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About the Book

‘The maddest 12 months of my life. The journey starts with an oddball race up an American mountain and ends with me checking myself out of hospital with a broken back. Again ...’

As Guy’s Latvian grandfather frequently reminded him, ‘When you dead, you dead.’ So before it’s all over, Guy Martin is making the most of the time he’s got. In this past year alone, he’s raced the Isle of Man TT and finished on the podium; competed in solo 24-hour bicycle races; trekked across India; commissioned the building of the largest Wall of Death the world has ever seen, then built a bike to ride on it; flown a stunt plane; broken a go-kart speed record down a French mountain and dusted himself off after a dramatic crash at the Dundrod 150 Superbike race, and not forgetting his day job as a truck fitter.

There’s been some near misses, incredible feats of endurance, fantastic sporting achievements, the odd spot of bother and one or two misadventures. But no one can tell it like Guy can, so here he is doing all the talking.

Spot on.


About the Author

Guy Martin has always lived within 20 miles of the Grimsby hospital he was born in, on the 4th November 1981. But that hasn’t stopped the professional truck mechanic from winning multiple international road races, including eleven Ulster GPs and eight Scarborough Gold Cups, plus scoring sixteen Isle of Man TT podiums. Neither has it prevented him from presenting five critically acclaimed prime-time TV series, being the subject of a BAFTA-nominated documentary or breaking British and World land speed records along the way. Did we mention he’s also the author of a phenomenal number one bestselling autobiography? Not bad for a truck fitter.
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INTRODUCTION

When you dead, you dead

My second go at writing a book followed my first pretty quickly because 2014’s My Autobiography went down so well. You might be thinking I’d struggle to fill this one, considering that book covered the first 30-odd years of my life and this one concentrates on just 12 months. I thought the same for a while. To be honest, I still hadn’t got my head around anyone wanting to read about me in the first place, so it wasn’t an easy decision to write another. In the end, I had no bother filling another book because this has been the maddest year of my life. And previous years had been full-on, so that’s saying something.

The book starts at a race that made a big impression on my life, Pikes Peak International Hill Climb of July 2014, and finishes just after one that made an even bigger impression, the Ulster Grand Prix of August 2015. I talk about winning and losing, successes and almighty fuck-ups. It’ll let you know a bit about my decision-making process, that sometimes only I can understand. I describe how and why I do stuff and the opportunities I’ve turned down. It also covers the day-to-day routines that have made me who I am. I’ll also introduce you to people I work with and mates I spend time with.

There have been a couple of big additions to my life who don’t really get a proper introduction in the book, but were there through all of it.

When I started writing the book I was a bit lonely. Every morning I was getting up at daft o’clock in the morning, working in the truck yard on my own, only going into the office for a brew and some passive smoking with Mick Moody every three or four hours. Then I’d come home to an empty house, because Nick, my cousin who lodges with me, doesn’t come home till late most nights.

One day, not long after getting home from Pikes Peak, I was on a pushbike ride with Jason Miles, who crops up regularly in the following chapters. I was telling him I’d love a dog, and when he said his mate’s sister’s cousin knew about a litter of Labradors that were due, I told him to put my name down for one. There wasn’t any big decision about this breed or that breed, but Labradors are a bit like Retrievers and the Lancasters had them on their farm when I lived there.

It wouldn’t be possible for me to own a dog if it wasn’t for my sister Sal, so we decided we’d share one, her looking after the dog when I was away. So in August 2014, me, Sal and her boys George and Louie went over to Manchester to see this litter of Labradors. There were only a couple to choose from, because most of them had already been picked, but as soon as I saw them I thought they were the best things ever. I’d eaten some bacon Frazzles on the drive over and one pup I picked up started licking my chops straight away. I thought, Right, you’re my man. He was the smallest of the survivors. There had been a smaller pup, but that one had died. I didn’t bother having his back end checked – Labs are notorious for having dodgy hips, but I wasn’t bothered because I was having him whatever.

We named him Nigel, after Mad Nige, the late Mad Nige, my mate from the Isle of Man. He causes loads of grief, tries to eat everything and disappears for hours, but I just put that down to him showing a bit of character.

The other big change in my home life is the fact that Sharon moved in. She’s from Dublin, and we’ve been together for most of the time I was writing the book. I first met her at a charity moped race at Mondello race track in February 2014. Sharon is a mate of people I know out there because she was involved with the Loughshinny Motorcycle Club, who organise the Skerries and Killalane road races. She was invited out for a meal with a group of us and I got talking to her a bit that night and then again at the race the next day, quizzing her about a load of stuff. She said she liked that and even though she promised herself she’d never go out with a road racer we ended up together.

For most of the time covered by this book I would go over and visit her for the odd weekend I had off and every time I was racing, testing or doing anything in Ireland, but she moved over to England after the 2015 TT and it’s great. In the past, I’ve dragged jobs out because I’d get whinged at when I came home, but Sharon doesn’t whinge about anything. She gives me a cup of tea, we have a yarn and then I go into the shed or we do something. We’re well suited.

It’s important to point out that I’ve written this book as I’ve gone along, so you’re reading what I thought at the time. Even if I end up contradicting myself later I haven’t gone back and changed it, so you can see what I was thinking, and hopefully why, then follow the process of me changing my mind. So you might know the ending, but I certainly didn’t when I started writing the book or even when I thought I’d finished it. My life has a habit of going off the rails every now and then, and it happened so late in the day this time that I had to rewrite the last chapter.

And if you’re wondering about the book’s title, it comes from a saying my mum’s dad would repeat to me when I was a little kid. There was no doubt in Voldemars Kidals’s mind, and he’d seen plenty in his life. I wasn’t even ten years old, but he let me have it straight and made sure I knew that he believed, ‘When you dead, you dead.’ With that thought never far from my mind I make sure I pack a lot in.
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CHAPTER 1

I wasn’t whoopin’ or hollerin’, but I was chuffed

I have been road racing for over 12 years and for the last few years I’ve been slowly but steadily realising I want to do different stuff. Call it a bucket list or a do before you die list or whatever you like, but I just want my eyes opening and I know there’s more to motorbike racing than what I have been doing. I also think the arse has been kicked out of road racing for the last few years. There are too many people who are only there because it’s the cool thing to do. I love motorbikes, but I sometimes forget it when I’m at certain races. People might think it’s just talk when I say ‘I just want to ride my motorbike’, but I do. How long I was going to keep road racing was something I’d been thinking about a lot.

Those are just some of the reasons I ended up in Colorado at an oddball race called the Pikes Peak International Hill Climb. Pikes Peak is nicknamed, by the organisers at least, ‘The Race to the Clouds’, and it’s the second oldest motor race in USA, after the Indianapolis 500.

It’s a totally different kettle of fish to the Indy 500, though. For one thing, the Indianapolis 500 is just for cars, whereas Pikes Peak is for motorbikes, trucks, quads, trikes and all kinds of cars from classic to electric. Pikes Peak has more similarities to the Isle of Man TT than a short circuit race, because it’s held on a toll road up a mountain, not a purpose-built racetrack. The mountain is like a national park and you have to pay to go up it with a vehicle. At the bottom there are log cabins built across the road where you drive up to a barrier, pay a park ranger a fee to get through and onto the two-way road. Then you can drive right up to the café and gift shop, 19 miles further on, at the very top of the mountain.

The mountain is named after the explorer Zebulon Pike Jr, and Pikes Peak is part of the Rocky Mountain range, in the west of the state of Colorado. Pike was so impressed by the mountain, when he first saw it in 1806, that he reckoned it would never be climbed by a human. He got that wrong, obviously. By 1888 there was a carriage track to the top. In 1915, a local entrepreneur, Spencer Penrose, paid for the building of the dirt road up it. He did it to attract tourists to nearby Colorado Springs. He is also the man who came up with the idea of running a motor race to promote the new road and the area. The race I entered, in the summer of 2014, was the 92nd running of the Pikes Peak International Hill Climb.

Colorado is at such a high altitude that the lowest point in the whole state is over 3,300 ft (1,000 m) above sea level. That means the lowest point of the whole state is higher than Scafell Pike, the highest mountain in the whole of England. The nearby city of Colorado Springs, where we stayed in for the week in a hotel, is on a plateau a mile above sea level, and the car park at the summit of Pikes Peak is 14,115 ft or nearly 2.7 miles (4,302 m) above sea level.

By comparison, that is over three times higher than Ben Nevis, and while Mont Blanc, the highest mountain in the whole of Europe, is just 500 m taller than Pikes Peak, at the top of the American mountain there’s a shop selling fudge and cuddly Big Foot toys.

From the gravel car park at the top of Pikes Peak, it’s said you can see five different states on a clear day and after you’ve had a look around you drive down the same way you went up. A cog railway carries tourists to the top and there are walking trails too.

I found out about the Pikes Peak race three or four years before from Paul Dunlop, my mate from Northern Ireland. I sometimes stay with him when I’m racing at the North West 200 and he’s into rare stuff. He showed me the famous short film, Climb Dance, of Ari Vatanen driving his Peugeot 405 T16 rally car up the mountain in 1988. Back then, much of the road was still dirt, but now it’s completely tarmac’d. Climb Dance planted a seed, then I heard about the Loeb thing, when Peugeot returned to Pikes Peak with the multiple World Rally Champion Sebastien Loeb. He raced his Peugeot WRC car there in 2013 and smashed the course record, though the first fully tarmac race was in 2012, and the new surface helped him lower the course record.

The Pikes Peak race was definitely in my mind when the TV lot were looking for new things to do. Well, they were looking for anything to do, but if we were going to carry on with the TV job I only wanted to be involved with new challenges. I’m not interested in repeating the same kind of programmes, that’s why I stopped doing the history series, like How Britain Worked, even though I enjoyed them at the time.

We got talking about me racing Pikes Peak and them filming it. Their original thought was to race my TAS Suzuki superbike, but I wasn’t interested in that. It seemed too easy. If I was going to do it, I reckoned I should do it on my Martek. Pikes Peak is one of the few races anywhere in the world where you can ride whatever you want, and I love that about it. Pretty much everywhere else they make you enter on a production bike, something based on a showroom bike and modified to very strict rules, or it’s MotoGP – and even there the rules are tight and you can’t run a turbo or supercharger, meaning all the bikes have ended up looking just like each other. Pikes Peak happily accepts, and attracts, all the weirdos and oddballs.

There was just one small problem: I bought the Martek in late 2009 and it had been in bits for most of the time I had owned it. It is a turbocharged special based on an early-1990s Suzuki GSX-R1100, but it has had so much work done to it, there’s not that much Suzuki left. It was originally built by Mark Walker, one of the co-owners of Martek, a motorcycle chassis-building firm in Grimsby that has now stopped trading. When I bought the bike I thought I’d change a few bits and pieces, and bring it all up to the same high standard, because there were a few areas that were letting it down. Then one thing led to another, and four years later it was an expensive pile of bits in the corner of my shed. I’d only ridden it a few times in all the years I’d had it.

Everyone involved agreed that racing the Martek would make a more interesting programme, but it meant I had to pull my finger out and get it finished. Instead of just bolting it all back together I planned to change loads more of it.

I bought a new BorgWarner turbo and TiAL wastegate. I needed to fit a scavenge pump to draw oil through the turbo, because the turbo was too low for the oil to flow by gravity alone. Racefit, in Derbyshire, made me a titanium exhaust system with a huge outlet you could lose a Jack Russell up.

Because the race climbs so many feet up the mountain, the fuelling changes as the air becomes thinner at altitude, and most bikes would lose power. My thinking was, I could change the turbo boost pressure as I climbed, so the motor would make a constant amount of power and wouldn’t get breathless. Most engines make far less power at high altitudes because there isn’t the density of air to mix with fuel. So I had an all-new, one-off wiring loom and electronics made for the bike by Track Electronics in Norfolk. This included a one-off ECU (the engine’s brain). I could’ve got an off-the-shelf MoTeC ECU, like we use on the TAS bikes, but that would have meant I needed a separate boost controller for the turbo and I wanted it as neat as possible, so I had my own ECU made.

A mate was supposed to do some welding for me, but after weeks of my bike being at his workshop nothing had happened, so I brought it back home. To rub salt in the wound, the bike fell over in the van on the way home and put a big gouge in the petrol tank. Bugger. I bought myself a TIG welder so I could practise and make parts myself. I’m alright at welding steel, but I have next to no experience welding alloy, so it’s much harder to be neat. It would take me years to get as good as the Martek boys, but I had a go.

The mechanical and engineering side of the project was never a worry, but one of the hardest things to get right was how the bike looked. At first I wanted a modern café racer style, but I couldn’t get the right seat unit. I had the look in my head, but every seat I tried looked like it had been taken off something else and I didn’t want that. In the end the bike became a mix of café racer and dirt tracker. The seat is a modified Harley-Davidson XR750 dirt track tailpiece with the back trimmed and blanked off. I fitted a dirt track number plate on the front with my number on it. The eight was made from the number three the American champion Gene Romero had on his bikes in the 1960s and 70s, but reversed and filled in to make it an eight. Again it would make more sense to have a full fairing, for aerodynamics and to keep the wind off at high speed, but I wanted this look and was happy to make the compromise.

The old Öhlins suspension that was fitted to the Martek when I bought it was changed for the latest Superbike-specification forks and rear shock from K-Tech, the British company that supply TAS and loads of other race teams. I also changed the front brakes to AP Lockheed Moto2 brake calipers. They are proper, money-can’t-buy kit. Well, I bought them, but you try to find another set.

The Suzuki engine got a lot of attention. I found an MTC big-block, brand new. They are as rare as rocking horse shit too, but one was sat on Mark Walker’s shelf five minutes from my work. What are the chances of that? This engine was five-speed as standard, but I set my heart on fitting a six-speed, close-ratio gearbox and a dry clutch from the 1980s Suzuki factory racing kit – the stuff race teams bought to convert road bikes for Superbike racing. This clutch was probably the rarest part I was hunting. They cost £25,000 in the late 1980s and anyone who has one now isn’t selling it. Suzuki fit a dry clutch to the late-eighties GSX-R750RR homologation road bike, but it isn’t the same as the factory one. And, of course, I wanted the real thing. Sometimes it’s not what you know, it’s who you know and the multiple TT-winning sidecar racer Dave Molyneux had one that he was willing to loan me to make a pattern from so I could get my own sand-cast, but then I found one through Goose at York Suzuki, the bloke who knows these older Suzukis inside-out. Again, one of the rarest parts and it was in the next county.

Paddy repainted the bike in a dead subtle metallic grey and silver with white stripes, repairing the tank while he was at it. Paddy is an old mate of mine, he lives locally and he’s painted my helmets for years. He does them as barrow jobs, because he’s a full-time brickie, and I worked with him when I left my dad’s place in 2010. He’s also a retained fireman, and the name he uses for his painting work, 3SIX2SEVEN, is his fireman’s number. When I see Paddy he’ll come out with words like ‘prequel’ and I have to ask, ‘Paddy, have you been listening to Radio 1 again?’

He painted me an AGV helmet to match the bike, and Dainese made me some new matching leathers and they became my favourites straight away.

While all this was happening I was driving up and down the country, from Grimsby to the electronics man in Norwich or over to Racefit in Darley Dale, to get the Martek finished in time to do one quick test at Cadwell before the bike was packed in a crate and flown to America. I got the bike finished and it felt great going round Cadwell, much more nimble than a bike of this age and weight should’ve felt, and I was pretty impressed. The fuelling felt good as a starting point too. Then it was time to go.

My mate Cameron ‘Cammy’ Whitworth flew out with me to be the mechanic and a part of the TV show. Cammy has spannered for me at the TT and other races for years, on and off, but his day job is live cable jointing. He connects new buildings to the national grid, so he’s normally down a hole when I’m trying to get hold of him.

We flew to Dallas, then caught another flight to Albuquerque, New Mexico. From there we picked up the Martek from a hotel, where it had been delivered after passing through customs, and went on a bit of a road trip. With the bike loaded into our rented U-Haul box van we headed off to meet an old boy called Robert ‘Bobby’ Unser. He is a Pikes Peak legend, having won the race 13 times. His brother Al won it and his son, Robby Unser, won it eight times. Bobby, who we met, won the Indy 500 and Daytona too.

He was very American, cool and had done very well out of racing. He seemed genuinely pleased to see us, and we spent a few hours at his place. He could tell I was interested in his shed and we had a good look around. He had built his own flow bench and that was impressive. It simulates air passing through an engine’s cylinder head and was something special.

The whole visit only made about a minute of the finished programme, but meeting Bobby was a good experience.

The next day, while we were still in New Mexico, we went horse riding in Taos, an out-of-season ski resort, high in the mountains. The idea was to get us used to the altitude. It was a bit of TV bullshit really, the kind of thing we have to do to make the programmes flow and link from one bit to the other, and you couldn’t get further away from a couple of hoss riders than me and Cammy, but it was still mint. After the riding we had a few beers and just had a dead relaxed time.

I couldn’t feel the effects of the altitude while we were on the horses, but when I got off and had to walk up a banking I knew about it. I was out of breath a hell of a lot quicker, and any kind of exertion made my heart rate rise a lot sooner than it would at sea level.

I’d already done a bit of altitude training back in Lincolnshire, and that’s about as difficult to do as you’d expect in a county that’s barely above sea level. The highest point of my home county is only 550 ft (168 m) above sea level, so the TV lot arranged for a hypoxic chamber to be set up in a spare room at home. This is the opposite of the hyperbaric chambers that motorcycle racers sometimes use to help recover from injuries. A hyperbaric chamber is an environment that is very high in oxygen, and the hope is the oxygenated blood helps bones heal more quickly. The hypoxic chamber we set up in a spare room at my house was a great, big bubble attached to two pumps. One would pump out normal sea-level air, the other would pump in air with a reduced oxygen content. Air contains 21 per cent oxygen and it contains that at sea level or at the top of a mountain, it’s just that there’s less air to breathe at altitude, because the air is less dense in the atmosphere. The make-up of air is still the same, 21 per cent oxygen, 78 per cent nitrogen and a bit of argon and carbon dioxide. So, to get the effect of breathing thin air at sea level, you reduce the oxygen content in the air. We knew we’d reduced the oxygen level enough when a match wouldn’t light in the hypoxic chamber. Then I’d get in and cycle as hard as I could on the turbo trainer.

To be honest, we only did it once, and that was for the cameras. I was too tight to have the pumps working for two hours to get the right oxygen content in the tent. The electricity bill would have gone through the roof.

After riding Daisy and Zeus, we drove to Colorado Springs, the town where we’d be based for the practice week and race day. The whole practice set-up is different to anything else in the racing world. They had stopped early morning practice at the TT before I first raced there, but I don’t think it was ever as early as this. We had to be out of the hotel at half-three in the morning. If you’re on the mountain much later than half-four you can’t get up the toll road before they close it and you’re buggered. The whole road is 19 miles long, but the race is held over the last 12.42 miles of it. For practice, that 12-mile course is split into the three sections: bottom, middle and top. The race vehicles are split into three groups, with all the motorcycles and quads put together, and each group practises on a different section each morning.
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On day one of practice the bikes were on the top section, Devil’s Playground to the finish line. There are four days of practice so we did one section, the top, twice. Each day’s practice session is over by nine in the morning so the road can open for tourists. The one and only time you get to ride the whole track at racing speed is on race day, and you only get one run at it. There is no practice on that day – it’s shit or bust.

Unfortunately, right from the off the bike didn’t behave itself. It felt like a fuelling problem, but the bike would cut out like it was electrical. The way the practice is run wasn’t giving us much chance to experiment either. The man with the flag would set bikes off one at a time, with a 30-second gap in between. When the whole group, of well over 50 bikes, had all had a run and was at the top of the section, a couple of travelling marshals would ride up and guide us back down, in what was supposed to be an orderly line. Someone still managed to crash on the way down one morning, his bike flying off the side of the road, bouncing down the mountain and hitting another racer’s bike on the road below. Luckily no one was hurt.

We heard from some of the racers, who been competing at Pikes Peak for a few years, that they used to set riders off a lot closer together. The organisers’ thinking was it was safer to spread them out, but it meant that less experienced riders couldn’t see the lines the fast lads ran and the quick fellas couldn’t get used to new bikes because it took much longer to run right through the session. So we were up on the mountain for four and a half hours or more and only getting three or four runs at each section, because we had to wait for everyone to come through before we followed the marshals back to the temporary pits. Still, I was learning the track alright, even though there are 156 bends, with names including Brown Bush Corner, Engineer’s, Sump, Ragged Edge, Devil’s Playground and Bottomless Pit. I’d been watching onboard laps of it, like I used to with the TT, but we weren’t getting much of a chance to experiment with bike settings.

In between each run, we plugged a laptop into the bike and James, the TV director who knows a lot more about laptops than me or Cammy, was helping me change the fuel maps. I’d tell him what needed doing and he operated the keyboard with short cuts I didn’t know. James started calling us FITA Racing – Finger In The Air.

We thought we’d cured the problem, but every day it was more of the same. If I went above about 4,000 revs it would cut out and go dead, then come back to life. One of the other teams had a workshop with a rolling road dyno in Colorado Springs, where we were staying, so we arranged to see them. One night, me and Cammy worked on that till midnight. I was on the phone to John Ewals of Track Electronics back in England and he was dead helpful, but nothing he suggested worked.

The place we were at were turbo specialists and, even though it wasn’t running right, they said the Martek made the most power they’d ever seen, 273 bhp at the rear wheel. We changed everything, plugs, coils, maps, everything except the ECU, and we couldn’t solve the problem, so I thought it must be the ECU. I was kicking myself a bit. I built 80 per cent of the bike and the 20 per cent I trusted to someone else seemed to be where the problem was.

We went back to the hotel and set off up the mountain at four in the morning for the final day of practice, this time on the bottom section, below the treeline. Like the day before, we’d think we had cured the problem and didn’t need to change anything, but the bike would then go back to how it was, spluttering and cutting out. It seemed like the problem was evolving to make sure the answer was out of our reach. We couldn’t get on top of it and I just had to think, It is what it is, and get on with it.

After practice we’d go for breakfast at a café at the bottom of the mountain with a few other racers who were on a similar wavelength, like Travis and Carl from Colorado and Jimmy from Vermont. Later that day I rented a mountain bike and rode up most of Pikes Peak. I rented it from Manitou Springs, and it must be five miles of steep climbing from there before you even get to the start of the Pikes Peak toll road, so I didn’t make it easy for myself, but I didn’t want to. I had the World Cup 24-hour solo race coming up in October, and I was fit, but I wanted to keep on top of things. The ride was hard work and I felt I was going nowhere fast. I got to Devil’s Playground, which isn’t the end of the road, but it’s higher than the top car park. From there the road goes up and down and round the houses, but doesn’t actually get any higher. I turned round and headed back to the bike shop from there, because I had to get the bike back before they closed at five. They were locking the door as I got there. I was out for about four hours and really enjoyed being back on a pushbike. Then I went for something to eat and had an early night, because race day started even earlier than practice.

On Sunday morning, race day, the road opened to racers, their teams and helpers between 2 and 3am, before the public are allowed in at 4.30. The road closes, from the start line up, at 7am.

The Pikes Peak fans are hardcore. Loads were at the roadside at four in morning, five hours before the race starts, and they’re trapped there until after 6pm when the race ends and the road reopens. Even then, they’re stuck in a traffic jam to get off the mountain. That means they’re there whatever the weather, and it regularly snows at the top of the mountain, even in June.

We set up our pit in a clearing in the woods. I say pit – we pulled the bike out of the truck and parked it on the dirt. I’m happiest working out of the back of a van anyway, so it didn’t bother me, but some teams paid extra to be at the side of the road. Right near us was a Freightliner racing truck, parked on the back of a low-loader. It was wrecked, because it had driven off the side of the mountain during practice and ploughed through 50 yards of pine trees before grinding to a halt. The driver, a bloke called Mike Ryan, is a Hollywood stuntman and a regular at Pikes Peak, so the organisers let him enter on his Triumph Tiger 1200 road bike instead, just so he could have a race.

On race day the bikes go off first, after lining up on the road, one behind the other down the hill away from the start line. I wasn’t nervous, just a bit disappointed that I had to keep the bike revving below 5,000 rpm and I wouldn’t be able to do it or myself justice. Still, it could be worse.

The first bike set off close to nine o’clock and I was in the queue, 20-odd bikes back, tyre warmers on the soft, treaded tyres that Metzeler made for the Martek. All competitors are stranded at the top of the mountain until everything has run up, and there are over a hundred entries, so it takes all day, plus there are stoppages for crashes. Because the bikes are up there first, we’re parked at 4,300 m above sea level, with only a small café and a stinking pumping station to hide in, while the car drivers can stay with their teams at the bottom till later in the day. I knew it was going to be a long day and I wanted something to read, so I stuck a paperback copy of George Orwell’s Animal Farm down the front of my leathers.

When it was my time to race I set off and got in a rhythm, but wasn’t really going for it. I didn’t change anything for the race day, so I knew what I had. I couldn’t rev the bike to more than 5,000 rpm, less than half what it would rev to. If I did it would go ba-ba-ba-baarrrppp. I wasn’t going to have a hissy fit, because I knew it would get to the top, just not as quickly as I hoped. Still, the whole experience had been mint.

Sitting at the top, I thought this race was the best thing I’ve done in motorbiking, even with all the problems. If I’d have gone with my TAS superbike I’d have been battling for the win, but it would be, So what? Not one little bit of me wishes I had taken that option, even after the problems with the Martek. I don’t give a shit if people think my times weren’t any good. It was going racing with a couple of mates and an oddball bike. That’s what I wanted. If I was competing on something mass-produced I would just be a sheep following the next sheep. It wasn’t until I got back to England that we found the problem was a quick-release joint in the fuel line. Bugger.

While I was reading about Napoleon, Snowball and Old Major, the race went sour right outside the café. A motorbike racer from Texas crossed the line, pumped his fist in the air, excited to have finished in one piece, but didn’t concentrate on braking on the gravel of the car park. By the time his mind was on the job, he’d run out of room to slow down and he ran off the road into a field of boulders. I didn’t see the crash, and stayed out of the way, but was told later he had died of his injuries. The way motorcycle racers are, within an hour of the accident, everyone was still telling their mates they were coming back next year, or sometime in the future.

My time was 11:32.558, while the fastest motorcycle time of the day was 9:58.687 set by Jeremy Toye, on the factory-supported Kawasaki ZX-10R. My time was enough to win the class I entered, the Exhibition class. I wasn’t whoopin’ or hollerin’, but I was chuffed enough with that and the chequered flag they gave me as a class-winner.

Like a lot of the things I set off to do, I didn’t have any preconceived ideas of what it was going to be, I just wanted to go there and ride my bike. I didn’t know Pikes Peak was like this, but I was trying to find somewhere I could go back to just racing motorbikes. You go to the Isle of Man or Brands Hatch and it’s all dick-swinging. It’s all about numbers – how much are you earning? Who do you know? How many Twitter followers have you got? Fair play, get on with it. Here it’s just, ‘You’ve got a bike? What size is it? 1300 cc? With a turbo on it? Yeah, we’ll find a class for you.’ And I bloody love that.
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CHAPTER 2

Best shit of my life

Filming Speed was my kind of TV, because I was doing stuff I was genuinely interested in, trying to break records and pushing myself in training and while we were filming. The first programme of the second, four-part series concentrated on me and Jason Miles trying to break the 24-hour distance record for pedalling a tandem. And we did, covering 565 miles in the time. The next was about Pikes Peak, and then I tried to break the 85 mph world speed record for hovercraft. That didn’t go totally to plan, it flipped while I was attempting the record, but I did reach 79 mph, with a hovercraft that was built in a hurry and to a very small budget. The final episode, shown in the autumn of 2015, was based on an attempt to beat the world gravity racer speed record. It stood at 84.4 mph and was set by an American. The Americans call it downhill soapbox. In America, soap powder used to be delivered in big wooden boxes. Right back as early as the 1930s, kids, or their parents, would fit pram and rollerskate wheels to these boxes to make cheap, DIY go-karts, so that’s how they got the name, but I don’t like the description soapbox, so I called it a go-kart. (Like I went sledging in the first Speed series, not tobogganing. We don’t have toboggans or soapboxes in Lincolnshire. We have sledges and go-karts.)

The most important bit of information about this record is that no pedalling or power is allowed. After an initial push-off it’s all gravity-assisted, so aerodynamics are important and, like everything, these karts had developed over the years. Even by the 1960s they were looking like mini land speed record cars and little streamlined Bonneville salt flat racers.

The record we were looking to break was set by an old boy in America. He had built a right fancy thing, a work of art, with wishbone suspension like a Formula One car. There are videos of him setting his record on a public road, with traffic on it, but the location was kept secret. The biggest thing with this job is finding a hill steep and straight enough to get up to speed. You need it as straight as possible, because any momentum you lose braking for the entry of a corner takes a lot of getting back on the exit of the corner. The American bloke achieved 84.4 mph for a split second and went to Guinness with the evidence, but there is no official record, because Guinness wouldn’t recognise it. When we talked to the Guinness Book of Records people they told us we had to set the top speed as an average measured over 100 metres. This American bloke hadn’t done that, but his speed was the benchmark we set ourselves and we had our work cut out to beat it.

The researchers at North One, the TV production company, got on the case trying to find the ideal location. They looked all over the UK first but didn’t find anything. Then they decided on Mont Ventoux in the Provence region of France. There was a place in Brazil that would’ve been better, but the production company had already spent too much going to Pikes Peak, so France it was.

I’d heard of Mont Ventoux through reading about and listening to the Tour de France. It’s one of the classic climbs in that race. Chris Froome won the last stage that finished at the summit, in 2013, and Tom Simpson, the top British cyclist of his day, died climbing the mountain in the 1967 Tour. His death was blamed on exhaustion, dehydration and using amphetamines to keep going. He collapsed off his bike and couldn’t be revived, so the mountain has become famous, or infamous, among cyclists.

Mont Ventoux is also famous for being bald near the top. Its landscape gets compared to the surface of the moon. They say it used to be covered in forest, but all the trees were cut down for shipbuilding and the weather is so wild and windy up there the trees have never grown back. Wind speeds up to 200 mph have been measured on the mountain, but we had two mint days. It couldn’t have been any better.

After working all day Monday and up till dinner-time Tuesday at Moody’s, I drove back home to load up the trick carbon-fibre go-kart, that had been built specially for the job, then set out to drive out to France. The go-kart wouldn’t fit in my van, so we borrowed a medium-wheelbase Ford Transit.

Me and my mate Tim Coles headed off, driving pretty much non-stop, except for the Channel Tunnel, for the next 900 miles. We drove all through the night, me driving till about three in the morning and Tim doing the last couple of hours.

Tim is in his late forties and I see a load of him. We call him the beef farmer, but he’s spread his wings and has about a thousand pigs as well now. He’s a real good man to do a road trip with. I originally met him through the trucks and I like him because he’s understated, he’s not trying to be owt, he’s just dead level. He loves his dirt track but doesn’t race; he helps a load of folk out and he has a track on his farm that I ride at. And he has a really interesting view on the history of World War II.

We got to the hotel in Malaucène, the local town where all the film crew were staying, at five o’clock Wednesday morning. Sensibly, they’d all gone down the day before, but I genuinely couldn’t because there was too much on at work. When we parked outside the hotel I climbed in the back of the van with the go-kart, while Tim stayed in the front and we had a couple of hours’ sleep, before we had a pizza and a slice of custard pie for breakfast, then drove up the mountain to suss the job out.

The plan was to head onto the mountain at 8am for practice at nine. It had been arranged that, for the next two days, we could have the run of a certain section of road for 20 minutes in every hour between nine and five.

We met the folk who had built the go-kart. They were a team from Hallam University, Sheffield, made up of Alice, Heather, Christina and Terry. I think the TV lot had asked for this episode to have a bit more female focus than previous ones, and the women were all totally switched on, especially Heather; she was a doctor, a real clever lass. Terry was the fella on the team, and he’d done a lot of machining and fabricating of the go-kart.

While we were waiting to go I told the Hallam lot that I reckoned we’d know on the first run if we were going to break the record or not in the time we had. I wasn’t being negative, but I thought if I’d only done 60 mph or thereabouts at the first attempt, there was no way we were going to find 25 mph in two days. On the section of road we’d chosen to concentrate on, there were a couple of corners that I had to get a good run out of to reach the target speed. We might find a couple of mph here and there, because I knew I’d get out of the corners faster after a couple of runs at them, but I was trying to be realistic when I said if we’d only done 60-odd, we weren’t going to do it.

After weeks of preparation and all the effort that had gone into building this amazing go-kart, it was time to get in and see what we could do. It was built with loads of adjustment and variables, especially to the suspension and geometry. We could also change the tyres, change the tracking, castor and camber and try pushing off or not pushing off.

The first run felt smooth, but I only did something like 70 mph. Everything felt safe and the thing handled well, but even then I started to think we were going to struggle to break the record. Still, we had the mountain for two days, so there was nothing to do but keep plugging away.

As the day went on it was obvious the Mont Ventoux people in charge of closing the road for us were bloody brilliant. We didn’t use the 20-minute slot in every hour because we were adjusting stuff, but then they’d let us have half an hour when we were ready to go.

The TV lot had employed Tag Heuer to officially time our record attempt and we kept adjusting the timed 100-metre section during the practice day, moving it further down the mountain so I could accelerate for as long as possible and brake right at the death before the corner at the end of our section.

By the end of Wednesday we’d done 82 mph. We had found 5 mph just swapping from treaded tyres to slick tyres. We had worked out straight away on the first day that there was no point in having the lasses give me a push-start. We had done some filming at the UK Olympic bobsleigh team’s headquarters near Bath, to practise the running push-start, but when we got to the mountain, the section we decided to use had a corner just after the start, a tight right-hander, so there was no benefit from pushing. If I was given a hell of a push it meant I’d just have to brake harder to scrub off more speed to get around it safely. By just having a gentle push, I got to the corner at a good speed to make it through using the optimum line for the run down the long straight. I had learned the course a bit and ended up clocking a speed just 2.4 mph shy of the existing record. The plan all along was not to try to break the record on the Wednesday, but to use the first day to get a feel for the job. Still, we nearly broke it – even though I’d thought, after the first run of the day, we weren’t going to do it.

We were all feeling pretty good when we drove back to the pretty town at the bottom of the mountain. Malaucène is very French, a bit run-down but with modern cafés, a real laid-back place.

That night I stayed in the Domaine des Tilleuls hotel, the place I slept outside previously. It was just a mile from the bottom of the mountain, posh as hell, really arty-farty. There was no television in the room, but Time and fascinating French magazines were lying around. I’d only slept for a couple of hours in the back of the van the night before, so I was feeling knackered, but we all went to a posh restaurant, and I had a couple of beers. It was the last night of filming for the whole series so it was good to just get out together.

I sat with the Hallam University lot, about a dozen of the film crew and a French lass called Hélène Schmit, who featured in the programme. She was the world street luge champion, an expert at racing what looks like a massive skateboard which you lie on, feet first, and hammer down mountains on. The TV lot got her involved to show how body position and the like affect the vehicle. It was more for TV than to actually help my record attempt. After 15 years of racing motorbikes, if I haven’t worked out that moving around on the machine helps it go around corners by now there isn’t a lot of hope for me. Still, it all adds to the programme and she wasn’t hard to look at, so no harm done.

I’d enjoyed all the stuff we’d done for this series of Speed, but the filming was starting to get in the way of work. I also felt I had no time to myself. On Saturday or Sunday I’d be racing my pushbike or motorbike, or training for a race. On Monday morning I’d be up at five o’clock to bike to work. I tried to make Monday my night off, and I’d aim to get home from work and try to stay out of the shed, by just reading instead and planning to get an early night, but it hardly ever happened that way. I’d end up in the shed and the early night would be out of the window, or I’d call at my mates, the Maws, and still be there at 11. Tuesdays would normally see me cycling to work at five or five-thirty again. Then I’d leave at five or six o’clock and drive to wherever we were filming for Wednesday morning. I had been filming on nearly every Wednesday and Thursday from February till the middle of October.

I’d get home at daft o’clock on Thursday night, go to work at
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