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A SHORT
HISTORY OF THE


MOTORCYCLE


It’s expensive, dangerous and people hate you for doing it. But we do it anyway. If bikes are in your blood, then they are in there to stay and maybe this little book can help you cope with and better understand your addiction. If they’re not in your blood, then maybe this book can explain what it is about them that leads otherwise sensible, sane people to dress from top to toe in ridiculous outfits and head out to get wet, cold, scared and sometimes dead in the pursuit of their passion.
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Introduction
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My previous bike was a horse. The jump up from a 20mph nag (horse and rider in background not real) to this 100mph Brough Superior must have been mind-blowing.




It’s the best idea in the world: simple as that. The motorcycle perfectly enables our deep-rooted desires to travel, to explore, to dominate territory and to return to our cave with a deer slung over our shoulder: or the papers in our backpack. But it also chimes with our evolved need to connect with another creature, to travel the road with it in a perfectly symbiotic relationship based on trust, understanding and mutual goals. Horse – Iron Horse; same thing really; apart from the vet’s bills and a fear of carrier bags.


The thing is, horses – the alternative and nearest historical equivalent – are essentially out of control and untrustworthy. A motorcycle, by contrast, is entirely trustworthy and any mistake is, and can only be, your own. Yes, the car hit you, but you really thought it wouldn’t pull out in front of you? Yes, the bike highsided mid-corner and threw you up a tree – you’ve only your throttle hand to blame. No bike has ever gone mad and bucked a rider off because it mistook a crow in a bush for a dragon. But like a horse, a motorcycle is also a great way to show off. Rocking up in town in the 1600s astride a magnificent black Friesian stallion – that’s a type of horse with really cool, furry feet and a mane you could lose a goat in – would have had the populace gasping with envy, awe or lust, according to their predilections, principles and position. A bike does the same trick for us: they’re cool. They represent power and the mastery of it, the ability to travel fast, to be at the kill first or, better still, at the door of your lover before anyone else. For these reasons bikes have acquired a mythical status in appropriately lightning-fast time. Few people fail to at least have an opinion on motorcycles. You may never have ridden one; you may have been born astride one; but either way, you’re likely to have an opinion on them. Love, hate, crave, crash, fear or steal; they mean something to all of us and have evolved to that position in tens of thousands of years’ less time than it took for the turkey vulture to invent weeing on its legs to avoid sunburn.




IN THE BEGINNING
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You see the Michaux-Perreaux steam velocipede, one of three contenders thought to be the first motorcycle. Experts are still arguing about it but it is thought to have been made in 1867. It would do about 9mph but it did keep your bum warm and as it was powered by alcohol you could always have a drink if it broke down.




There were many distractions available to the man or woman about town and country in the late nineteenth century. For work you could pick up heavy stuff and carry it about for other people, you could further a career in an unheated office wearing fingerless gloves and going blind by candlelight or you might try being a shipping magnate, a gout-riddled politician, an opium addict, a vicious, absinthe-crazed satirist or a wealthy builder of bridges and ships from iron or stone or anything else expensive, heavy and barely workable. In your leisure time, you could collect interesting tropical plants and the new and interesting tropical diseases that arrived on these shores with them, pop down to London and laugh at the mad people in Bedlam, strive to develop a cure for new and interesting tropical diseases using a blacksmith’s tongs and a steam hammer, or develop a new and interesting tropical disease itself and die. What you couldn’t do, at work or leisure, was ride a motorcycle. And the world was a poorer place for it. The streets were full of rose fertiliser and everything, everyone and everywhere was too far away. Most of all, you couldn’t rove about the streets with your mates on small-capacity motorcycles signalling your power, potency and teenage vigour. You were restricted to rolling an old metal hoop around with a stick and developing rickets. We needed the motorcycle and we needed it now. But, and this is a really massive BUT, built out of stone and iron.


There were two key problems facing the early inventors of the motorcycle in the late 1800s.




1) No one had properly invented the bicycle yet.


2) No one had really invented the motor bit either.





We lacked both the ‘motor’ and the ‘cycle’ elements, you see, and someone would have to do something about that pretty fast or people might just wake up one day to peer through the soot-laden fog at the mire in the streets below and realise that everything was entirely crap and they needed some fun in their lives. And then there would be trouble.


So, to work: first, the bicycle.


A hardy and, I suspect, irritatingly flamboyant few paraded around on things like Pierre Michaux’s ‘velocipede’. Made at his blacksmith’s company in Paris, it had pedals, but that’s about all it had in common with what we would recognise today as a bicycle. So technically, the ‘cycle’ part is still not there. But already the burgeoning, burning desire for a motorcycle had overtaken us and, unable to resist the creature’s siren call, even in the face of the blindingly obvious fact that it could and would never work, Pierre’s son, Ernest, fitted a steam engine to one of his dad’s velocipedes. He had created the Michaux-Perreaux steam velocipede which, apart from being a singularly terrible name, was also a singularly poor substitute for a BMW R1000RR HP4 Carbon Edition.


Somehow, despite the obvious futility of pursuing the refinement of a machine that would always be required to lug around its own weight many times over in coal and risked detonating its boiler at any time and levelling the town, factory, leafy suburb or school playground where it was being used, the Americans got involved and Lucius Copeland, himself an American, which was very exotic back then, though it didn’t in any way guarantee the possession of a sound head on sensible shoulders, came up with what he declared to be the first ‘successful’ ‘Moto-Cycle’.


Successful, perhaps in terms only he understood, because it was, as you can see, ridiculous and despite his rather optimistic hijacking of something close to the proper name for the thing, the thing itself wasn’t quite ready for the streets. Or lanes. Or anywhere but the skip at the back of the factory.


note to above


Americans, though, prided themselves on being a resilient, determined lot, something they had demonstrated only comparatively recently in taking over the continent they called home. And they were not to be put off by something so slight as dismal failure. Besides, inventing stuff was fabulously on-fashion and they persevered with inventing both the motor and the cycle. Pierre Lallement – yes, that’s a French name, because he was an employee of Pierre Michaux, the French blacksmith who founded the first company to produce the velocipede – claimed to have had a hand in developing the prototype for the machine and filed the first bicycle patent with the US Patent Office in 1866. Sylvester Roper then developed a twin-cylinder steam velocipede with a coal-fired boiler. It wasn’t very good but he stuck with it, being an American and all, and by 1894 he had developed a new version. Sadly, he died of a heart attack while demonstrating it in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1896. Shame really – well, obviously it’s a shame, people sad etc. – but he had invented by then what many people consider to be the first motorcycle. And the most significant thing about it? Well it wasn’t the motor, which was still an impractical, wheezy steam engine, but the bicycle bit …that’s where the secret to success lay and why there are those who credit Roper with being the inventor of, if not THE, then ONE of THE first motorcycles.
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Here’s another candidate for the title of first motorcycle. It’s steam powered like the Michaux-Perreaux and was built by American inventor Sylvester H. Roper. Roper also held patents for a shotgun choke, a padlock and a fire escape. The saddle served as a water tank, which was heated by a firebox burning charcoal. If it conked out you could always have a barbecue.
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Poor old Sylvester died while riding one of his later steam bikes at a bicycle race in 1896. While doing a demonstration run at over 40mph his face apparently turned grey and he wobbled to a stop and fell off. He’d had a heart attack. Probably due to overexcitement.





Roper’s 1896 bike was based on the then super-modern safety bicycle. And that is big news and a sign that the stars were lining up for everything to come together and make the moment perfect for the invention of the most important, exciting, trouser-tweakingly wonderful invention of them all, the modern motorcycle.
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This dapper chap is Lucius Copeland, inventor of the contraption that he’s proudly standing beside. This 1884 single-cylinder steam-powered machine looked like a penny-farthing with an engine but unlike the former It’s the front wheel that steers. No doubt absolutely terrifying at its 15mph top speed.





Up until about 1885, bicycle riders had been limited to machines with a front wheel bigger than the London Eye and a rear wheel off a piano. They were hilariously, horribly dangerous and only existed because no one had really thought up gearing. The front wheel was so huge because, as I am sure you are aware, every rotation of the pedals, fixed to the centre of that huge front wheel, resulted in a rotation of the wheel itself. The circle turned by the pedals was small, only as large as could be articulated by the feet and legs of the man or woman pedalling. But when translated to the massive outer rim of the big wheel itself, that one rotation added up to a much, much bigger distance than that travelled by the rider’s feet. The outside circumference of the big wheel was going a lot faster and a lot further than the smaller circumference described by the pedals. And then you hit a low wall, swung over the front wheel and were catapulted head first into a coal shed.
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Compare a penny-farthing to the Rover and Cogent bicycles advertised above and the words ‘safety bicycle’ need little explanation. Which would you rather fall off?





By 1885 that fad had ended at last with the introduction of gearing; a bicycle was invented on which the chain-wheel was roughly twice the size of the rear sprocket, achieving the same gear ratio as the penny-farthing’s without the need to travel to the shops on something tall enough to pitch you into the next county when you fell off. So, it had two spoked wheels of equal size, a chain-driven rear wheel and direct steering. The English inventor who formalised the design of the ‘safety bicycle’ was industrialist John Kemp Starley. In fact, the name ‘safety bicycle’ had been coined a little earlier to attach to the creation of another English inventor, Harry John Lawson, in 1876. But his invention, unlike Starley’s, didn’t have the benefit of gearing, and that was the key development that made the thing functional. Neither did it have the benefit of the added title, ‘Rover’; another little creation of Starley’s, when he called his bike the ‘Rover Safety Bicycle’, which is a bit boring. I’d have called it the ‘Rotational Thrust Warp Machine’ or the ‘Compact Cyclical Strike Urge Warrior’. But it was OK, because it was the bicycle that served as the basis of Roper’s machine and anyway, within a year of its launch, Gottlieb Daimler had strapped an internal combustion engine to it to create the Reitwagen and in doing so had invented the first motorcycle – or the other ONE of THE first motorcycles. But let’s not get caught up in who invented THE first and who invented ONE of THE first whatever, let’s just agree that by 1896 everything was looking rosy, fast and a little bit more dangerous from then on.


Before we move on, I want to make sure that we’re not getting carried away here. The first motorcycles were pretty terrible. They were slow, unreliable, leaky and difficult to steer and stop. So quite dangerous then. But context is everything; and most things were terrible or dangerous or a combination of both back then. If your washing was dried in a mangle, you would be impressed in 1895 by a motorcycle with a De Dion-Bouton engine generating a monumental half a horsepower. Especially if you had ridden to work on one of Daimler’s earliest bicycles with its wooden frame and wooden spoked wheels with iron rims.


Then there was a lot of refinement and tweaking of this and that, to the point where, by the 1900s, motorcycles made by the fledgling Indian company were producing an unimaginable 1.75 horsepower and propelling their brave owners to speeds of 25 miles an hour.
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De Dion-Bouton was best known for its pioneering cars and three-wheelers but also built engines for motorcycles. They were considered to be the first lightweight and high-speed internal combustion engines. Loads of manufacturers copied the design, including Harley-Davidson.
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The Daimler Reitwagen, built by Gottlieb Daimler in 1885, is considered by many to be the first real motorcycle because it was powered by an internal combustion engine burning petrol rather than a steam engine.







HERE TO STAY
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We are twentieth-century bikers. Out of the goddam way, please madam …


While there are those things that take a while to catch on – democracy, monogamy, hygiene and such – motorcycling was not one of them. As the smog-laden, rickety 1800s rolled round into the optimistic, thrillingly new though still smoggy and rickety 1900s, the motorcycle had caught on, big time. The first motorcycle magazine called, imaginatively enough, Motor Cycling, was launched in 1902. And people cared about this. In response to the warm reception that it had immediately received, the magazine dedicated a page to reflecting on how wonderful it was and how much everybody loved it. On this page we can read about J.A. Lewis of Ipswich who wrote, following receipt of his copy of the new magazine, to declare, ‘Undoubtedly a good value for one penny; was pleased with it’, and what finer praise could there be? Well there was more: C.G. Shore of Croydon must have been wrestling with his Englishman’s stiff upper lip as might a picnicker with his tablecloth on a windy day when he wrote to say, ‘Really a magnificent and instructive paper.’ He even added, at the risk of being banished from English society for the crime of rabid sentimentality, with sinister undertones of something like publicly expressed happiness, ‘I wish it every success.’ This was 1902, barely six years after Roper and/or Daimler had combined Starley and/or Lawson’s safety bicycle design with a proper, if rudimentary, internal combustion engine to create the first motorcycles. The motorcycle was still blinking to open its eyes for the first time, standing on wobbly legs and looking for its mother’s dangling teat, yet it was thrust into the limelight like a Beatle stepping off an aeroplane some sixty years later. Motor Cycling magazine included quotes from ‘The Trade’ too. What trade? How can there have been a trade for something so new? You may as well talk of a baby’s body of work or a kitten’s Facebook account – actually, there are millions of those, but you’ll take my point. Nevertheless, under ‘What the Trade Says’, we read that the Enfield Cycle Co. Ltd declared, ‘Have received No. 1 of Motor Cycling on which I hasten to congratulate you.’
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These splendid gentlemen are obviously admiring this 1903 ‘experimental’ Matchless, glad that they’re not sitting in the thing on the back. The single-seat trailer idea didn’t catch on.
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‘Crikey Cuthbert, that shop next to the butcher in the high street has got the new Regina and it’s £45.’ It’s 1902 and the motor bicycle is catching on.





Strettons Ltd of Cheltenham wrote, ‘Congratulate you upon the first issue of Motor Cycling. It quite fulfils our expectations, and we feel sure it will be the recognised organ of the motor cycle trade just as Cycling is of the Cycle trade.’


Perhaps most telling of all is another section on Motor Cycling’s page of shameless self-adoration. Under ‘What the Press Says’ are quotes from the Daily Mail, the Pall Mall Gazette, the Birmingham Midland Express and others. These are mainstream newspapers reporting on the launch of a specialist magazine launched to inform those taking part in a new and, to most eyes, frankly peculiar pastime. That the new pastime warrants coverage in the mainstream press at all suggests there was a large groundswell of interest already building.


The Daily Express, we are told, ‘considers the pastime established’ and writes joyfully that:




Motorcyclists now have a paper to themselves. The first number of Motor Cycling, an off-shoot of that excellent weekly Cycling, has just been published. From the quantity of news and illustrations to say nothing of the advertisements, it is evident that the new pastime already stands high in popular favour.
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In 1902, Motor Cycling magazine was launched. Within a few issues it was selling almost 20,000 copies a month and was the place to look for machines and riding equipment.
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Girl bikers aren’t a new thing. This American couple are about to take their his ’n’ hers machines out for a ride. Her safety headgear looks the most convincing.
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Pondering my 1927 Sunbeam and trying to remember how to start it and where the throttle and brakes are. It’s the oldest and slowest machine in my collection, but It’s loved just as much as the modern quick stuff.





Don’t you just completely love it when something catches on quickly and sweeps across nations to consume our passions and thoughts? Not disease and stuff, obviously, or fake religions or weird convictions, but when it’s something good and wholesome and useful, like skateboards and hula hoops in the generations to follow. In this instance, I think it’s plain to see that the motorcycle caught on so quickly because it was, in the collective consciousness, already with us. For the motorcycle to exist we first needed the motor and the cycle. By 1900 we had them and they were almost immediately combined to match up to an idea that was already in our heads. It is as though we already knew about the Ducati 1299 Panigale S as a destination and were just setting out merrily to get there as quickly as possible. In talking about the new magazine for this entirely new breed, the Birmingham Midland Express ‘doubts not its value’ and has, clearly, a sense that these are the early stages of something exciting and important when it writes, ‘If the quality of the letterpress and illustrations evidenced by the first number can be maintained, Motor Cycling will become popular, and will unquestionably prove of value to the followers of this important phase of cycling.’




THE BIKER ARRIVES
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Something else to take from the early press coverage regarding the motorcycle and motorcycling: it seems to have been driven not only by those already tinkering with early automobiles but also, and perhaps more fervently, by the cycling fraternity. The magazine Motor Cycling was, as the Daily Express reminded us, an offshoot of Cycling, a weekly magazine aimed at those who had taken up the still new pastime of riding about on the newly-invented safety bicycle both as a pastime and as transport. Far from decrying this new and noisy relative of their chosen steed, cyclists embraced it as a long-lost friend. I don’t wish to be cynical but – which means I do wish to be cynical, much like when a taxi driver opens with, ‘I don’t want to be racist but …’ – anyway, my question, despite the obvious cynicism is, would the motorcycle or its equivalent be met with such enthusiasm today by what could be seen as the ‘old guard’, enthusiasts of something clearly about to be replaced by this newer, better alternative? I doubt it. But cyclists, by and large, seem to have taken one look at the motorcycle and decided, ‘Yup, that’s the thing for me’.


Take, as an example, well-known cyclist of the time and prolific author on the subject, Mr G. Lacy Hillier. His approach to the things is pragmatic, to say the very least. In an article headed ‘The Motor Bicycle, Has it Come to Stay?’, printed in Motor Cycling in March 1902, he makes it pretty clear that he won’t be protesting the arrival of the new machine in any way.


‘Bicycle riding has been a pastime for some 30 to 35 years, steadily increasing in popular favour and happily emancipated from the cad-on-castors slur of some years ago.’


Oh good, people are already deciding that bikers, even Victorian ones with massive moustaches and silly trousers pedalling bicycles, are a bit bad-ass.
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The learned cycling journalist G. Lacy Hillier ponders the future of the motor bicycle and comments on the perils of ‘side-slip’, while reckoning that the motor bicycle, like its unpowered brother, is a fair-weather machine. The first fair-weather biker is born.
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The motor bicycle (we’re still a few years away from the term motorcycle) has only been around for a few years and yet there are dozens of manufacturers, all furiously peddling their machines, in Motor Cycling.





‘The cycle is now recognised as a convenient means of locomotion by all classes.’


Note: he doesn’t talk about Lycra-clad congestion enthusiasts kicking the flanks of other people’s pride and joy because they had the temerity to take it out on the roads for the maintenance of which they pay a very great deal of tax. In fact, there’s a hint here that the bicycle was already being seen not as a novelty item but as a means of transport for the masses. Something that G. Lacy Hillier addresses head on:




On the point of cost – The motor bicycle is, of course, much more within reach than a car; in fact, compared with the ordinary safety the motor-bicycle is already cheap, the results of keen competition in the cycle trade, thus benefiting the users of the new vehicle.


As to storage or stabling [Note: I cannot describe the visceral thrill that pulses through me when I read the word ‘stabling’ in this context. It immediately connects with the subtle, underlying sensation that a bike is alive, a creature with which to share the road and the adventures it holds.] – The motor-bicycle scores heavily. Many cyclists, especially suburban residents, cannot stable even an ordinary tricycle, but the motor-bicycle is as easily stabled as a safety and, to this point alone assures the motor-bicycle a large amount of popularity. Stabling-out involves expense as well as the possibility of the machines being interfered with.
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Advertisements contain references to successes in hillclimbs and trials. If it could win on Sunday it could get you to work on Monday without breaking down. Well, perhaps.





Oh good, we’re getting precious about our steeds now. And not, I suspect, just on account of the cost. Shades perhaps of the Hells Angels’ dreadful future punishments for any thieving tike tempted to interfere even the tiniest bit with the badged bike of a patch-bearing member of their clan. It only takes one failed bike thief waking up to find himself tied to a chair at the back of a warehouse surrounded by bearded men in leather jackets holding large spanners in a fashion that suggests the thing they’re about to go to work on with them is not a bolt, to spread and intensify the concept of a magical bond between man – or semi-homicidal maniac – and machine and thus elevate that machine to mythical status.


G. Lacy Hillier goes on to talk about how the motorcycle, ‘in a classic phrase, fills a long felt want’, and proposes that, it will find its own field and retain it, that cycle-making firms with a reputation for sound work will find that it brings grist to the mill, that it will induce many riders to take an interest in the sport, and bring in many new men – in short, that it has come at just the right juncture, when the trade outlook is improving and enterprise reviving.
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It’s 1908 and six chums are readying themselves for a ride out, fags lit and ties straight. If you owned your own bike in those days you were rich. And probably idle.
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Four smiling chaps pose with a Triumph 500 Model H in 1914. Ironically this is the bike the War Department chose for despatch-riding duties. How many of these men survived the First World War?





And in another piece of foresight, when he says,




The speed generally will be faster than that of ordinary cycling, with a correspondingly exhilarating effect, and there is much to interest the rider in the skilful management of his mount. Thus I expect to see many a rider long missed from the haunts where cyclists most do congregate once more frequenting them …





It is as though he has just returned from a blast up the Cat and Fiddle pass on a Kawasaki H2 and a bacon sarnie in a car park with all his biker mates. We were already bikers; we just needed the bikes.


Right, we’ve got our bikes. Now what do we do with them?




First Motorcycle Show
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My entire childhood was spent looking at motorcycles. Nothing else. By the age of ten or eleven I could spot a bike from the car window and reel off its name, manufacturer, stats pertaining to the engine capacity and any specialist purpose or talents of the machine. No one was interested, but I would reel them off all the same. Looking at bikes and, better still, being among them, roaming through a group of them as you might stumble across a herd of grazing antelope on an African savannah is almost, but never quite, as much fun as riding them. A fact realised very quickly by the buying public and, more importantly, by the selling trade very shortly after the motorcycle’s eventual arrival. A few short years after the first examples of the breed had floundered to their wheels and taken to the roads came the first motorcycle show. Technically, it was a bit of an invasion of an existing event, but the pioneer bikers took to it as their own when it first cropped up on the social calendar at the Crystal Palace Motor Show on 14–22 February 1902. Given that it was still very much a fledgling creation, it might be expected that there would be only a couple of newfangled motorcycles in a corner of the exhibition, but it sounds, from the articles in Motor Cycle and the press at the time, rather as though the two-wheelers invaded the four-wheelers’ event. They certainly caught the public imagination.
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As the photographs show, the 1902 motor show at Crystal Palace was really a car event. However, some newfangled motor bicycles slipped in and created feverish interest. Manufacturers staged demonstrations of the machines in the venue’s grounds. No doubt many small boys became very excited. Just like the author would at shows 75 years later.
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