential in the business of motorcycle manufacture, if the right product could be brought to the market at the right price. This meant developing the GP into a motorcycle that would be economical to produce and own, and reliable in use. So the 4-valve alloy head and cylinder were replaced by an unusual 2-valve arrangement in cast-iron equivalents: an inlet sidevalve was opened by a pushrod below the valve stem, and closed by a coil spring. The overhead exhaust valve almost faced the inlet and was opened by a rocker and pushrod, then closed by a hairspring – unusual at the time but a feature that would become the norm on racing motorcycles. Both inlet and exhaust pushrods were driven by a rocker on the single camshaft. The idea of combining the advantages of an overhead valve with a sidevalve was not unique: a sidevalve engine was cheap to build, compact and offered good low rpm power, even when running on poor-quality fuel; but an overhead-valve engine offered the potential for more power by offering faster gas flow into and out of the combustion chamber. This was something the world’s largest motorcycle manufacturer, Harley-Davidson, offered on their V-twins in 1920 but, like everyone else who adopted the idea, they placed the inlet valve above the piston and the exhaust valve to the side. The reasoning was simple: the inlet charge gains most from the easier route into the cylinder since, unlike exhaust gases, it is not propelled by the force of combustion. But the horizontal single could not really have a carburettor in front of its cylinder head, and anyway, Carlo Guzzi was more concerned with keeping the exhaust valve in the cooling airflow, since this is the hottest part of a four-stroke engine and a part prone to failing.






Constrained by the inlet sidevalve, fed by a British Amac 1in carburettor, and despite raising the compression ratio of the four-ring (plus two oil scrapers) aluminium alloy piston to 4:1, the revised engine gave 8bhp at 3,200rpm, a fraction of the GP’s output. Dimensions, notably bore, stroke and capacity, were largely unchanged from the prototype, but the lubrication system was a much simplified total-loss system supplemented by the hand-pump Carlo Guzzi had wanted to eliminate. The chassis was largely unchanged, however, apart from a sturdy steel box section taking the place of the load-bearing rear mudguard and a drum brake at the rear. The final production-ready motorcycle was called the Moto Guzzi Normale (‘Standard Moto Guzzi Motorcycle’) and weighing in at a still modest 286lb (130kg) could achieve 53mph (85km/h). But perhaps the most striking thing about this new motorcycle was how different it looked to everything else on the market, as if to emphasize that Moto Guzzi would tread its own path regardless of fashion or the received wisdom. Certainly painting the motorcycle a rather drab green-brown seemed perverse, but then building a factory in a small fishing village, rather than following the herd south to Milan, was just the start of Moto Guzzi’s reputation for doing things its own way.
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 Another Normale, this time in  the Morbidelli museum. The unusual overhead exhaust valve and inlet sidevalve arrangement is clear from this angle.
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 The Moto Guzzi museum’s Normale.


At some point over the years, Mandello Tonzanico was renamed Mandello del Lario and the lake it overlooked stopped being called Lario, as it had been since Roman times, and became Como. But it was always the place the Guzzi family called home, so it seemed natural to build the factory there. There has been talk for decades of relocating Moto Guzzi to somewhere with better lines of communication, but back in the beginning, just as now, it seemed unthinkable that a true Moto Guzzi could be built anywhere else. Emanuele Parodi, of course, purchased the land close to Ripamonti’s forge and paid for a new workshop, which remains within the current factory, some ninety years later. The handful of new recruits was all either family or local, and Mandello’s remote location has always meant it supported the local community, partly explaining the enormous loyalty and love for the marque. All of this was funded by Parodi senior, which explains why, when the Societ� Anonima Moto Guzzi was registered on 15 March 1921, Moto Guzzi became a Limited Company with its registered office in Genoa and Emanuele Vittorio Parodi as its chairman. Parodi retained the entire shareholding, and Carlo Guzzi was to be remunerated from royalties on machines produced, rather than from a salary, dividends or profits. In fact he would never have a financial stake in the company, which must have suited him since it also freed him and his family from any risk or worries over money. 






In fact the greatest common ground between Carlo Guzzi and his business partners, the Parodis, might have been a marked carefulness with money. Although the GP and Normale were different to every other motorcycle for sale, in appearance they were rather down to earth and prosaic, just like their creator. Carlo was happy to sit at his bench trying ideas and new parts on a mule engine, and was open to new ideas unless he felt them unnecessarily exotic: in other words, too costly to put into production. So neither Guzzi nor Parodi were keen to spend money on the traditional route of promoting a new motorcycle by entering a high-profile race. Instead Moto Guzzi were introduced to the world with a rather clunky statement in the motorcycle press in December 1920, promising a ‘new machine produced by a vigorous limited company established to build a standard motorcycle to compete with the finest in the world’.






The First Races






Unfortunately for Carlo, a local politician managed to claim a ride on one of the two motorcycles the factory had built, and was so impressed he asked to be allowed to race it. Predictably, Carlo refused, but Aldo Finzi wasn’t just a Member of Parliament, he was also quite the sports star with a known love of motorcycling. Eventually Carlo was forced to acquiesce and let his precious Normale and GP go. He must have remembered that his old friend Giovanni Ravelli would have raced these motorcycles if he hadn’t been killed and, even if he’d forgotten, Giorgio Parodi would surely have reminded him. The race Finzi wanted to enter was the Raid Nord Sud (‘Raid North to South’ – the Italians called long-distance races ‘raids’), which would become the infamous Milano–Taranto. Established in 1919, the race ran 522 miles (840km) from Milan in the affluent northern plains of Italy to poverty ridden Naples on the south-west coast via Italy’s most famous cities – including Parma, Bologna, Florence and Rome. Today, with a modest car, the journey should take less than eight hours; in the 1919 inaugural race, the winner took barely four minutes short of twenty-two hours. Victorious Ettore Girardi’s clever split-single two-stroke Garelli 350 was a fine motorcycle, with two pistons sharing a single conrod and gudgeon pin that passed through a slot in the wall of the parallel cylinders. In fact this was possibly the world’s finest racing motorcycle at the time, so the time taken tells how poor the roads were. There was also the hardship of racing at night, with riders setting off late in the evening and any chance of success depending on the briefest of stops for no more than fuel and a snack. Chance played a huge part in even finishing the event, and in 1919, only five of the twenty-nine starters were credited with finishing. Carlo Guzzi knew failure would damn his nascent motorcycle factory and demand resources he did not yet have when he refused to enter the raid. Yet success had rewarded Garelli with huge demand for their new 350, now proudly called the ‘Raid Nord Sud’ in case any potential customers had forgotten about Garelli’s win. That Indian, fighting Harley-Davidson for the mantle of the world’s biggest motorcycle manufacturer, entered and won the event in 1920, was simply a hard-headed business decision. Oscar Hedstrom, head of the Indian factory, declared the Isle of Man TT ‘The most terrific thing I ever saw’ before his big V-twins dominated the 1911 race. Indian were also developing a racing 500 single, and it was one of these that Miro Maffeis used to dominate the 1920 Raid Nord Sud, winning the event in twenty-two hours, thirty-seven minutes – almost two hours ahead of the next finisher. Indian V-twins were also back in sixth and seventh place. Clearly this was a race to make or break the name of a motorcycle manufacturer.






It took more than fate to intervene in Carlo Guzzi’s decision to enter the 1921 Raid. Finzi applied irresistible pressure wherever he could until Guzzi and Parodi relented, providing a Normale with upgraded lighting for Finzi alongside a second bike for star rider Mario Cavedini. Starting late on the 17 September 1921, the Raid was held a little earlier in the Italian autumn than in previous years. Even in September, the heat of southern Italy can be unbearable in the middle of the day, beneath scorching skies and on dusty, sun-baked, rubble roads. For 1921, the route was extended to almost 540 miles (869km), a fine test for a new motorcycle. Cavedini reached Bologna, 135 miles (216km) into the race, at just after 10pm, followed a few minutes later by Finzi with a smashed headlight, broken by a fall in Modena. The newspaper reports of the time tell of spontaneous applause for the Guzzi rider who ‘raced through the night aided by no more than moonlight. His Guzzi is a new Italian motorcycle which sparks keen interest and favourable comments.’ Bigger motorcycles than the Guzzi 500 might have filled most of the top ten places, principally Harley-Davidson and Indian V-twins, but Cavedini’s Guzzi was sixth in the 500 class (twentieth overall), with Finzi in ninth (twenty-second overall). That they finished at all on the first two Moto Guzzis built was impressive enough – just twenty-seven of the sixty starters completed the Raid. Moto Guzzi’s name had been made famous across Italy, and Carlo Guzzi was beginning to understand the value of racing.
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