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MotoGP’s newest champion, Francesco Bagnaia, is a product of Valentino Rossi’s talent school, and ended a 15-year drought for Ducati when he won the 2022 title after overturning a massive 91-point deficit.
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Salute the Doctor. MotoGP’s ultimate hero, Valentino Rossi, says farewell to his adoring fans at the end of the 2021 season when he announced his retirement from a grand prix career that dated back to 1996.
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Marquez battles back. MotoGP’s dominant rider through much of the 2010s, Marc Marquez’s story was almost ended by a serious arm injury in 2020 that required four major operations to save his career.




INTRODUCTION

Motorcycles are the most human of vehicles, and motorcycle racing the most human of motor sports, for several reasons. One is purely visual. The rider is clearly visible at all times – the whole person. You can see every shift of arms and legs. With modern on-bike TV cameras, you can even see every finger movement, and when the equation goes out of balance – when the rider falls off – you see all the bone-crunching impact as well. Another reason is technical. It concerns the centre of gravity, which is crucial to the way the machine steers and moves. The rider’s weight is significant – a third-generation MotoGP bike has a minimum weight of 157kg – and if he moves his weight around, since he and his motorcycle are operating as a package, he also moves the centre of gravity. The way a rider uses his weight has a major effect on the delicate balance and poise of a motorcycle at speed. This can’t be done in a car, but it can be done on every motorcycle, from the humblest run-around to the most fearsome MotoGP prototype. Motorcycles put the sport into transport.

This unique appeal has cut across social barriers and nationalities from the very earliest days. A motorcycle racing paddock encompasses all types. The same is true at a club race weekend and a World Championship Grand Prix. It’s a matter of DNA, perhaps, and anyone can get the motorcycle gene.

It goes without saying that people have been racing motorcycles ever since there was more than one of them, but it is rather hard to know exactly when that was. Discounting a small handful of previous steam-powered devices, the very first “modern” vehicle built was actually a motorcycle of sorts. Gottlieb Daimler’s first motorized prototype of 1885, a rolling test bed for his engine, had a single wheel fore and aft. That it also had balancing “trainer” wheels either side is neither here nor there. That same year Englishman Edward Butler unveiled his “motorcycle”, with two wheels up front and one at the rear. Karl Benz’s contemporary rival was more car than motorcycle, but still had three wheels, as did the Frenchman Serpollet’s steam-powered tricycle.

The boundaries stayed a little blurred for a while: the first recorded race for motorcycles (with two or three wheels) took place in Austria in 1899, while intrepid motorcyclists shared with pioneer car drivers the many hardships and hazards of the long-distance road marathons around the turn of the century – brutal races like the Paris–Vienna race of 1901 and the notorious Paris–Madrid race of 1903, the so-called “Death Race”, which was stopped prematurely at Bordeaux after a series of accidents to drivers and spectators left at least eight dead and many more injured.

Road racing was severely limited after that, but motorcycles were by now proper two-wheeled devices. They look spindly and rudimentary to modern eyes, the engines displaying their innards, and drive to the back wheel was by a big leather belt, but in essence they were not dissimilar to modern machines. They are also close cousins to bicycles and were able to call on that kinship in moving to velodromes – banked cycling tracks – when motorcyclists needed to find somewhere to race. In 1903 the newly formed French motorcycle club ran a national championship at the Parc des Princes velodrome in Paris, while that in Canning Town in London was another important venue. The following year, the French were the prime force behind the formation of an international federation, to act as governing body to the sport. Founder member nations were Austria, Denmark, Belgium, Britain, France and Germany, and the headquarters were in Paris.

It was elsewhere, however, that motorcycle racing found its real home, in 1907. In fact, there were two new venues, both in Great Britain. One was the magnificent new Brooklands circuit in Surrey, not far from London. This slightly indented oval was almost 3 miles in length and was the first fully banked, purpose-built race-track in the world. Motorcycles played a big part in the Brooklands story, which held its first race on 17 June 1907. By then, the first Isle of Man Tourist Trophy had already taken place, a short ferry ride across the Irish Sea.
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Isle of Man, 1911, and previous TT winner Harry Collier (Matchless) and F. G. Edmond (Premier) push off for the Senior race. The winner took almost four hours to complete 188.5 miles of the classic Mountain Circuit.

The key to the Manx venue was its independence from the traffic laws of mainland Britain. Seeing an opportunity, the Isle of Man government was happy to allow what was banned almost everywhere else … racing on the public roads. The first TT was more endurance challenge than race, designed to test the strength and integrity of the rudimentary motorcycles of the day. The level of sophistication may be judged from the fact that “light pedal assistance” was permitted for some of the trickier climbs, while the machines had to have standard seats and mudguards, among other road-style fittings. The twin-cylinder class brought a first win for a name that would become famous, at the TT and throughout racing – Norton, ridden by Rem Fowler. A single-cylinder-class race was run concurrently and rather surprisingly set a faster average speed with a smaller engine, over ten laps of a 15.8-mile circuit on the west coast of the island. It was won by Charlie Collier on a Matchless, a marque he had founded. He averaged 38.22 mph.

Big news for the second year was that no pedalling was allowed, and the race developed rapidly along with the machines over the following seven years, Collier winning again in 1910. Gradually the “Tourist” element fell away and machine rules were relaxed to allow some separation from road machines. In 1911 the Senior TT class was run for 500cc machines for the first time: a standard engine capacity that would prevail for 90 years. That same year, the full 37.75-mile Mountain Circuit was first used, which made it essential for the machines to have gearboxes for the long climb out of Ramsey. This was another important step towards the modern motorcycle. The TT also recorded its first fatality that year, when young works Rudge rider Victor Surridge crashed on the exit from Glen Helen during practice. The race went on, as it always would, to be won for the first time by American machines, the scarlet Indian twins taking the first three places in the newly named Senior TT. Sadly, flamboyant American Jake de Rosier’s was not among them; he had crashed out after taking a commanding early lead.

At Brooklands (where speed mattered above everything) Collier set the first of a series of motorcycle speed records in 1910, just over 80 mph. In 1911, he was defeated by de Rosier’s Indian in a series of match races there: the Americans were already well accustomed to running at high speeds for long periods, on oval dirt and sand circuits and the fearsome, banked wooden-board tracks.

The 1914 TT took place just weeks before the outbreak of the First World War, which lasted until 1918 and left Europe shattered. It wasn’t until 1920 that island business was resumed, along with a first race at Le Mans, lasting a gruelling six hours. Over the following years of gradual recovery, the nucleus of the forthcoming World Championship series formed in a series of fits and starts. British machines dominated and forgotten names like Rudge, New Imperial, Blackburne, Cotton, Douglas, Scott and Rex-Acme jostled with others that would last longer and become more famous – Norton, AJS, Velocette and Triumph. From Italy came Moto Guzzi and Bianchi, and from Germany (where initials were obviously popular) BMW, DKW and NSU.

Belgium held its first race on roads near Francorchamps in 1921: a major circuit would develop there. In 1925, the first Dutch TT was held, near the present site of the Assen circuit. Two years later, Germany’s fantastic Nürburgring was opened. The races were long and hard, seldom less than three hours, and often longer. At the first German race at the Nürburgring, the 500 class covered a whopping 316.3 miles and the race took more than six hours. Pit-stop strategy was a factor, and engine reliability at a premium, as well as the riders’ stamina. Races were run on all sorts of surfaces, some very indifferent and not all of them paved. The racers of the day were expected to exercise their craft on everything from tar to wet cobblestones to unsealed macadam. It goes without saying that safety provisions were minimal at best. The flying helmets and backwards caps from before the war had been replaced with basic “pudding-basin” crash helmets, lined with cork, and leather had taken the place of the heavy oilskin coats worn by the pioneers. But the tracks were always dangerous and, with power and average speeds rising fast, often lethal. The spectators, crowded close to the track, were in almost as much danger as the riders.
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John Surtees, racing’s greatest all-rounder, rides the MV Agusta to another victory. He won seven motorcycle championships before moving to cars to become Formula One world champion as well.
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Wreathed in smiles and the winner’s laurels – a familiar pose for Mike “The Bike” Hailwood, still thought by some the greatest of all time.

The old photographs show tough-looking men, generally older than today’s riders. Some of those from Europe – notably Italians Tazio Nuvolari and Achille Varzi and German Bernd Rosemeyer – would go on to achieve greatness on four wheels. What was becoming known as the “Continental Circus” had other stars of its own, who went the distance and wrote their names in history. These were swashbuckling days for British riders.

One such was Jimmy Guthrie, a Scot whose name was linked for the main part with Norton, although one of his six TT wins was on an AJS. Popular among his rivals as well as with the fans, Guthrie was killed at the Sachsenring circuit in Germany in 1937. He was in the lead on the last lap of the Grand Prix, going for a third successive win and almost within sight of the finish when a suspected mechanical failure sent his Norton slithering and the rider smashing into the trees. A memorial erected in his memory on the Isle of Man TT course states: “He died while upholding the honour of his country.” Guthrie was equally loved by bike-racing-mad locals at the Sachsenring. A small, memorial garden shrine marks the spot where he fell, by the road leading to the modern Sachsenring circuit. Only in recent years was the site allowed to deteriorate.

The biggest name between the wars, bike racing’s first superstar, was a smiling Dubliner called Stanley Woods. Woods racked up ten TT wins, a record that would stand for almost 40 years, in a 17-year career. He was still going strong when the Second World War ended his career: his last win was at the TT of 1939, shortly before war was declared. Woods achieved success on a wide variety of bikes, including not only Norton and Velocette from England and Moto Guzzi from Italy, but also Cotton, Husqvarna and DKW, among others. Woods was a legend, a household name in Britain and Europe. Contemporary race posters from all over the Continent almost invariably used Stanley’s image: nose and chin jutting as his motorcycle leapt off the page.

The days of the Continental Circus are still spoken of with awe. Travel was more difficult in those days, involving long road journeys with no highways. There was a gypsy element, as the paddock campsites provided some sort of normal life, and a strange kind of fatalism, at a time when accidents, while far less frequent than today, often resulted in death. Those who followed the trail had to be tough in all kinds of ways. A few made a good living; most barely supported their habit.

There was a strong element of national pride, with Britain well represented by not only the factory Norton team, but also a seemingly endless supply of riders – men like the bespectacled Londoner Harold Daniell; the debonair Freddie Frith, later awarded an OBE for his exploits and sportsmanship; and Jock West. It wasn’t until 1937 that “a foreigner” scored an Isle of Man TT victory – the Italian Omobono Tenni winning the 250 Lightweight TT at record speed on his Moto Guzzi.
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A nice cup of tea for contemporary British racing greats: motorcycling’s Geoff Duke and car racer Stirling Moss.

That record might not have lasted much longer. In those days, technical rules were more free than today, and while the maximum capacity was 500cc, supercharging was allowed. This favoured multi-cylinder engines, at the expense of the simple single-cylinder Norton, and there was a surge of technical development: from Italy came the prophetic four-cylinder Gilera Rondine; in Britain AJS built a V4 and Velocette a novel twin, nicknamed “The Roarer”. The war came too soon for most of them, however, and after the war supercharging was banned.

There was another force growing in racing, coming from Nazi Germany, in the form of the supercharged DKW in the smaller classes, NSU in the 350 and 500 races, and the mighty supercharged BMW, on which Georg Meier won the final pre-war TT by an ominously comfortable margin. This trend, too, was cut short by the hostilities of the Second World War, which forced a six-year break in any form of international competition.

This book begins four years after the war, with the birth of the modern World Championship series. The ultimate prize in motorcycle racing celebrated its 60th birthday at the end of 2008. The riders who started it all off in 1949 were in many cases the same men who had raced before the war. There is a continuous link from the robust adventurers of the Continental Circus through to the dedicated sportsmen who vie for the same championship today. This book celebrates that connection.

The story races through a roll-call of heroes: from serial champions John Surtees, Mike Hailwood and Giacomo Agostini from the glory days of MV Agusta; the American invasion, led by Kenny Roberts and his successors Freddie Spencer, Eddie Lawson and Wayne Rainey; a group of tough Australians – Wayne Gardner, Mick Doohan and Casey Stoner; Valentino Rossi and Spanish stars Jorge Lorenzo and Marc Marquez; and new heroes Fabio Quartararo and Francesco Bagnaia.

There is a memorial wall of sadness, too. In the earlier decades especially, motorbike racing was deadly dangerous, and many stories had a premature and bloody ending. The first World Champion Les Graham was the only 500-class winner to die in this violent and abrupt way, at the Isle of Man TT, but he was one of many killed in action. Many of these deaths resulted in important changes: including dropping the TT from the championship and the slow but steady introduction of circuit safety measures like chicanes (after the death of World Champion elect Jarno Saarinen at Monza), and gravel traps and air fences in place of trees and bridges. Serious injuries are much more rare today.

Modern racing is very different in all sorts of other ways. At the birth of the series, riders would often contest more than one of the four or five World Championship classes over the course of a single weekend, and the races were much longer. Long before turning 60, however, motorbike GP racers had become more specialized, sticking to one class, while the racing had become more frantic, all over in something like 40 intense minutes.

Yet during those 40 minutes, racing is the same as ever. From the green light at the start until the chequered flag at the end, it is still a motorbike race, contested by the very best riders on the very best machines.
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New-century superstar Valentino Rossi sprays something stronger to celebrate victory in the Malaysian GP of 2006.




1949–1958

BIRTH OF THE SERIES
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Geoff Duke takes centre stage on his “Featherbed” Norton at the Ulster GP round of 1951.
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Ted Frend’s AJS has caught up earlier starter Artie Bell’s Norton (1) at the 1949 Senior TT, but the English rider crashed out, and Bell dropped still further back.

There was a sense of familiarity as the field of almost 50 simple-looking motorcycles and their bulky leather-clad riders lined up on the grid for the 1949 Isle of Man Senior TT. The classic road race dated back to 1907 and was by now using the still-current 37.75-mile Mountain Circuit. The fans knew all the top riders; the riders knew one another and had raced against one another. They exchanged glances and sometimes, friendly waves as they killed the grumble of their single- or twin-cylinder 500cc engines and prepared to push-start away, two by two. They had done the same thing before World War Two had thrown motorcycle racing, and everything else, into turmoil; and they had done it again in 1947 and 1948. This was the Continental Circus, a loose-knit group of factory-backed and private riders who contested so-called Grand Prix events at the classic circuits. They were a small hard core of professional riders and a small army of usually struggling would-be professionals – motorbike racers, to whom the TT was the race of the year.

But this time there was an important difference. For the first time, the raggle-taggle collection of pre-war riders and post-war newcomers, still getting over the trauma of facing one another across the battlefields of World War Two, were competing for something more than just this one race. This was the start of the newly founded Motorcycle World Championship, the first of a series of races that would finish up with a new category of bike racer – the first ever World Champion.

Actually, World Champions. There would be six. A pair of them were literally only of side interest today – sidecar rider and passenger – although back then sidecars were of huge significance in motorcycling. Tough times after the war meant that a motorcycle with sidecar attached was often the only viable form of family transport; the sporting version was its close cousin. There was also a Constructors’ Championship, a prize for the factory teams. The remaining four titles were for the riders of solo motorcycles – “real motorcycles”. There was one each in the categories that had developed through a racing history that stretched back before the 1914–18 Great War.

The smallest was 125cc: starter size. The spindly lightweight racers had their equivalents as sports road bikes and the humble and gutless workhorses giving vital basic transport. Then came the 250s, still categorized as lightweights. Riders often specialized in these two classes. The next rung was to a higher level: 350cc – the bicycles heavier now, riding on larger tyres, and the engine notes deeper and more profound. But still just background music. The kings of motorcycle racing sang more powerfully still. The riders in the premier class rode 500cc machines. A fact that remained unchanged, unaffected by other technical revolutions, for more than 50 years, until history and the motorcycle industry took a hand, wiping out the 500cc class at the stroke of a pen and replacing it with the modern MotoGP class of 2002.

One other thing has remained unchanged. It is easy, when looking at the old photographs, to fall into the trap of feeling patronizing – officials and spectators in oddly formal dress, cigarette-smoking riders in bulging riding gear, with neat hair partings and primitive-looking machines, and seldom an advertising hoarding in sight. Everything looks quaint and somehow homely, and the feeling rubs off to affect one’s impression of the racing itself: it is all so much more professional and advanced now.

Not so. Then as now, the racing represented the pinnacle of both sporting and technical effort and achievement. The former was tackled headlong, by a generation fresh from daily life and death. The latter had been not only boosted, but also hamstrung by the war. After such an intense forcing house of engineering design, technical knowledge was a clear step ahead. But over much of Europe the facilities to build had been reduced to rubble, and any new enterprise as frivolous as a mere racing motorcycle took a back seat to the far more important elements of reconstruction and rebirth. For the first year, the grids were made up mainly of pre-war designs, hastily adapted to take account of changes in the technical regulations for the new series, and in many cases pre-war motorcycles.

...they were motorcyclists, after all, and motorcyclists are supposed to be a little bit crazy, to be daredevils, and daredevils don’t cry.

The riders were a special breed – in many ways, more so then than now – because they were face to face with the possibility of sudden death. Motorcycle racing is officially dangerous, but fatalities are very rare in modern racing, in spite of top speeds elevated from some 135 mph to more than 200. Before the tragedies that took Marco Simoncelli in 2011 and Shoya Tomizawa in 2010, the last victim was Japanese rider Daijiro Kato in 2003, before him his countryman Nobuyuki Wakai in 1993, and before that the Venezuelan Ivan Palazzese in 1989 – three deaths in 15 years. At the start of the championship, a bad weekend at Spa or the Isle of Man might easily account for as many. There is a corollary. Increased safety levels encourage a modern rider to live more dangerously. He can expect to fall off at least two or three times every year, and in some cases a great deal more often. But he will expect to walk away, whereas his counterpart of the 1950s would not.

Huge advances in protective clothing play a part. A Grand Prix hero of 1949 wore baggy two-piece leathers, straps and panels galore, and a flimsy pudding-basin helmet lined with cork. A modern crash helmet with sophisticated multi-layer, synthetic-material lining can absorb impact gradually. Neck and back protectors are universal, boots and gloves are reinforced in key areas by space-age materials, and high-grade leathers fiercely resist abrasions – kangaroo hide is a favourite and still superior to synthetic alternatives. In 2007, a prototype rider air bag was undergoing race tests. All are valuable to a rider who finds himself speeding bodily across tarmac or gravel, repeating to himself the racer’s mantra: “Slide, don’t roll”. But it is the nature of the circuits that makes all the difference.

A modern, manicured track like Catalunya or Sepang in Malaysia is built for the purpose, with safety paramount from the outset. Designers try to anticipate every possible type of accident, then provide appropriate safety measures – run-off area, gravel traps and finally air-fence – to cater for it. (Racers being racers, they still somehow manage to take the designers by surprise.) The championship began with riders flashing past trees, bridges, stone walls and even the spectators’ knees.

Back in 1949 there were just six championship rounds, compared with 18 in 2008, and four of them ran on public roads closed for the occasion – the 37.75-mile Isle of Man Mountain Circuit, the 10.28 miles of Assen in Holland, Belgium’s classic 9.01-mile Spa Francorchamps and the Ulster GP’s Clady circuit outside Belfast, over 16.5 miles. The Swiss GP ran round 4.524 miles of parkland at Berne. Only Italy’s ultra-fast 3.92-mile Monza was a purpose-built race-track, and even that was lined with trees.

There were plenty of trees on the public-road circuits, and much else besides, the Isle of Man being the longest and including almost every possible sort of hazard. The circuit runs through towns and villages as well as open country, past bus stops, churchyards and sweet shops, and mile after mile of sharp-edged dry stone walls. At one famous corner, Barregarrow Bottom, riders have to skim the wall so close they must remember to lift their heads to avoid the corner of a house. Public roads have another important difference: roads go to places, while circuits always loop back to where they began. The obvious consequence is that on roads, speeds are much higher. The lap-record average at the especially daunting Spa was 96.334 mph, that at Ulster almost 2 mph faster. Average speeds in 2008 were frequently slower.
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First 500 champion Les Graham astride the AJS “Porcupine” that took him to victory in 1949. Fellow racers Artie Bell (left) and Reg Armstrong (far right) join AJS boss Jack West (dark glasses) in congratulations.

Back then a rider who crashed could consider himself very lucky if he came to a stop without first striking something solid. Leaving the road was extremely hazardous, and sudden death no respecter of status or reputation. The first 500 World Champion Les Graham is but one example from the bloodstained early years of the championship. The popular veteran had joined Italian firm MV Agusta, which was then still struggling to tame the rampant horsepower of its howling four-cylinder racer. The machine was fast, but steered with a mind of its own. Graham had one wild, weaving tank-slapper too many going down Bray Hill on the Isle of Man, hit the kerb and was killed instantly in the violent crash that followed.

Fatalities were just a fact of life. Today this is shocking, but the riders of the time accepted it as a matter of course, by and large. If there was any grumbling it was more about bad conditions and rates of pay. The danger was just how it was. Riders took responsibility for their own safety and espoused the doctrine that “the throttle goes both ways”. And they were motorcyclists, after all, and motorcyclists are supposed to be a little bit crazy, to be daredevils, and daredevils don’t cry.

Motorcycle racers then and now are also much more than that: bike racing is far more athletic than any other form of motorsport, because the rider doesn’t merely feel as though he is part of the machine, he is part of it. Look at it this way. A car, left to its own devices, will simply wait for its next instruction. A motorcycle will fall over. It cannot even keep its wheels down without a rider. This goes further. Every time a rider shifts his weight he alters the centre of gravity, and the machine behaviour changes with it. Machine and man respond to one another in ways both obvious and subtly mysterious because the equations of a motorcycle’s motion are very complex. It’s poetic, but not a poem; it’s symphonic, but not musical – perhaps only a motorcyclist can understand the particular sensation of piloting a machine with more power and less weight than is good for it. Then you go to the next stage: racing. The bikes are tuned to the ultimate and the riders need to explore that ultimate performance lap after lap, race after race and weekend after weekend.
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Not much glamour for the factory Norton team at the 1950 TT. The bike on the right took Geoff Duke to victory.

Perhaps you can see it in their eyes. Champions over the years tend to develop a distant look, as if hearing faraway music, absorbed in their obsession. Because to race like this, constantly testing your courage and skill against the best in the world, is an obsessive and often very wearying business. It was what these men did, and what their counterparts do today, World Championship or not.

The early racers were tougher in another respect. The races were longer, and they would frequently ride in more than one class on the same day – sometimes three times. A modern 500 GP covers between 68 and 75 miles and lasts on average less than 45 minutes. Back in 1949, the shortest of the six rounds was at Monza, run over 125.280 miles and taking the winner more than one hour and 16 minutes to complete. The longest were the Ulster GP (247.5 miles/two hours, 34 minutes) and the Isle of Man TT, at an amazing 264.110 miles, covered in three hours, two minutes, 18.6 seconds.

The series that began in 1949 was actually a second attempt. Motorcycle racing is officially licensed by the Switzerland-based sanctioning body, the Fédération Internationale de Motocyclisme (FIM), via its national subsidiaries such as the Auto Cycle Union (A-CU) in Britain or the more aptly initialled Real Automóvil Club de España (RACE). Ten years previously, the FIM had launched the European Championship. Continental Circus riders would notch up points at a series of races. It began amid the building international tension of 1939 and a demonstration of German superiority that was backed to the hilt by Hitler’s Nazi Government. Rider Georg Meier piloted his supercharged BMW, with trademark double-pin-striped fuel tank, to a record-breaking victory Senior TT that extended his lead in the premier class of the fledgling series. The European teams hurried home as dark clouds gathered. Within three months, war had broken out and the championship was forgotten.

The World Championship’s name may have indicated grander aspirations than merely Europe, but like the remnants of European cities it was rather bedraggled by comparison. It comprised just six rounds, starting with the Isle of Man TT in June; of these rounds only the best three would be counted. The German factory teams – BMW, NSU and DKW – were no more; those from Italy and Britain were far from strong but at least they were up and running.

England’s motorcycle industry of the time challenged to lead the world. Not all the factories indulged in racing, but it had long been a mainstay to the famous name from Bracebridge Street in Birmingham – Norton. The once-independent AJS now joined old rival Matchless (among others) under the banner of AMC – Associated Motorcycles. AJS was also an old racing name, as was Velocette, another independent sporting stalwart. All backed factory teams for the start of the series.

Italy had more numerous and more glamorous contenders than these British sons of the Industrial Revolution, like Gilera, based at Arcore near Milan. Owned and founded by industrialist nobleman Count Giuseppe Gilera, the firm had been experimenting with four-cylinder racing machines long before the war, and the Gilera four of 1949 was the latest of a long line.
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Team-mate Artie Bell gives an embarrassed Duke a kiss after another race win. Veteran Norton rider Harold Daniell is alongside.

MV Agusta also had blue blood. The Sicilian Count Domenico Agusta had inherited his father’s aviation firm in 1927, and motorcycles were but part of an empire best known today for Bell-Agusta helicopters. The Sicilian count was passionate about racing, though he seldom attended the events, and the initials MV (for Meccanica Verghera) would indeed become legendary.

Moto Guzzi, at Mandello del Lario on the steep shores of Lake Como, was noble only in its engineering antecedents and long racing history, and would produce a number of highly original and well-considered motorcycles in the years to come.

These companies were backed by smaller firms in the smaller classes, notably Mondial, Morini and Benelli.

Life was hard in Europe in the post-war years, with rationing of food and fuel, which was itself a low-octane brew known as “Pool Petrol”. The motorcycle industry was a beneficiary; few could afford cars. But it was bread-and-butter stuff – producing old single-cylinder models virtually unchanged from pre-war designs. The same was true in racing. Granted, pre-war racing designs had been exotic and state of the art – from Italy came the in-line four-cylinder Gilera Rondine, while Britain’s AJS had been struggling to tame a water-cooled V4. All had overhead camshafts and were unusual by the standards of the time. But this generation had been made redundant at the stroke of a pen: these pre-war engines were designed to be supercharged and now supercharging (pumping in extra fuel-air mixture under pressure) had been banned. Designers had to think again.

AJS reverted to a simpler air-cooled, twin-cylinder design – the cylinders projecting forward almost horizontally with spiky cooling fins on the cylinder head that earned the engine the nickname “Porcupine”. The four-cylinder, pre-war Gilera Rondine was reworked and simplified, and dropped the model name. Moto Guzzi still relied on their wide-angle, pre-war V-twin – one finned cylinder pointing forwards horizontally, the other upwards towards the back of the seat. The rest were very English single-cylinder thumpers: simple designs with upright cylinders, developed and polished over years of experience. The Velocette and the Norton were both basically of pre-war design, likewise the odd privately owned Triumph. Nortons were by far the most numerous. The Birmingham factory had made a good business of supplying over-the-counter racers to private enthusiasts, with specification and performance lagging only a little behind the factory specials. The model name was Manx, redolent of the favourite stamping ground, and the slim and simple silver-tanked singles, of varying vintages, made up most of the 1949 starters for the Senior TT.

That first race was a thriller. The TT was unique then (and is still now) in that riders do not start all at once. Instead they set off in pairs at ten-second intervals. They are not racing one another corner by corner, but against the clock. In 1949, after two of the seven laps, three riders had set identical times to tie for the lead. They were Englishmen Les Graham and Ted Frend on the factory AJS twins, and Guzzi rider Bob Foster. By the end, Foster was out with clutch trouble, Frend had crashed and Graham was leading by 90 seconds. Then, close to the finish at the Hillberry section, his machine coasted to a stop.

He valiantly pushed it on to finish ninth, but the engine was dead, run out of sparks: the magneto drive had sheared. Thus the first Grand Prix win went to the old-faithful Norton ridden for the factory team by pre-war star Harold Daniell. It was the burly bespectacled Englishman’s third Senior TT victory.
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The Manx Norton was the backbone of 500-class racing. Johnny Lockett rides his to third place in the 1950 Isle of Man TT.
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Walking to work in the rain: adoring British crowd enjoy a glimpse of national hero Geoff Duke at a home meeting.

Graham was an affable-looking and balding man of early middle age and, like Daniell, a stalwart professional racer from before the war. He had distinguished himself in the intervening period, flying Lancaster bombers – rumbling four-engined monsters with a crew of seven. Acting Flight Lieutenant Robert Leslie Graham earned the DFC for “general valour”, partly for his courageous, low-level photographic missions over freshly bombed U-boat pens in French ports, holding the big, conspicuous bomber straight and level while the searchlights picked him up and the flak burst all around. Remembered by all as a modest and lovable man, he made light of the whole thing. “He’d just say they had a few left over, or they’d posted it to him by mistake,” explained his son Stuart Graham, a future motorcycle Grand Prix winner. He was equally offhand about winning the first World Championship. And, to be fair, there had been an element of luck: a one-year quirk in the scoring system made all the difference. That first year, the first five finishers earned points. Uniquely for 1949 an extra point was awarded to the finisher who had lapped the fastest. Non-finishers’ lap times did not count, even if they had gone faster.

Graham’s rival was the dashing Italian Nello Pagani, riding the howling four-cylinder Gilera. The bike was big and unwieldy – a real handful – but it was very fast indeed. Through the year, they traded blows. Graham won in Switzerland and Ulster; Pagani at Assen and Monza. Each gained an extra point for fastest lap at those races, but in Graham’s case, his Swiss lap hadn’t actually been the best. That had gone to another rider, who had failed to finish. Totting up the scores, discarding the three worst results, Graham had 30 points of a gross total of 31, while Pagani had 29 of a gross total of 40. That fastest lap at Geneva gave Graham a single point lead. Without it, he and Pagani would have been equal, but the Italian’s pair of wins, each with fastest lap, would have outranked Graham, and overall victory would have gone to the Italian. His consolation was a clear championship win in the 125 class, racing a Mondial. The following year, the fastest-lap point was dropped and the scoring system revised so that the top six finishers won points. As it happened, that system would also have given Graham the first 500 championship.

Another doughty British racing veteran, ex-Norton factory rider and multi-TT winner, Freddie Frith, took a dominant 350 championship on the Velocette, while Italian Bruno Ruffo, rode the factory Moto Guzzi to the 250 championship.

Although major changes were on the way, Italy and Britain would share the honours, both technically and personally, over the coming years. The most significant change was inextricably linked with one rider – a new boy, who would soon be teaching the old-timers a thing or two about professionalism and dedication. His name was Geoff Duke, he was from St Helens in Lancashire and in one way at least he was the first of the modern riders, because Geoff Duke had what modern racers call “the combination”.

Motorcycling had not yet succumbed to the dirty-finger-nails, Mods-and-Rockers social connotations that would serve both to damage and to glamorize its image ten years later, but all the same it was a working man’s sport with a smattering of gentlemen players, whereas car racing was the other way round. It was far from unhelpful that Duke was good looking, well spoken and unfailingly courteous; one of nature’s gentlemen, as well as a sparkling new talent whom Les Graham was happy to help through the many difficulties of travel and dealing with foreign race organizers.

Duke had been schooled riding mud-plugging trials, where accurate balance and exact throttle control are paramount, and he brought that precision with him to the tracks. His approach was thorough, always looking at details. One such was the wind drag at speed from the flapping leather breeches and jackets. Duke commissioned a close-fitting, almost skin-tight, one-piece garment. A new universal fashion was set.
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With the machine unashamedly naked, the crowds by the Isle of Man Mountain Circuit could see every inch of 1951 Senior TT winner Geoff Duke in action.

Duke was stylish on the track too, an economical and tidy rider who was also devastatingly and consistently fast. It was an approach that meshed perfectly with the factory Norton, in a year when the traditional single-cylinder racer took its last step forwards. The engine was already whittled and honed close to perfection, making up in slender dimensions and light weight what it lacked in out-and-out horsepower, compared with the four-cylinder Italian bikes. In 1950, Norton’s next step set a new fashion and gave motorcycling a new and enduring nickname: “Featherbed”. Actually it was said to be the factory rider Harold Daniell who came up with the moniker, after testing the all-new chassis for the works bikes at the Isle of Man, so comfortably did the machine ride the circuit’s bumps.

The Featherbed frame had been designed by two Irish racing engineers Rex and Cromie McCandless, and was a neat arrangement that would soon be almost universally imitated. The greater innovation was the rear suspension. Until now almost all the bikes clanged and bounced along with a system of sliding “plunger” rear suspension. Stiff and limited in movement, it also needed a longer and heavier chassis. The bikes certainly looked clumsier, and the nickname for that Norton was less flattering: “Garden Gate”. The McCandless alternative set the basic pattern for motorcycle rear suspension ever since, with the wheel in a two-pronged, pivoted fork. It became known as “swing-arm” suspension and variations on this theme are still used today. Combined with the telescopic forks up front, which had been gaining popularity since before the war, the improved handling of the Featherbed was little short of revolutionary.
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When race paddocks really were paddocks… Geoff Duke and his mechanic give his Norton some of his legendary attention to detail.

The highly influential McCandless brothers added yet more value, though this was less obvious. Study of weight distribution had led them to conclude that handling difficulties of the time – particularly a tendency to run wide out of corners – could be addressed by putting more weight on the front wheel. The new Norton was shorter and taller – what they used to call “cobby” – compared with the long and loping Moto Guzzis and Gileras. It paid dividends in quick steering, stable handling and faithful responses to the rider. It might have been made for Geoff Duke.

Riding style is dictated by the technology of the time: most especially tyres and suspension. High-grip rubber was far in the future; treadless slick tyres almost 30 years away. Racers of the 1950s used treaded tyres, ribbed up front. What they lacked in grip they made up in endurance, but the former characteristic meant that riders had to take wide, sweeping lines through the corners: smoothness was paramount, as it remains today when racing on wet surfaces where the grip is low.

Duke had served as a motorcycle instructor for dispatch riders in the Royal Corps of Signals and a stunt rider for their famous show team. He was then employed by BSA for the factory trials squad and was considering a move to Associated Motorcycles (AMC – comprising Matchless and AJS, among others). But his real love was road racing, especially the TT, and his talent had been spotted by famed Norton team boss Joe Craig, in the amateur-level Manx GP of 1948. By 1950 he was in the factory team and contesting the World Championship. He only just failed at his first attempt, losing the crown by only one point. He scored three victories including the Senior TT (he was second to Norton team-mate Artie Bell in the 350 Junior), and would have had a fourth at Spa in Belgium, but for a tyre blow-out that cost him the race and the title. The dashing but wayward 24-year-old Italian Umberto Masetti won there on the much faster Gilera and the next round at Assen. The remaining win went to Graham on the AJS, but the 1950 500 crown went to Masetti.

1951 was Geoff’s first year of dominant performance, and Norton’s last in the 500 class. The supreme stylist missed the first two rounds and then wheeled the silver-tanked factory Nortons to a classic TT double – Senior and Junior. Three more 500 wins to two for Alfredo Milani’s Gilera saw him clear champion, and in the 350 class another four chequered flags put him well clear of Bill Doran’s AJS. He was the first to win two titles in a year and a British double World Champion on a British motorcycle in an important year, when the Festival of Britain celebrated the start of rebirth after the years of hardship and struggle.

Duke was unbeatable again in 1952 on the 350 Norton, winning the first four races – enough to secure his second Junior title. But on the 500 he was twice second to Masetti’s Gilera, and then a crash at the German GP broke his ankle so badly he was out for the rest of the season. The injury left Duke with a permanent limp and meant that in later years he was obliged to give up motorcycling because he had difficulty changing gear. As for the playboy Masetti, he went on to claim a second title, his last. His career would never again reach the same heights, although he was still a factory rider until 1956 and a major force in national racing. Seemingly always the centre of a web of scandal, Masetti then quit Italy for Argentina, leaving a trail of broken hearts. Masetti returned to Italy in 1972 to ride in a classic parade at Imola and stayed until his death in 2006.

Second in 1952 went to a newcomer to the class – MV Agusta, with a similar four-cylinder machine, ridden by Les Graham. He had been enlisted to help the company develop their machine – an Englishman in Italy who paved what would become a well-trodden path for his countrymen. Graham won the final two rounds of the 1952 season and helped the factory to lay the foundations of a dynasty before his tragic death the following year.

For all its polished manners, relative fuel efficiency and superlative handling, there was precious little left in Duke’s simple single-cylinder Norton. The company’s plans for a four-cylinder engine designed by F1 firm BRM had been cancelled. Norton lacked the will or the resources to abandon the old-faithful Manx Norton upright single. The Gileras still had clumsy rear suspension, a flimsy and flexible frame, and a much heavier power unit. But the distinctive and glorious-sounding four-cylinder engine already had significantly more speed. And the perfectionist Duke could see the potential. He needed the horsepower, and Gilera needed his chassis knowledge. When the Englishman accepted an offer from the Italian factory it made headlines, and he had some explaining to do over what had been an agonizing decision. In retrospect, it was absolutely the right move. Duke didn’t lack for patriotism, but he had a career to think of. And he was the best motorcycle racer in the world.

Duke was able to help Gilera master the lessons learned at Norton. They adopted a similar twin-loop frame and swing-arm suspension. Now there was poetry in motion and something beautiful to watch, especially at the faster tracks, where the Gilera wore the smooth white-over-red full streamliner bodywork, surmounted by Duke’s white pudding-basin crash hat adorned with an even redder Rose of Lancaster, his clear eyes staring down the track through aviator goggles. He was a master of style in more ways than one.

In 1953, Duke took four wins to head a clean sweep of Gileras in the 500 championship, with team-mates Reg Armstrong from Ireland and Alfredo Milani from Italy second and third. In spite of the “wrong” machine, his popularity soared. Television was in its infancy and Duke joined a galaxy of 1953 black-and-white British and Empire heroes in the coronation
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