
Table of Contents

How to Fly

Introduction to the 2026 Edition

Acknowledgments

Author's Note

Introduction

The Motorcycle

Basics

Track Safety

Appendix



[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction to the 2026 Edition

[image: ]


I wrote this book in 1981. I am eighty now, and the man who wrote it would not recognize the one writing this. This became clear when I knocked on Joe Bolger’s door just before he died. He didn’t recognize me and asked if he could help me.

Penguin Racing School was young then, and so was I. We had a track, a few good instructors, a lot of borrowed motorcycles, and the conviction that we could teach a person to go fast without getting killed doing it. That was the whole idea. Not to make champions — champions make themselves — but to get a rider through the first weekend alive and thinking. The rest, we figured, would follow.

You should know going in: almost everything technical on these pages is wrong now, or at least old. We ran leaded gas and chased Ethel down as the octane slipped out from under us. We safety-wired bolts by hand and read spark plugs like tea leaves because we couldn't see inside the cylinder. The tires were a mystery the tire companies kept to themselves, and we guessed at pressures and prayed. A fast bike was a TZ250 that ran, which most of them didn't. If you come to this book for a tuning manual, close it. The world it describes is gone.

What isn't gone is the part that was never about the machine.

Go fast slowly. Don't follow people. Keep your concentration because the crash happens in your head before it happens on the track. Brake hard and ease off as you slow. None of that has an expiration date, because none of it was ever about the motorcycle. It was about the rider — the small factory between the ears that turns pressure into tension and tension into a berserker or a crash. That factory hasn't changed in forty-five years. It won't change in another forty-five.

I look at the photographs now and I know some of those riders. I know which ones kept racing and which ones quit and which ones aren't here to argue with me about lines. John Bettencourt walking the track backward, asking himself where he had to be to get where he wanted to go. Richard Chambers out at Loudon at midnight with a flashlight laid flat on the new asphalt, reading the bumps. Mike Baldwin condensing pages of my prose into five words and being right. Dr. Baldwin writing about heat and the body because he knew what the leathers did to a man on a hot day at the pre-grid. They were good people. We were having the time of our lives and most of us were too busy to notice.

I believed some things then that I still believe. That people create and bean counters destroy. That you prove nothing on the street but your ignorance. That fear is not cowardice and ignorance is not bravery, and the riders who weren't smart enough to be scared were the ones who frightened me. I'd put my name to all of that today.

I believed some things then I've had to let go of. That the risk was simple, for one. At twenty-eight you treat your own body like a rental. At eighty you've sent the deposit back and you understand what it cost. I wrote a whole chapter telling people not to get up when they crashed, to lie still and take inventory of their parts. I meant it as practical advice. I read it now as something closer to a prayer.

This is an antique. I've left it as it was, dated facts and all, because cleaning it up would be lying about what we knew. We knew what we knew in 1981, no more, and we taught it as honestly as we could. There's a kind of truth in an old book that a corrected one loses — it shows you the edge of what was understood, and how sure people were standing right at that edge.

So read it as a postcard from a younger country. Smile at the tire pressures. Skip the spark plug chapter unless you collect such things the way I collect old scripture — for what it tells you about the people who believed it. And if anything in here still lands, it'll be the part about the mind, because that's the only part I ever really understood, and the only part that was ever going to last.

The track always ends where it started. I keep coming back to that line. I wrote it as a joke about getting lost. At eighty it reads differently.

This restoration is dedicated to my mentor Robert Pepper, PhD—my hero—and my first employee, Jerry Wood.

Joe Zeigler

Crystal River, Florida, 2026
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My repeated use of the masculine pronouns “he” and “him” and the noun “man” is not intended to exclude women. After some thought, I concluded that it would be rather pedantic to avoid the words in an attempt to prove that I am not a male chauvenist and awkward to use “he or she”, “him or her”, “male or female”, and “man or woman”.

I believe in the importance of words to express exactly what is meant, but one should not make a fetish of them. However, if my use of the masculine gender offends, feel free to revise your copy to suit your preference — it doesn't bother me!
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This book is about going fast on a motorcycle. Though I would like to take credit for writing it, the truth is that it has been created by the students and instructors of the Penguin Road Racing School. All I have done is to condense and organize what I have learned from them about what fledgling roadracers want and need to know.

This book is intended as the text for the Penguin Roadracing Schools, but you don't have to attend or even be on the track to benefit from this book. The principles of going fast are the principles of maintaining maximum control at all times, and control is essential to safe and enjoyable riding.

It is my hope that the text will not be used as an instruction for fast street riding, encouragement, or condonation. This is not its intent! I am of the firm conviction that if you want to explore the limits of speed, the race course is the place to do it.

Excessive speed on the street or reckless riding not only endangers your life, but the lives of others who aren't even playing your game. It's irresponsible and gives the rest of us a bad name (we need no more help on that score, thank you). If you think you're fast, come on out to the track and we'll race. There is nothing to prove on the street but your ignorance.

[image: Riders and instructors trackside]
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I once gave a talk to a class of high school students. First, I showed a film on roadracing, then I stood up to answer questions.

The first question was, “Why do you guys do that, you could get killed!”

That is not one of the questions this book deals with, everyone is going to have to answer that for themselves.

For myself, I like racing, it's fun. It's a tough sport to make a living at, so that is no recommendation. In fact, it is relatively expensive. Racing does entail risk and that is certainly no reason to do anything.

I don't know that racing builds character or confidence, maybe. It certainly builds humility, just like in the old West, there is always someone faster.

In the Penguin Roadracing School, we have specific goals that we want to accomplish for you, none of which is to make you a superstar, that comes later. The goals are:


1. To help you feel comfortable at the races, by helping you through the initial hassles, such as sign-up and tech.

2. To familiarize you with track safety so that you will last long enough to achieve our other goals for you, and to achieve your goals.

3. To help you minimize the elementary mistakes, which we made, and hopefully you can avoid with our assistance.


[image: Instructor demonstrating to students]


4. To teach you some of the basics of going fast on the track. We hope to teach you a style and technique that you can use as a basis for discovering what works best for you.

5. To expose you to riding on the track with other riders slowly, in a non-competitive situation.


[image: A line of riders on track]

Our purpose is to give you some information, facts, ideas, and opinions for you to think about. We don't have all the answers. No one does, but you may get close if you keep thinking and our primary goal is to start that process.
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The Motorcycle
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I. Pick a Bike

The first step in motorcycle preparation is to decide whether you are going to race stock class (Production), modified production class (Mod Prod), or Grand Prix.

[image: Riders preparing a motorcycle at the track]

You will probably want to race your street bike to try out motorcycle racing. Very few will run out and spend $10,000 for a TZ750 or even $5,000 for a TZ250 before having been around a race course.

A street bike is great since they generally require minimum maintenance, seldom break, and you race against other street bikes so that everything is equal. You get lots of track time with a bike that runs, and track time is what you need most. If possible, avoid the souped-up or tricked-out Mod Prod bikes for now. There is nothing that breaks more often than a Grand Prix bike except a Novice Modified Production bike. If your bike doesn't run, you must spend precious track time fixing it, or fooling with some modification that didn't work, and modifications never seem to work the first time. My best advice is to put good tires and shocks on your stocker, heavier oil in the forks (30 weight for RD400's), wire up the drains end everything will be fine. Your ego will also have a grand time beating the Mod Prod bikes as they are generally slower than the stock bikes due to some modification that didn't work.

After you have been around a couple of times (graduated from the Novice class), then you should put serious thought into deciding what direction


II. Basic Preparation












III. Improving on Stock
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