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Foreword


I bumped into Phil a couple years ago at a motorcycle rally, and since then we’ve had a few “natters” about how motorcycling is changing. Motorcycle journalists are a rare breed, not only traveling by motorcycle but also putting words together that we hope other riders will take to heart. Sometimes we share with each other our writings or our frustrations with getting our thoughts published. Phil consulted with me about his book, because he knew I was a “vintage” rider who had “been there and done that” and was now at an age where I was modifying my riding.


The face of motorcycling is much different today than it was when I started riding back in 1965. Then, lots of youngsters—mostly men—were attracted to motorcycling, and the average age of a motorcyclist in North America was somewhere around twenty-five. Over the years, however, fewer young people have gotten into the sport. Today, the average age of a motorcyclist is about fifty. Among older riders, there are three groups, beginning with those who took up motorcycling in the 1960s and 1970s and just stayed with it and are now are in their sixties and seventies. Then there are those who were happy-go-lucky motorcyclists in their youth but put motorcycling aside while they raised families or developed careers. Today, with more free time and money, they are returning to motorcycling. Finally, there are those of a similar age who didn’t ride in their youths but want to learn now. Shifting Gears at 50 has a great deal of advice for returning and late-entry riders.


[image: fvii_01]


I’ve devoted forty years or so to writing about—and teaching—motorcycling skills. I know that books can help people avoid costly and painful errors and surprises, so I’m especially pleased to see a book focused on returning and late-entry riders. Remember the old saw: “old age and treachery will win out over youth and exuberance.” If you’re getting into today’s motorcycling at an age your doctor would describe as “middle-aged” or “senior,” do yourself a clever favor and read Phil’s book.


David L. Hough


Author, Proficient Motorcycling




[image: fviii_01]





Preface


I bought my first motorcycle when I was forty years old. I had ridden friends’ motorcycles and my big brother’s dirt bike in my late teens and early twenties but did not have a lot of experience on motorcycles before owning one. At the time I bought my first bike, I had a job in field service that included the use of a company car, and I had a personal vehicle that was generally going unused. Before jumping in and purchasing a motorcycle, I opted to take a basic motorcycle safety class and get a motorcycle endorsement on my driver’s license. After passing the course, I sold my personal car, and I bought my first motorcycle—that was the beginning of the life-changing experience of two-wheeled travel.


“I bought my first motorcycle [at forty]—that was the beginning of the life-changing experience of two-wheeled travel.”


I started to ride as a pastime, gaining miles and experience on the bike, and extending time and riding range whenever I could. I joined several motorcycle clubs, most notably the Southern Cruisers; riding with a group helped me to gain more confidence in my abilities. Riding with the Southern Cruisers, especially on several day-long group rides, also got me comfortable with spending all day on the bike. It was a short jump from there to solo weekend travels and, eventually, from there to longer periods on planned motorcycle vacations.


About a year after I started riding, I took my first week-long, long-distance tour into northern Florida. The experience was overwhelming: the freedom of the ride, the feeling of being part of the environments I rode through, the ability to improvise changes to planned routes to explore interesting rural roads and areas, and the disengagement from the cares of daily life. That tour made such an impression on me that when I returned home to Atlanta, I wrote an off-the-cuff piece titled “The Two-Wheeled Secret.” It was my first attempt at writing a travelogue, and I just tried to capture some of the newfound feelings of unfettered freedom I had experienced when I traveled the open road on a motorcycle. On a subsequent bike trip—another week-long tour well into and throughout Florida—I brought my camera gear along to take photos. This time I intended to write seriously about the travel and possibly get a story published.


When I returned from my vacation, I sat down and wrote the article titled “The Real Florida” (see Travelogue 1, page 109). Then I went to a local bookstore and perused its magazine racks for periodicals that catered to both the type of travel I was doing (touring) and my type of motorcycle (a cruiser). Motorcycle Tour and Cruiser (now Roadbike) seemed tailor-made for my style of travel, so I sent my story to the magazine. Three days later, I received a phone call from the editor, Laura Brengleman, telling me she wanted to publish the article! A new career was born, just a few months shy of my forty-first birthday.


That was the start for me. Over the next several years, I toured the southeastern United States on my motorcycle, wrote about the trips, and sold the stories when I could. Eventually, it occurred to me that I had experienced, witnessed, or (in discussions with other riders about their experiences) heard about the majority of problems and pitfalls common to new riders. I felt that I could help new riders deal with issues ranging from how they learned to ride, to what kinds of bikes and gear they might buy, to how to improve their motorcycling skills. I also wanted to encourage new riders and let them know that although learning to ride a motorcycle well would require time and dedication, doing so would definitely be worth the effort. Learning to ride would make possible a whole new world of amazing adventures on the road.


“Being older can even work in your favor if you use what you have acquired over the years–common sense.”


I also wanted the book to be geared toward a specific group of would-be riders: the “older but wiser” adults who wanted to learn how to ride for the first time, or those who wanted to return to riding after decades off a motorcycle. I wanted them to know that they weren’t necessarily “old dogs” who couldn’t learn some “new tricks.” So Shifting Gears at 50 was born.
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Young or old, male or female, Ducati or Buell, it doesn’t matter. It’s two wheels, delightful scenery, pleasant roads, and great camaraderie!


As part of the research for this book, I looked into a number of articles and studies written on the effect of “age-related slowdown” as it corresponds to drivers and motorcycle riders. Although there are certainly studies indicating that age is at least a factor in the safe operation of a vehicle of any type, there are other studies that question these findings and explore the subject in greater depth or from a different angle.


One such study, on driver reaction time, is from scholar, researcher, and accident expert Marc Green, who over the past four decades has conducted research on human perception, attention, reaction time, memory, and related areas. Green’s reaction-time study is summarized on his website, Human Factors, http://www.visualexpert.com/Resources/reactiontime.html.
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The Moki Dugway in Utah is a challenging ride, but the reward is a superb view of Monument Valley from the top. Many wonders lie ahead for adventurous riders.


In his reaction-time study, Marc Green states:




Although most basic research finds that older people respond slower than younger ones, the data on older drivers’ braking times are not entirely clear. One problem is that different studies have used different definitions of older; that is, sometimes “older” means 55, sometimes it could mean 70. Moreover, some studies find no slowing of reaction time with age. Instead, they conclude that the older driver’s greater experience and tendency to drive slower compensate all or in part for the decline in motor skills. Nevertheless, I would place the slowing with age to be about 0.3 seconds for a [driver] 65–70. [Yet] older drivers generally compensate for slower reaction times with reduced speeds.





The point is that age doesn’t automatically preclude you from learning to ride a motorcycle. The ability to skillfully and safely operate a motor cycle, like the ability to drive a car, depends on your physical and mental fitness, not the year on your birth certificate. Being older can even work in your favor if you use what you have acquired over the years—common sense. Most likely, as an experienced driver, you have become better able to anticipate traffic problems and dangerous driving situations, and you know how to deal with them or avoid them. You also have too much common sense to create them.


Whether you’re a new rider or one who’s returning to riding after a long hiatus, take that common sense and apply it to riding a motorcycle to become a knowledgeable, capable, and competent rider who can look forward to years of riding adventures.
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Introduction: The Bug


It’s a perfect spring day, with comfortable temperatures and a deep blue, cloudless sky. You’re driving your car along a familiar rural highway and come over a rise in the road to see a dozen or more headlights coming your way. As a group of motorcycles rides past, the volume of each bike’s engine rises and falls in quick succession, with the Doppler effect changing the pitch of the engine from higher to lower. Sunlight momentarily flashes off the polished chrome as reflection angles change, and it takes your frame of mind from complacency to rapt attention. You find yourself wanting to look at each bike as it passes, but you force your attention back to your own driving. You’ve seen groups of riders before, and you’ve always been intrigued by the idea of being part of such a group, but you have no idea how to make that happen. In a few moments, the group disappears from your rearview mirror, and you begin to wonder: Is this something I can do?


“The only difference between those riders and you is that they took the steps to move from thinking how cool riding a motorcycle would be to … getting on a bike.”


For the past twenty years or more, you’ve worked to advance a career, pay a mortgage and the bills, perhaps raise a family and pay for college tuition, and put money away in a 401(k). Now you’re finding yourself with more time and disposable income than you’ve had in many years. Retirement, or anything like it, is still many years away, and you’ve never thought of yourself as the couch-potato type. You know that you should take on new interests, but you don’t know what direction to go. You’ve never owned a motorcycle before, or if you did, it was a smaller bike that you had when you were a kid. You may have used it for commuting to high school or an after-school job, but you never really considered it much more than an inexpensive and basic mode of transportation. It’s been so long since you’ve been on a motorcycle that the memories and skills have faded. Still, you wonder. You find yourself looking at motorcycles for sale. You walk past a dealership and make an unplanned detour inside. When a salesperson asks if he or she can help, you say, “No thanks, just looking around.”


Whether you know it or not, these are the symptoms of the motorcycling bug, and every rider you saw on the road that day started his or her riding adventures where you are right now. The only difference between those riders and you is that they took the steps to move from thinking how cool riding a motorcycle would be to actually getting on a bike.


Maybe you think it’s too far out there to consider riding a motorcycle at this point in your life. Perhaps you think your age is a barrier. Yet a survey done in 2004 by the Motorcycle Industry Council found that 50 percent of new motorcycle riders were over age forty, with 25 percent of them being fifty or older; the percentage of new riders over forty has increased every year since the survey. Men and women of all ages (women now make up 15 percent to 18 percent of all riders, and those numbers are on the rise, as well) are out there enjoying the sport, so what makes them different from you?


Motorcycle riding does require physical and mental competence, but statistics indicate that these are typically not limiting factors for a healthy “middle-age” adult (sorry, I hate that expression, too). As long as you are in fairly good health, there’s no reason why age should be a barrier. One of my favorite old jokes is about a guy who walks up to a pianist and says, “You know, I’ve always wanted to play the piano, but I’m fifty now.” And the pianist replies, “Well, how old would you be if you didn’t learn how to play?”
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LEARNING TO RIDE


[image: triblearrow_yellow] Consider Shifting Gears at 50 as your road map to becoming a skilled motorcycle rider and your ticket to the fascinating and exhilarating world of motorcycling. This portion of the map will help you navigate around the first obstacles you encounter when learning to ride a motorcycle, including common mistakes that are frequently made by new and returning riders. Among these mistakes can be the method you choose to learn to ride.


To understand the advantages (and the disadvantages) of one method of learning over another, let’s start by reviewing a bit about the history of motorcycling and motorcycle licensing in the United States.


How It Was and How It Is


The popularity of motorcycling increased in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s with the influx of lightweight, stylish, and relatively inexpensive Japanese motorcycles, which usually required less maintenance and could be started with the push of a button (instead of the sometimes-exhausting kick-starter). Sales of these bikes were helped by well-executed advertising campaigns (“You meet the nicest people on a Honda”).


Like today, people then were attracted to motorcycling not only as an exciting hobby or sport but also as an economical means of transportation. The advent of the oil crisis in 1973 certainly added to the interest in motorcycles. Unlike today, however, motorcycle licensing requirements in the 1960s and 1970s were minimal, and how you learned to ride was pretty much catch-as-catch-can.


Ride Now and Learn Later


When I started riding in my home state of Florida in the 1970s, anyone fifteen years old or older could ride a small motorcycle with what was called a restricted operator’s license. The restricted license was issued after a person passed a short written test on the rules of the road. The restricted license was the precursor for an operator’s license, which could be obtained at the age of sixteen. Even those who kept the restricted license could ride motorcycles of any size after turning sixteen. There were no motorcycle-specific tests.
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Streetmasters Advice from Walt Fulton


Is Motorcycling for You?


Wondering if this sport is for you? Here are some questions to ask yourself and the reasons to ask them:


[image: grey_square] Can you ride a bicycle? This is a simple question, but balance is crucial to successful motorcycling and is a requirement if you want to take a basic course from the Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF) or similar organizations. If you haven’t ridden a bicycle for a while and need a refresher, spend time on one to refine your balance. Don’t forget that bicycling is also excellent exercise.


[image: grey_square] Optional but helpful: Have you driven an automobile with a manual transmission (clutch)? Knowing how to use a clutch is not required—a lot of people who’ve never learned to drive with one have become successful riders—but it will certainly give you a leg up when it comes to understanding and effectively using the friction zone (when the clutch is only partially engaged, giving you more control over the power to the rear wheel).


[image: grey_square] Can you stay focused? Motorcycling requires your full attention, 100 percent of the time. Riding is not a good time to let your mind wander to your day at the office or that home remodeling project.


[image: grey_square] Do you exercise good judgment? This is as important as good technique. The rider with a “me first,” instant-gratification attitude may not have the responsibility and patience to exercise the necessary restraint. Risk taking on two wheels is not a smart option. Motorcycling is very unforgiving to individuals who like to live on the edge!
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You must be able to ride a bicycle before taking a motorcycle course.
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This 1976 Honda CR250R belonged to self-taught rider Ed Snow (see pages 46–47), who raced with his “lean, mean, fast, screaming, riding machine.” He loved the sport but felt his skills suffered for want of a mentor.


I hark back to this piece of history to show how easy it once was, not only in Florida but in most other states, to hop on a motorcycle and ride off into the sunset. There were no organizations offering motorcycle training on proper riding technique nor states requiring a rider to pass a motorcycle skills test to get a license. People assumed that operating a small motorcycle for a year would be sufficient training for riding larger ones—that riders could gain the necessary experience for controlling a bike and dealing with traffic on their own. The idea was that on a small bike, any mishaps would be less severe than on a larger, more powerful bike.


Learn First and Live Longer


The need for a greater level of rider training gave rise to the concept of motorcycle safety programs, and in 1973, the Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF), a national nonprofit organization, was established and began offering training courses for riders. The idea that this type of training was necessary was reinforced eight years later, when University of Southern California researcher H. H. (Harry) Hurt and his team published a motorcycle-safety study titled Motorcycle Accident Cause Factors and Identification of Countermeasures.


This study (now known, ironically enough, as the Hurt Report) investigated roughly 900 motorcycle accidents and analyzed data on 3,600 others in the Los Angeles area from 1975 to 1980. One of most notable accident statistics as it relates to motorcycle-rider training is this: “The motorcycle riders involved in accidents are essentially without training; 92 percent were self-taught or learned from family or friends.” A review of the latest federal accident statistics shows that a lack of rider training still contributes to motorcycle accidents.


Today, all fifty states require a motorcycle license or a motorcycle endorsement on an existing driver’s license to legally operate a bike. Insurance companies will not insure a motorcycle or a rider without one, so before a rider gives any consideration to the purchase of a motorcycle, he or she must obtain a motorcycle license or endorsement.


Two Routes to Licensing


There are two routes to obtaining a motorcycle license or endorsement. The first one is the do-it-yourself method, and the second one is a professionally taught option, which takes a safer and more strategic approach to learning to ride. This second option is the one more likely to keep you on a motorcycle for a long time.


[image: fig20_01]


I wouldn’t have lent my BMW R1150RT—which I bought after gaining some years of riding experience—to the novice me to practice on!


Route 1: The Rocky Road


Because most states offer a temporary motorcycle learner’s permit to any licensed motorist, you can go to your local state Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) or Motor Vehicle Commission (MVC) office to get a permit (you may have to take a written test), borrow or buy a motorcycle, and then start practicing. You can either teach yourself to ride or enlist the help of an experienced rider. When you think you’ve mastered the basic motorcycle skills, you return to the DMV/MVC and take the written test (if you didn’t take it to get the permit) and the riding-skills test to get a motorcycle license or endorsement.
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Streetmasters Advice from Walt Fulton


Mentoring


At first blush it may appear that the job of a mentor is an easy one, that any experienced rider should be able to do it. Yet experience alone does not make for a good teacher.


In motorcycling, a mentor should be not only an expert motorcyclist but also someone who can offer meaningful counsel, suggestions, direction, and sources of information with as little personal bias as possible. It’s imperative that this person be able to listen objectively to the preferences of the learner and be able to clearly evaluate his or her needs.


Too often, when someone is teaching a spouse or other family member, giving truly objective counsel is difficult. Keep in mind, too, that the very process of mentoring can be more difficult when you’re working with a family member—one or both of the parties are more likely to become impatient, irritated, or upset.


If you decide to seek someone to help instruct you, make sure that person is qualified for the job. Ask potential mentors how many miles they ride in a year on average, what types of bikes they have owned, and what types of riding they have done. High mileage and experience with a variety of bikes and types of riding are good qualifications for a mentor. Real veterans are less likely to be biased against the type of bike or riding you might like to have or do.


All good mentors have one other very important qualification: they use positive reinforcement, rather than criticism, to help you learn.





Realistically, if you’re a first-time rider or have been off a motorcycle for a long time, this route can prove to be a pricey, dicey, and inefficient proposition. To begin with, few, if any, experienced riders will want to lend their pride and joys to an inexperienced or returning rider. Even if you find someone who is willing to do so, the bike will probably be unsuitable for you as a learner (too tall, too heavy, too powerful).


If you cannot get a loaner, you may have to purchase your own bike—probably before you have gained any real riding experience, before you have acquired enough experience to know what kind of bike to buy, or even before you know if you are going to enjoy riding long term. There is also the danger of learning improper riding techniques, either from attempting to teach yourself or from the coaching of a well-meaning friend or family member.


There is one other option now available for taking the riding-skills test at the DMV/MVC. If you have your permit, you can rent a small motorcycle (250cc or smaller) or a small scooter from one of the businesses that rent them out for the sole purpose of helping you pass the test. At the time you’re scheduled to take the riding test, someone from the rental business will meet you at the DMV/MVC with a motorcycle or scooter.


For an extra charge, some of these rental companies offer to give you a short period of instruction on riding the bike or scooter. If you go this route, you will get only enough instruction to pass the test on a small bike or scooter. Such an arrangement may get you a motorcycle license, but that’s all it will do. It will not teach you how to ride safely or give you crucial information on important techniques such as strategic braking and countersteering. (See Licensing Requirements and Courses for details on what various courses offer, pages 24–26.)
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Terry Vinyard and his Suzuki Intruder


[image: triblearrow_red] A Rider’s Tale


Terry’s Story: Clutches and Perseverance


I first got the bug to ride after my divorce in 2005, at age thirty-five. I’d never really thought about motorcycling before, but suddenly I found myself thinking about motorcycles and imagining myself on one. I had some friends and coworkers who rode, and I started asking them a lot of questions. The best piece of advice that I received was to take a riding class. It just so happened that there was a Harley-Davidson dealership just up the road from my apartment that offered the Rider’s Edge beginning class.


My main concern before starting the class was that I’d never driven a car with manual transmission and so didn’t know how to use a clutch. People assured me that it wouldn’t make much difference. Wrong! The first day on the bike, I fell three times because I couldn’t get used to the clutch. But I told myself that if I really wanted to do this, this was the time and the place. I ended up passing the class, getting 100 percent on my written test, and passing my riding test—in the pouring rain, no less.


About six months later, I bought a 2003 Suzuki Intruder, a great starter bike, and have never looked back. I enjoy riding to and from work, making an occasional excursion to the mountains, and exploring unknown roads. I’ve even learned to do my own oil changes and general maintenance. Motorcycling has been all I imagined and more.





[image: fig22_01]


Students in this Motorcycle Safety Foundation Basic RiderCourse ride small loaner motorcycles and wear loaner full-face helmets. Most, if not all, basic riding courses offer use of equipment to the novice rider, a distinct advantage.


Route 2: The Strategic Road


Fortunately for you, there’s a better route than those just described: a basic riding course taught by certified instructors. These courses can be found all over the country. In the past four decades, the MSF, which conducts rider training in forty-eight states, has successfully taught more than 3 million people how to ride. Oregon and Idaho feature their own state-sponsored rider training programs: Team Oregon and Idaho STAR (Skills Training Advantage for Riders).


I took the MSF Basic RiderCourse when I began riding again in 1996; it was a two-and-a-half-day, fifteen-hour course that cost $150 and offered at a Honda corporate location in Alpharetta, Georgia. As of the writing of this book, the cost for the MSF course, depending on where you take it, ranges from free in Illinois and Pennsylvania to $350 in New York. For your money, you get:


[image: grey_square] A motorcycle to ride—theirs, not yours. This loaner motorcycle is typically a 250cc, which is big enough for you to get started on. You also get the use of a helmet approved by the Department of Transportation (DOT).


[image: grey_square] Classroom training with instruction on techniques to maximize personal safety and situational awareness on the road.


[image: grey_square] Actual experience on a riding course, where you will become familiar with (or reintroduced to) motorcycle controls and their operation and have an opportunity to learn basic maneuvers, such as smooth engagement of the clutch, proper techniques for turning and handling the bike, and smooth stopping.


For the riding portion of the class, you will be given a list of protective clothing you need to wear; items will likely include a sturdy jacket and pants, over-the-ankle leather boots with oil-resistant high-traction tread, leather gloves that cover the entire hand, and protective eyewear—all items you will need when you begin riding anyway. Note: you will want to purchase motorcycling-specific riding gloves once you have passed the class, but until then, a pair of leather full-coverage gloves should work.


Going this route is well worth the reasonable cost of a class. You not only learn about the proper operation of a motorcycle but also receive excellent information on riding techniques, motorcycle safety, operating the bike in traffic, and other motorcycling subjects that you would not get as a self-taught rider (or one given minimal instruction by a bike rental company). For those who have previous experience on a motorcycle but rode before licensing was required, this is still a great opportunity and an inexpensive way to dust off and update skills prior to taking to the road again.
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Cathy Siglow took the strategic road to relearn how to ride in her fifties.


[image: triblearrow_red] A Rider’s Tale


Cathy’s Story (Part 1): The Wrong Teacher


When Bob and I got married, he was buying small motorcycles, fixing them up, and reselling them. We had ridden together through Europe with me on the back, and when I decided that I wanted to ride my own bike, Bob figured he could teach me. The bikes I used usually didn’t work smoothly, but he always felt the problem was with me, not the bike. This mentoring process ended up being a very traumatic and emotional experience for both of us, but we somehow managed to get through it. I got the motorcycle endorsement on my license and started riding a 125, then a 250, then a 350, and then, just before Bob and I divorced, a Honda CB500.


I was riding the 500 when I met my second husband, Jess. He had mostly done off-road riding, but he bought a street bike just to ride with me. I had been riding for eight years and I had accumulated about 10,000 miles by the time our first son was born. I put away my motorcycle then, knowing I had a responsibility to raise my child to adulthood and self-sufficiency and could no longer take unnecessary risks.


Fast-forward twenty-three years: In fall 2003, our oldest son’s fiancée, Jen, informed me that she wanted to learn to ride a motorcycle and asked me to take the MSF class with her. As our youngest son was now twenty-two years old and a Green Beret, obviously able to take care of himself, I said yes. Taking a class from trained instructors sounded like a good idea. From my past experience (remember Bob?), I knew that learning a technical skill from a family member was not a good idea.


The class proved to be interesting and fun, but I discovered I had to unlearn several very bad habits. Jen, three other women, and I were not able to pass the class on the first go-round, which made me realize just how bad a rider I had been in my younger days.


The school set up a weekend for the five of us to work with a female instructor on the areas in which we were deficient. Our instructor was patient, but she still expected us to reach an acceptable level of skill. We spent two days on the bike range improving our skills and were then able to pass the course and get our licenses. [See chapter 5 for the second part of Cathy’s story.]





[image: fig24_01]


A Motorcycle Safety Foundation instructor puts students through cornering drills. Cornering is a critical skill, taught in all beginner courses and improved on in advanced courses and specialty schools, such as Streetmasters Motorcycle Workshops, where Walt Fulton is lead instructor.


Licensing Requirements and Courses


Check your state’s motor vehicles web-site to learn what’s required for licensing and motorcycle operation in your state. Some states require residents to take a basic riding course before they can obtain a motorcycle license. A basic riding course ends with a written knowledge test and a riding-skills test. If you can pass those two tests, you will receive a certificate that you present to your local DMV/MVC, which then waives the requirement to take the riding-skills test and, in the majority of cases, the written test. (Check with your state’s DMV/MVC to find out whether you still need to take a written test at one of its offices.) Often, insurance companies will lower motorcycle insurance premiums for individuals who have completed a riding course.


Basic Courses


Many places offer basic rider training, including college campuses and the corporate locations of motorcycle manufacturers as well as dealerships and privately owned sites. Programs may be conducted by the MSF, by Harley-Davidson or another manufacturer, or by independent state-sponsored rider organizations, such as Team Oregon and Idaho STAR. Most rider-training organizations offer more than one level of basic rider training. An Internet search will find places sponsoring state-approved classes.


Harley-Davidson’s basic riding course, called the Rider’s Edge, is also taught by instructors certified by MSF but covers some Harley-Davidson-specific content. The Rider’s Edge course currently uses larger displacement motorcycles in its training classes (the Buell Blast 500cc single). Whether this course is for you depends on your preferences, goals, and comfort zone. These classes are generally a bit more expensive than other riding courses, and in some cases require that you bring a DOT-approved helmet. Graduates of this course also receive a licensing endorsement certificate upon completion.


Basic courses, no matter who teaches them, use a common curriculum that exposes new and returning riders to fundamental riding information, including safety, proper riding technique, and a specific set of criteria and goals necessary for the competent operation of a bike. Besides making the licensing procedure a smooth, educational, and efficient process, the basic riding class is just plain fun.


Returning Rider Courses


In 2011, the MSF added new courses, among them one specifically for returning riders. To take the course, you must have a permit and basic riding skills. The course covers elements of both the first-and second-level basic courses. As a returning rider, you may find that the faster pace of this type of course is more to your liking.


Perhaps you rode a larger displacement motorcycle back in the day, so the idea of taking a class using a 250cc or smaller motorcycle on a closed riding course is a bit of a strain on your ego. After all, some of the instructors teaching the class were probably in diapers when you first rode. If you were a rider after motorcycle licensing requirements began, you may even still have an M endorsement on your driver’s license, kept through the years “just in case.” So, do you really need to take this class? The answer is a resounding “Yes!” Knowledge about riding and riding techniques has come a very long way in a generation or two, as have motorcycle styles, power, handling, and amenities. It makes good sense to update your skills with the best information and training available by taking a basic riding course.


This is an opportunity to get used to riding again in a closed environment, which will help ensure that you can comfortably ease back into riding and relearn riding techniques. Just as important, the course offers you the chance to unlearn some bad techniques you may have picked up as a self-taught rider. You’re older and wiser now—don’t let ego get in the way of a smart decision.




Consider This


To legally ride a motorcycle, you will be required to take a motorcycle-specific written test and a riding-skills test of some type. Whether you take the tests through an established training program or by going directly to the DMV/MVC, you must get a license before you can move forward. Why not choose the most efficient way by taking a state-approved basic riding class?
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The Suzuki QuadSport Z250 shown here is a popular ATV. Before riding out on a quad, take an ATV-specific course.


Advanced and Other Courses


Many rider-training organizations provide advanced courses for riders of every level, as well as training courses in the safe operation of three-wheeled motorcycles, a popular option for older riders. The MSF sponsors classes that include a half-day introductory scooter course and classes for dirt-bike riders as well as for all-terrain vehicles (ATVs). MSF’s website, www.msf-usa.org, as well as the websites for other state-specific training organizations such as Team Oregon (http://teamoregon.orst.edu/) and Idaho STAR (www.idahostar.org), contains information on these courses and course curricula.


A Win-Win Situation


Now you’ve obtained a motorcycling license, and it is a proud day—I remember! Still, there is more to learn and several decisions to make before you will be ready to ride off into that sunset. The following chapters will help guide you through the next steps to becoming a skilled rider.


Even if you take a course and decide that riding is not for you, you will have learned a good deal about motorcycling, which will increase your awareness of riders when you are driving and give you insight into problems they must contend with on the road. The course will also offer you information on techniques and road safety that will sharpen your driving skills. Whether you choose to continue riding, taking the course is a win-win situation.
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Streetmasters Advice from Walt Fulton


Turning and Countersteering


It is intuitive to rotate a steering wheel to the left and expect the vehicle to turn to the left. Ditto for a right turn. As long as you don’t overthink the instructions for turning a motorcycle, doing so is also simple: press forward on the left handlebar to go left and press forward on the right handlebar to go right. The problem begins when you realize that as you press forward on the left handlebar the front wheel turns to the right and on the right handlebar, to the left. Now what you’re doing seems counterintuitive. So what’s happening? Nothing that geometry and physics can’t explain.


But going that route is more complex than necessary for our purposes, so let us try to make it simpler and easier to visualize. This will involve balancing a kitchen broom in your palm. Put the top of the handle on your palm and the business end of the broom up. You will have to move your hand left, right, forward, and back to keep the broom’s center of gravity positioned directly over the point on your palm where the handle rests. Once you get the feel of balancing the broom, you should be able to hold it nearly still. At this point, move your hand to the left. Which way does the broom fall? How about when you move your hand to the right? In the opposite direction of your movement each time, correct?
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