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[W]e felt held together by there being something that had happened that they, the people who disliked us, did not understand.

Ernest Hemingway, ‘In Another Country’







Start lines

‘Not all the events of my past life flashed before my eyes, but as many as could get in the queue’ was Irish writer Brendan Behan’s comment on being threatened with a gun in his youth. As my son John and I suddenly left the road at about 140 kilometres per hour and bounced through the car-high Tasmanian scrub of Rossarden, somewhat sideways, in a disintegrating Lancia Beta coupé towards what might have been a very sticky end, it would be good to report that I had the same feeling.

But I didn’t. I was thinking more that I’d like all this rushing greenery and bumping and banging to stop – and, if possible, not too suddenly. I wasn’t all that frightened – at the time. That came later, as you will see.

This was not the first time I had been in a nasty situation. It wasn’t the first or last time I would walk away thinking, Shit, that was close, or something similar. In the past I had been so frightened at times that I could barely think at all. Fear and I were old associates, and by now we got along just fine.

Speed didn’t – doesn’t – frighten me. But I’m not fearless.

I have a fear of heights, for example. At height, there are three clear steps to getting hurt. The first is being up there. The second is losing control, falling off, accelerating. And the last is hitting something at speed. The difference between climbing, in which I have dabbled, and motorsport, in which I have wallowed, is that the speed can be avoided in the first but it fills the whole bathtub in the second. It’s weird that the possibility scares me more than the actuality.

Fear and I started our long relationship at a very early age, and every time we met, we worked together to thicken my skin a little. But thickening it to the point that I could sit calmly on a racing motorcycle, or in either seat of a tarmac rally car, took a lot of meetings. Many had nothing at all to do with motorsport, and some left me with a little less skin to thicken.





‘Five, four, three, two, one, GO!’

These six words have been a part of my life for the last 30-something years.

When I first lined up for the start of a stage in Targa Tasmania, they were spoken by an official counting at the start line. Later, the official was replaced by a digital counter that showed 30 seconds to go… then a ten-second light… then five lights that came on one at a time and all went out together to signal ‘Go!’ More recently, a RallySafe console was introduced inside the car that tells you which stage you are on and how long until the start; then there’s a countdown on its screen in big numbers that the co-driver reads out. But the end result, at ‘go’, is always the same: an explosion of activity.

You will have spent the previous minute or so making sure your helmet is done up, your HANS deviceI is connected to your helmet, your headlights are on, your gloves are snug, your belts are tight. You will have scanned the instruments for warning lights. You will again pull your belts tight. You will be ready. Focused on the first bend, which your co-driver will read out well before the countdown starts. Your co-driver will zero the tripmeter, and possibly a stopwatch as well.

You’re both feeling a bit warm, snuggled up in fireproof underwear, balaclava, socks and a double-layer fireproof driving suit. You will shortly be getting a lot hotter. You pull down the drink tube and swallow some cold – or possibly lukewarm – isotonic drink.

An official will stand in front of the car and, by a series of signals, will check that you have done all the safety stuff.

As you pass the start control, you will see a display that shows your start time in hours, minutes and 30-second intervals. It will usually coincide with what you’re expecting.

And then, with maybe 40 seconds to go, another official might come to your window and ask to see the wristbands that identify you as a bona fide driver and co-driver. The wristband is under your sleeve, inside your glove; you never get used to breaking your focus and peeling sleeve and glove back and finding it and then tucking everything back in. Because time is counting down.

While this has been happening, the car in front of you has taken off with a blast of noise and rubber smoke and is vanishing into the distance.

And now there are 20 seconds to go.

‘Ten seconds…’ Clutch in, select first gear sometime between now and…

‘Five…’ Bring up the revs.

‘Four… Three…’ Revs steady.

‘Two…’

‘One…’

‘Go!’

Drop the clutch. Not too hard. There are over 30 racing starts to go, and the clutch and gearbox have to be present for all of them.

Now the calm voice in your ears begins the litany of instructions that come with the repetitive precision of prayers:

‘At the very end, five right at T junction 80…’

Accelerate hard. First, second, third – brake smoothly and hard. Turn in and accelerate. Clip the right-hand apex. Run to the outside edge of the road. Keep accelerating.

‘Five right at T-junction 130…’

Stay left, accelerate. Third. Accelerate. Brake. Second gear. Turn in. Accelerate. Apex. Exit. Third. Accelerate.

And so it goes on for as long as the calls keep coming. Your co-driver will probably make no mistakes. And neither – probably – will you. (If you’re a keen driver, you may notice that I accelerate before the apex. This is due to a little foible of my rear-engined car, which is inclined to make an attempt on your life unless you settle it down in corners by accelerating early.)

‘Finish line. Stop point 200 metres… Get on the brakes.’

Let me take you out of the car now and put you at the roadside somewhere on that stage.

Before the car comes into sight, you hear it accelerating towards you. Then the engine note drops, there is maybe a high-pitched squeal from the brake pads, a boom or two as the driver drops to the appropriate gear, the revs go back up, and then a car you’ve never seen before bursts into view – maybe a bit sideways – and wails past you and out of view, still accelerating.

You see the two helmeted heads inside the cockpit, who, as far as you can tell, are silent – which they’re not – and you might wonder how they got there.

For most, it’s a long story. Let me share some of my story with you.



	I. The HANS (head and neck support) device is attached to the helmet and secured by the safety harness. It limits head movement in a crash, and helps avoid basilar skull fracture and serious neck injury.








Foetal umbilical cord strangulation

My first near miss was before I could write – before I could do anything, really. At a time when home births were not especially fashionable, I was a home birth. ‘Home’ was a small house in Portrush, Northern Ireland.

I was lucky in the first place to get to the end of the pregnancy; after bearing two healthy sons – neither of whom was me – my mother had seven miscarriages. Unfortunately my father, although well liked around the town, was, in the parlance of the time, ‘fond of the drink’. And when in drink, he could be violent. Whether this had a bearing on the miscarriages I don’t know and have never been told.

At the age of 32, in 1949, she had me. Or nearly didn’t. I was born with the umbilical cord around my neck – not uncommon, and often not life-threatening. In my case it was life-threatening, perhaps because it was knotted. Apparently, this can happen with unusually active babies – which I must have been – and with unusually large babies, which (incredibly, if you know me) I was. A further risk factor in foetal umbilical cord strangulation, for reasons that are beyond me, is a mother who smokes – and mine did.

If you read up on foetal umbilical cord strangulation online, it’s much the same as looking up any other medical condition. You’ll definitely have it or have had it, or know someone who has had it, and it will scare the hell out of you. The links in the websites just make the dangers look worse – especially if the site you are visiting is that of an ambulance-chasing law firm. Practitioner negligence, brain damage and death are all there, mitigated only by the possibility of compensation and the invitation to contact us.
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The first-ever 500cc Motorcycle World Championship was won in 1949 by Les Graham, riding an AJS Porcupine.







‘He wouldn’t stop screaming!’

Once a year, Portrush hosts one of the fastest motorcycle races in the world. The Northwest 200 runs on a 14.5-kilometre course over closed public roads from Portstewart, on the coast, to the inland town of Coleraine, and then back to Portrush and along the coast again to Portstewart.

My father was a fan, and when I was very young he had a day off from the pub and took me with him to sit on the railway embankment and watch the bikes arrive down the straight, turn left at Metropole corner and stream away under the railway bridge.

A perfect start to a career in motorsport, you might think. Except that racing motorcycles are really noisy, and I was only four… My father was back home within the hour, thrusting me into the arms of my mother. ‘That’s the last time he’s coming with me – he wouldn’t stop screaming!’ And he departed to the track again. I heard a lot of doors slamming in my childhood.

The following year, despite his resolve, I was with him again – this time not screaming – to see world champion Geoff Duke and Reg Armstrong come first and second in the 500cc race on their works four-cylinder Italian Gileras. These had full red and white fairings that enclosed the front wheel – known uncharitably as ‘dustbins’, but beautiful to behold. And the wail of their engines made the hair stand up on the back of your neck.

That was my first, and far from last, involvement in real road racing: just a rider and a machine, racing between footpaths, hedges, barbed-wire fences and stone walls at speeds far beyond any outsider’s ken. This experience created in the riders’ souls an otherness – an awareness that this level of risk opened doors that were closed to the rest of humanity.

All over Ireland, pieces of public road are closed every year for motorcycle races: Carrowdore, Killinchy, Tandragee, Dundrod, the Skerries, Cookstown, Armoy. This does not happen on the British mainland. But it does happen, hugely, on the Isle of Man. And Irish riders, not surprisingly, do very well on the Isle of Man.

But, as all parents either say or think at some time, ‘It’s all good fun until somebody gets hurt.’ People did, do and will get hurt doing risky things.





‘Them boys of yours will kill that youngster’

Against the odds, I grew up a bit – a process I have yet to complete.

Living in a seaside town had a lot of good points: the beach was very close; ice-cream parlours and donkey rides went with it. To this day the smell of horse dung takes me back to the beach of my childhood and the sand-encrusted ‘donkey eggs’ that lurked in it.

But before I was able to explore these attractions on my own, I had a bit of toddlerhood to get through. And that was a hazardous business. While my mother was working, my brothers were often told to look after me. I can hardly imagine how dreary this must have been for two boys who were then coming up to their teens. But they found ways to relieve the tedium.

‘Them boys of yours will kill that youngster,’ was the hysterical report that came to my mother from another housewife, who had been looking out her window and seen their latest way of enlivening the babysitting chore. My mother had acquired a big pram for me, which I think was a Silver Cross – a Rolls-Royce of a thing with huge wheels, gleaming coachwork and spring suspension – and it was in this that my brothers took me out for walks. Naturally, the seafront was the most interesting place to go. Who knew what you would see? A dead porpoise, a washed-up incendiary bomb from World War II, a courting couple in the dunes – entertainment was always available.

There was a long beach in Portrush, and one approach to it was by a steep laneway near our house known as the Strand Brae. Presumably, the boys had pushed me back up this hill often enough on the way home to realise that gravity didn’t always have to work against them: they had decided it would be great fun to take the pram to the top of the Strand Brae and let it go, with me in it, and then jump on the sides to get a free ride down to the sand, where they would drop their feet to stop the pram.

The spectacle of this glittering pram hurtling towards the sea and accelerating at ten metres per second squared, carrying two boys on the sides shrieking with laughter and apparently piloted by a curly-haired toddler (also shrieking, though possibly not with laughter), was what had sent my mother’s friend hotfooting it to the boarding house where she worked.

This wind-in-the-hair experience was, according to my mother, the source of my later passion for speed. Certainly, it was not a straight run to the beach. There was a hard left near the bottom, then a short straight past a row of garages and a fast right-hander for the final burst down to the sand (or the sea, if the tide was high).

When I grew a little more and could walk on my own, my brothers took me with them on various outings, which often ended up with a blood trail as they carried me home or to the doctor. My head was frequently in the wrong place at the wrong time, and when it was cut the blood seemed to flow like the Ganges.

Probably the wrongest place and time was when they were in the middle of their favourite war game: hiding behind rocks on the beach with some of their friends and throwing stones at some of their other friends, who were hiding behind other rocks and throwing stones back. There was no objective to the game, no territory to be won or prisoners to be taken. The one big advantage was that you never ran out of ammunition. You just had to dodge the constant aerial supply of it. Rocks would fly until they got tired of it, until it was dark or teatime, until a new diversion appeared or until somebody got hurt.

Which was where I came in.

The game was new to me and I was curious to see what was going on. I stood up and looked over the top of the rock my brothers were hiding behind. In the parlance of the trenches, this is called ‘sticking your head above the parapet’ and is strongly discouraged at both the amateur and professional levels. I could see nothing except some distant boulders that concealed the Enemy.

And then I did see something: a dot in the sky. But it was more than a dot. It grew and grew and grew very quickly in size until it blotted out the whole sky, and then there was a loud noise and a lot of pain, and down I went, with blood once again fountaining from my forehead. A quick truce allowed me to be carried off the battlefield with a grubby hanky staunching the blood, as my brothers carted me away to home and trouble.

Gravity also played a part in a couple of other near misses. Our house had very steep stairs, with a banister along the landing at the top where I used to sit after being sent to bed, with my feet dangling through the bars, listening illicitly to the adult conversation downstairs. I don’t think I ever heard anything useful or scandalous; if I did, it was so useful and so scandalous that my mind has blocked it off. One night when I needed to go to the toilet I missed my footing at the top of the stairs and experienced the power of gravity as I helter-skeltered down them, luckily without injury. I can still remember the individual impacts of my head on various hard objects on the way down, and the final dull stop against the wall at the bottom. Maybe I did get brain damage, as falling down stairs was to become my party piece at university when I had had enough – or more than enough – to drink.

And then there was the time when, carrying a piece of toast and jam, I walked into the front room. (It must have been a special occasion, because the front room was only used for them, and was normally off limits to small boys armed with jammy toast.) I tripped and fell headlong into the open fire. Even today I can almost feel the heat of the red coals and smell my toast burning. I still had it in my hand when someone whipped me out, and I wept loudly at the damage to it. Incredibly, I don’t seem to have had any lasting injury from the fire.

Gravity had its upside, too. Not far from our street were some huge sand dunes, where we played endlessly until dark. One of my strongest memories of the dunes (which we imaginatively called the sandhills) was when someone found a yellowing skeleton in one of them. I know it was yellowing because I saw it. I didn’t view this as any kind of omen. I wasn’t big on omens at the time. In fact, I wasn’t big, full stop. I was about six then and small for my age.

The gravity-related activity my best friend Ted and I did in the sandhills behind his house definitely was an omen: when the sand had just the right level of dampness, we used to construct racetracks for our Dinky cars. At first the tracks were straight, but later they acquired banked curves. The track was built simply by one of us sitting down in the damp sand at the top of the sandhill; the track designer then took him by the legs and dragged him down the hill, weaving to left and right as his mood took him, until we reached the bottom and had a rounded track left by his mate all the way down. We would then pat it hard and flat, building up the banking on the bends, and when it was ready we would race our cars down, three or four at a time. A regular winner was the D-type Jaguar – which was appropriate, as it was winning everything in real life as well. This was such a popular activity that even my godlike older brothers – the original track designers – condescended to take part in it.

Risk-taking began to enter our lives too. On one memorable day Ted and I were doing a Robin Hood and Little John impression on a 44-gallon oil drum that spanned a little stream known (appropriately) as the Tarry Burn. What could possibly go wrong with two little boys fighting with long sticks on a slippery convex surface above a greasy rivulet?

Both of us fell in. Ted’s mother, Ruth, an elegant Swiss lady, took one look at the two wet, oily, black things dripping on her doorstep and gave us each a vigorous smack around the legs before stripping us both and plunging us into a hot bath together. The smell of tar is another thing that takes me back to Portrush.

Ted and I were inseparable. The fact that he owned a tricycle and I didn’t was no problem: he rode and I stood on the rear crossbeam, holding his shoulders. Despite his poor eyesight and dashing attitude, and the instability of the whole setup, we seldom crashed – probably due to lack of speed, although we thought we were the fastest thing on three wheels.

As well as the tricycle and the Dinky toys, Ted and I would go on to race informally against each other with slot cars, bicycles and go-karts until we were into our twenties.

Actually, we weren’t entirely inseparable. We had those periods that punctuate childhood friendships when we weren’t speaking to each other and never would again. These were generally a one-day affair. Then one of us would knock on the other’s door and ask, ‘Is Philip/Ted coming out to play?’ and all would be forgiven and forgotten.
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In May 1955, Stirling Moss and Denis Jenkinson, using what were probably the first-ever pace notes, won Italy’s Mille Miglia in a 300 SLR Mercedes-Benz at an average speed of 159.3 kilometres per hour for the whole 1600-kilometre (1000-mile) distance. This record will stand forever.

The following month, the Le Mans 24-hour race of 1955 was won by Mike Hawthorn and Ivor Bueb in a D-type Jaguar. But it was also the occasion of the worst disaster in the history of motorsport, when a works Mercedes-Benz 300 SLR driven by Pierre Levegh collided with another car and somersaulted into the crowd on the start-finish straight, killing Levegh and over 80 spectators. The race continued, to prevent departing spectators from clogging the roads – which needed to be kept clear for the convoys of ambulances. The Moss–Fangio 300 SLR was leading by over a lap when Mercedes withdrew from the race.

This was also the year in which the (still) futuristic Citroën DS 19 was released to an astonished world – and the year my own Fiat 600 was probably built.







Two or three small bumps and you wouldn’t be reading this

It was during one of my periods of not speaking to Ted that I had my first proper brush with the Grim Reaper. We lived on Causeway Street, which I viewed as the main street in Portrush.

I have a very dim memory of something happening that you would think could only ever happen in Ireland, and that could have brought me just a bit closer to my maker – but didn’t.

Most of the houses were terraces, with two rooms up and two down. They almost all ran on gas, and as space was seriously limited, the gas meter would be in the cupboard under the stairs. The house across the street from us developed a gas leak, and the ‘gasman’ was called in to investigate and repair. Asking whether there was a light under the stairs got a negative response, so he soldiered on into the darkness to check the pipes – and lit a match. The stairs, the front of the building and the gasman were shortly afterwards to be found in the middle of the street. I think I remember hearing the whump of the explosion.

When not inhabited by flying bricks, stair treads and gasmen, Causeway Street was a busy one, and I never left home without hearing the call of ‘Mind the motors’ from my mother.

Our house, number 72, was set back from the road but had no front fence. This meant you could get a good run-up on your way to the footpath, and on this particular day in the mid-1950s I must have been set on crossing the road – probably on the way to school. I was short-sighted even then, but all the eyesight in the world is useless to a person who doesn’t look.

And I didn’t. A bus had just gone past and I ran out behind it. And heard a fantastically loud noise. A scream, it sounded like. I turned towards it and fell headfirst into the road as I saw the grinning chrome front of a black Vauxhall Velox sliding to a stop with the brakes locked up. I could smell hot rubber and could have reached out and touched the warm front grille as I started to get up off the road with skinned knees and elbows. I didn’t have to put any more effort into getting up, as my mother launched me off the road like a puppet and started on the series of good hard wallops that, I was beginning to learn, were the first things that happened to you after a brush with disaster.

In the middle of this one-sided scuffle I noticed that it was a police car – a brand-new one. One of the dark-green-clad officers got out of it and approached, no doubt badly shaken, though I was too young, and too busy getting a hiding, to pick up the clues. He gave me the obligatory telling-off from his great height. Police officers at that time were chosen for height, among other things, and most had heads in the stratosphere. How well the heads worked was a matter of debate in the pubs.

‘It’s lucky for you that police car had good brakes,’ my mother would repeat like a catechism for what seemed like months (but was probably hours) afterwards. The story was trotted out to anyone who hadn’t heard about it, and my villainous and unthinking part in it was embellished, I thought, shamelessly. It was only many years later, as a defensive driving instructor, that I realised that good brakes, like good eyesight, only helped if you were looking and planning far enough ahead to use them. What was really lucky for me was that the driver was police-trained. If he hadn’t been, he would have felt two or three small bumps and you wouldn’t be reading this.
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The 1956 Australian Grand Prix at Albert Park was won by Stirling Moss in a Maserati 250F.

In 1957 Bob McIntyre achieved the first 100-mph (160 kilometres per hour) lap of the Isle of Man TT circuit on a works 500 Gilera.







Temptin’ providence

I don’t know what it was about me that made me repeatedly do what the old women in Ireland called ‘temptin’ providence’.

I was given a plastic crash helmet once. It was definitely a toy, as it was made of thin blue plastic with a couple of pieces of soft foam stuck inside, and a plastic chin strap to keep it on. In the intervening years I have owned a lot of crash helmets, and used several of them in earnest. None was anything like as flimsy as this one. That didn’t stop me from challenging Ted to hit me over the head with a baseball bat to show what a splendid level of protection it offered.

He fetched me some good wallops, only a few of which made me dizzy, before the helmet cracked. It broke my heart – though, luckily, not my skull.

I think I did have some experience of concussion. Ted once flattened me while we were boxing (with gloves). I went very weak at the knees, and when I hit the ground I had no desire to get up again. After I recovered, I pointed out that having to take off my glasses was a severe handicap because I could neither see to hit him nor see his punches coming. His answer was to offer a return bout. I’m not sure I was getting through to him.

Neither the helmet affair nor the boxing match did me as much damage, however, as the encyclopaedia (or possibly dictionary) he hit me with during some robust horseplay in his dad’s library. That definitely put me down. These days, when I tell my writing students that they need access to a good fat dictionary, I often use belting a burglar with it as my yardstick for size. The burglar has to stay down, I tell them. And I imagine I get a little greying of the vision while saying it, as memory takes me back to being seven or eight years old.

Ted and I were speed freaks from the earliest age, and as his family was wealthy he was the first of my friends to get a Scalextric set, which for some years occupied us on wet days. We spent many an hour racing all the various kinds of cars that his dad bought him: Ferraris, Lister-Jaguars, Aston Martins, Lotuses. And Ted, once he had reached his early teens, would provide a loud, ribald and hilarious commentary as we did.

Ted’s family owned a large commercial dairy in Belfast, with a branch in Portrush, and it was with the help of one of the dairy’s trucks that my mother escaped from Portrush and her marriage with my two teenage brothers and me.

When Ted’s family also moved to Belfast and we graduated from three wheels to two, we discovered the meaning of instability – without ever discovering the usefulness of real crash helmets.

Ted lived in Purdy’s Lane, a gravel road connecting Church Road and Newtownbreda Road. Church Road in the early 1960s was a long, steep hill, and Purdy’s Lane joined it at a T-junction more or less at the bottom.

We already enjoyed racing our bikes along the very narrow, winding bitumen track through the nearby Knockbreda cemetery, and had laid out a circuit around which we timed each other. That this was possibly disrespectful didn’t occur to us; there was never anyone there to offend. That it was definitely dangerous to race among marble tombstones and concrete crosses and spiked metal railings was something we literally never considered. I don’t know if we even knew the word ‘consider’ in those days.

So Church Road held no fears for us either. It was not a busy road, and because it was so steep, it was a fantastic place to find out just how fast it was possible to go on a pushbike. Mine had a speedometer fitted, and we did see 30 miles per hour (about 50 kilometres per hour) down there. The sensation of speed was enormous, because the road was narrow and lined with stone walls and gates. That these were also hazards did not merit consideration – that word again.

Like compulsive gamblers – which I suppose we were – we were always upping the ante. And it seemed to us that a good extension of the game would be to see how fast we could leave Church Road and turn at right angles into Purdy’s Lane.

After several attempts, I thought I was ready to try it without braking at all. In later years, in competition cars, I would still occasionally think, I reckon I can go through here flat out – which was not always a correct prediction.

The ensuing noisy cloud of dust, gravel, flesh and bicycle parts settled to reveal me lying on the outside edge of Purdy’s Lane, clutching the knee that had taken most of the impact. My head and other limbs survived unscathed, which was more than I deserved. Curiously, it was my left knee, even though I was turning right. I had had my first ‘highside’: where the bike digs in its front wheel and flips you over the handlebars (and then often lands on top of you).

‘Well done,’ said Ted as we examined the bloody, dust-filled flap on my knee. ‘You didn’t cry.’

‘I nearly got round it,’ I said eagerly. (I hadn’t.)

When Ted helped me and the battered bike along to his house, his mother once again had to patch me up. I thought there was a certain lack of tenderness in the cleaning process – which involved a lot of disinfectant, hurt more than the original impact and seemed to take a great deal of time.

If I look at my left leg now, I see the hairless, puckered scar that has been on my kneecap for over half a century and wonder how I avoided landing on my unprotected head.

Cross-cultural friendships like Ted’s and mine – he was Protestant and I was Catholic – were unusual in Northern Ireland at that time, particularly during school years. But we were the kind of friends who could always pick up where we left off, even later when I was at boarding school and university.





Unfortunately, I made this discovery on the fly

When we lived in another terrace house in Belfast, my bicycle gave me a lot of enjoyment – when it wasn’t trying to kill me. But then we somehow acquired a more exciting vehicle, a Zündapp moped. This horrible object found its way into our backyard by mysterious means. I now suspect that it had been stolen and stashed there by a person who was a ‘house guest’ of ours for a time – between spells as a guest of Her Majesty.

My new schoolfriend Sammy and I took a serious interest in this device. Although it was just a pressed-steel motorised bicycle, to us it was a motorbike. That we had no idea how to ride it was a detail. The important thing was to get some fuel in it and pedal it up and down the back lane in the hope that it would take over the pedalling duties and whisk us away to speed, freedom and independence. Exactly what a pair of unlicensed and unhelmeted 11-year-olds were going to do with that freedom was not something we stopped to think about.

There was a lot of fruitless and exhausting pedalling, accompanied by ghastly groaning noises and the catcalls of neighbouring children, as we let the clutch out and it slithered or ground to a halt. That it moved at all was remarkable: the tyres went flat very quickly between attempted rides and had to be pumped up every time. The whole affair was a personal trainer’s dream – not that we planned it that way.

As I remember it, there was a clutch, a twist-grip gear change, a pair of pedals, a brake lever and a choke. One day I made what in scientific circles is called ‘the breakthrough’: I discovered how to turn the ignition on. Unfortunately, I made this discovery on the fly – while pedalling frantically along the lane, fiddling with things. The engine fired immediately and noisily at a time when I only had one hand on the handlebars.

What happened next is best described to a reader with some knowledge of how Belfast terrace houses and their back alleys are laid out. Obviously, there is one row of houses on one street, which back onto another row in the next street. These houses all share a back alley, which is a narrow concrete defile with a cobbled drain in the middle. Another important fact is that each street joins a main street at right angles, and this main street also has an alley that forms a T-junction with the one between the side streets.

So, I had now turned on the ignition and was in a new world of noise and speed. The Zündapp, once it started, went straight to maximum revs – presumably, I now know, because the throttle was stuck open. I therefore found myself accelerating like a person who has fallen off a building, hurtling along this concrete canyon with brick walls on either side of me, and the drain threatening to tramline the inadequately inflated tyres out from under me.

You might ask why I didn’t put on the brakes or turn off the ignition. I have asked myself these questions over the years. But my self has always been reluctant to answer. It goes all sulky.

I think I did reach for the brake, but by then I had a new problem. I was about to arrive at the T-junction – or the scene of the accident, as it’s also called. Luckily there was a makeshift corrugated-iron door in the brick wall at my point of impact. The bang was colossal, and it stopped the engine. The impact whipped me – well, half of me – straight off the seat and under the handlebars. The other half went over the bars and my head left a dent in the corrugated iron just like the ones my knees and the front wheel were simultaneously leaving.

Adrenalin now took over, and rather than attempt to explain to the owner of the ‘door’ what had just happened, I dragged the bike away from the large array of dents we had made and struggled to turn it around. Sammy was there almost immediately, and together we got it back to my house and in through the narrow back gate.

Then we laughed hysterically, and too loudly, for a long time.

The bike was to disappear as mysteriously as it had arrived. Maybe some fool stole it.
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In 1961, the Federation Internationale de l’Automobile (or FIA) adopted a new pattern for Formula One: from then until 1965 the cars would have smaller (1.5-litre) engines, with a free choice of configuration. Despite the predictions that it would be a ‘Noddy formula’, this led to enormous improvements in engine and chassis design, and the cars were very different from the previous year’s 2.5-litre monsters. They were also just about all mid-engined rather than front-engined.

A lot of engine designs were used: straight-4, flat-4, flat-6, V6, V8 – even a flat-12 and a V12. The most powerful of them, the Honda, was across the body like a modern hatchback, with 12 tiny carburettors for its first few appearances.

Suspension and chassis construction developed very rapidly too: double wishbones were common, some components were inboard to get them out of the airflow, and the monocoque body/chassis was born in 1963. This last innovation, while it led to a very rigid chassis and a very fast car, used the fuel tank as a chassis member – which meant the driver was sitting in an aluminium incendiary device…







Motor racing is dangerous

After my parents split up and my mother moved with her three sons to Belfast, her troubles with me began. I went to a number of schools, causing or attracting trouble in every one of them. People are fond of saying things like ‘He fell in with a bad crowd’; for me it was more like spotting a bad crowd from a long way off and then leaping in with them. Or spotting a good crowd and turning them bad. The wickedness was there already.

At my first school, a favourite pastime for my cronies and me was theft. On the way home from school to our one-room dwelling, a part of the broad footpath on the Ormeau Road near the Curzon Cinema was occupied by produce stalls. Maybe it was post-war rationing or maybe it was lack of money, but the things on those stalls offered a temptation that my larcenous friends and I could not resist.

Oranges and apples were the main loot, but we gave eggs a hard time too. Not that we stole the eggs: we just stuck our thumbs through them and broke them. And every now and again the stallholder would see one of us making off with a piece or two of fruit and the chase would be on. I have never understood my motives for anything I did in those days, but I suspect that the possibility of a chase and the chase itself were strong motivations. Speed and danger, maybe. Adrenalin, definitely.

At another school I had a new vice: I rarely turned up. In 200 days of possible attendance, I arrived for class about half the time. The rest of the time I just goofed off and went window-shopping (the only kind of shopping I could afford, unless I had recently stolen money – another of my vices, regrettably); or if there was nobody at home I went back there. Psychologists, police officers, my mother, my brothers, family friends – all of them talked to me about what the problem was.

I didn’t know what the problem was. I still don’t. But I didn’t want to go to school. Part of it was a vicious cycle: you don’t do the homework, and then you don’t want to turn up. So you don’t even know what the next lot of homework is and that doesn’t get done either, so you don’t turn up. The sad part was that I could have done all the homework standing on my head. I just couldn’t be bothered with it, or was too lazy to do it – or something.

But something had to be done, because the ‘eleven-plus’ was glowing like a malevolent sun beyond the horizon. This was an examination – for kids at the age of 11 – that determined your scholastic fate. It was a serious examination too. Intelligence, English, mathematics – everything was tested. If you passed, you could go to a grammar school. If not, you were cast
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	I. Later renamed St Killian’s College.
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