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Foreword

get on a plane and listen to the flight attendant drone on about emergency

exits and flotation devices. and I sincerely hope I never have an occasion

to make actual use of this information. In my checkered motorcycling

- career, however, I have put helmets, jackets, pants, boots, and gloves to the

test, mostly because nobody ever taught me how to ride a motorcycle. Back in those 1
Like Ike™ days, we pretty much taught ourselves. And the lucky survived.

My riding days began when 1 was fifteen, when my equally underage friend Dick
bought a Harley 125. The owner delivered it to Dick’s house, which, fortunately,
backed onto woods and a river. Dick’s father, a Corvette-driving doctor, returned home,
saw the little motorcycle, muttered, Death machine, and never mentioned it again. Dick
and I went down into the woods and learned the rudiments of riding all by ourselves.
This was simple “woodsing,” poking along the dirt paths, learning how not to stall the
engine and not much else.

I passed my sixteenth birthday and paid a high school chum $10 to go down to the
Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) with me and let me get my license on his
Whizzer. After giving me the written test, which I barely passed, the DMV inspector
came out to the steps of the building and said, Okay. Go around the block and if you're
back in five minutes, you get your license. Done.

My parents said I could have a motorcycle if I eamed the money to buy one; which
I did, whereupon they presented me with a helmet and the warning that if [ were ever
seen on the bike without the crash hat on my head, it would be the end of my motor-
cycling days. Pretty smart.

But had I learned to ride a motorcycle properly? Not a chance. I had mastered the
rudiments of a motorcycle’s controls, but insofar as knowing what to do when some-
thing unexpected happened on the road: of that I was entirely ignorant. So I went out
on my used NSU 250 Max and had a series of minor accidents, all part of the learning
process of the 1950s.

I thought the front brake was something to be used when waiting at a traffic light
on a hill, and in my first panic stop, I locked up the rear wheel and fell down. Dam!
Why did that happen? And I found that train tracks were very slippery in the rain, espe-
cially if approached at an acute angle.

Learning by experience can be painful, but that is the way it was done in those years
before the advent of safety consciousness and the Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF).
A dealer thought nothing of selling a neophyte a bike, showing him where the clutch and
gas and brakes were, watching him do two Joops in the parking lot, and sending him on
the road. More experienced riding friends would offer advice, but there was really
nowhere that I knew of that I could go to acquire this knowledge beforehand.
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In the late 1970s, | began reading Road Rider magazine and soon came across the
writing of Dave Hough, who regularly wrote about motorcycle safety. Heck, after
twenty-some years of riding, I knew it all. Or thought I did, until I arrived at a sort of
minor epiphany: I could become a better rider if I paid attention to what people like
Dave had to teach me. There is no final exam when it comes to motorcycle safety, no
point at which a rider can say, /'ve done it all; there is nothing else to learn. Riding
sately requires constant attention, and the learning process is equally constant.

These days, 1 read Dave’s books, I take the MSF’s Experienced RiderCourse
(ERC) every few years, and [ listen when my riding buddies tell me that I sometimes
tend to be less than overly cautious when overtaking. I intend to lead a long and happy
life, riding well unul 1 am fourscore and something. I don’t like to fall down. And
maybe some little bit of knowledge imparted through Hough’s experience will save me
from myself.

If a single thought from this book helps you avoid a spill. it is definitely worth the
small money you spent on it. A simple low-speed low-side in a sand-strewn corner
will cost you a great deal more in terms of repairing fiberglass and flesh—plus the
substantial damage to ego. which MasterCard does not cover. Safety cannot be over-
valued. Yes, it can be boring, it can be tedious, it can even be overdone, but it cannot
be valued too highly.

—Clement Salvadori

Clement Salvadori is a motorcycle journalist and world traveler. Clement writes many
different columns and articles for motorcycle publications in the USA but is best known
for the “On Touring” column in Rider magazine.




Preface

f you’ve already read my first book, Proficient Motorcvcling, you'll know
| that 1 accumulated my knowledge of motorcycling firsthand from thirty
years of daily commuting to work by motorcycle. And you’ll know that 1
pronounce Hough like “rough” or “tough,” and that 1 wrote for Road Rider
magazine and kept on writing when it became Motorcycle Consumer News (MCN).

But I’ve made some recent discoveries about my personal history that I'd like to
share with you. In the process of digging up all the illustrations needed for More
Proficient Motorcycling, | ran across a tattered, old black-and-white photograph of me
as a chubby twelve-year-old sitting on a motorcycle. 1'd forgotten all about it. n the
photo, I'm wearing a leather aviator cap, fleece-lined leather mitts, and I’m covered by
a canvas lap robe. The machine belonged to my father’s friend, a mysterious Russian
sailor who loved to play chess. The Russian had ridden up from the Oregon Coast in
midwinter to play a game, face-to-face. The cold weather was the reason for the heavy
fleece gloves, aviator cap, and lap robe.

At twelve years old, | wasn’t riding the bike; | was merely posing as sort of a photo-
graphic joke for my father. The time frame was the winter of 1949-50. The location
was Aberdeen, Washington. And | didn’t know anything about motorcycles. 1t would
be many years before I bought my first motorcycle.

For the first time since that photo was taken fifty-two years ago, I studied it
carefully. The motorcycle appears to be a 1937 Indian Sport Scout with a 1947 front

q
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fender light and leather saddlebags. The 45-cubic-inch Sport Scout was no slouch
for its day, clocking a 111.55 mph speed record at Daytona Beach in 1938. That’s
pretty fast considering that wimpy little front drum brake.

Until seeing the photo, I hadn’t realized that the bike and I were the same age. Then,
when I thought back through my motorcycling experiences, [ was jolted by some coin-
cidences. First, I’ve ridden the Oregon Coast many times on different motorcycles. I
suddenly realized that I’ve ridden sections of old Highway 101 that are almost the same
today as they were fifty-two years ago when the Russian rode up to Aberdeen. Those
weren’t all summertime rides, either. [’ve also done a few wintertime transits on the
Coast, and | know from personal experience what a tough ride that trip can be on a bike.

Out of curiosity, I added up the years I’d been riding motorcycles before I hap-
pened upon that faded old photo of me on the 1937 Indian. Would you believe I’d
been riding for thirty-seven years? This was getting creepy. The final jolt came as |
was getting ready to ride off the ferry from Seattle. I was thinking about my upcom-
ing birthday, and for some reason glanced down at the speedometer on my vintage
BMW. The odometer read 37,373. I'm not a superstitious person, but I had to stop
and take a picture to prove | wasn’t making this all up.

Do you suppose there was something about that wintertime trip and the 1937 Scout
that planted the seed that sprouted into my interest in motorcycles and eventually the
subject of riding skills? Naw, it’s probably all just an odd coincidence. But if 1 find an
Indian Scout for sale next March 7 for $3,737.37, I'll be buying it.

Whatever the start of my fascination with motorcycles, I’'m still involved, and
More Proficient Motorcycling gives me another opportunity to share my passion—and
maybe a little humor—with other motorcyclists.

—David L. Hough
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Introduction

he book Proficient Motorcycling is a collection of columns from Road
Rider and MCN. That first volume was my personal selection of the
columns that I felt would best explain motorcycle dynamics, control
skills, and accident avoidance tactics.

Like the first book, More Proficient Motorcycling 1s mostly a selection of
columns previously published in Road Rider and MCN. But this volume covers a
wider variety of motorcycling topics and also includes a few articles written for
other magazines, plus one or two that were written exclusively for this book.

Since the publication of Pioficient Motorcycling in 2000, more than a few
motorcyclists have asked about advanced riding skills. A common question is, /s
there a course I can take that’s a notch above the ERC but not quite as intimidating
as a racetrack cornering school?

That question is a hint that some riders believe that there are some secret
advanced skills we are withholding. The truth is, no one is holding back any secrets.
The information is already available. The limiting factor isn’t the availability of
knowledge, but rather the lack of motivation to master what’s being offered.

More than a few readers have admitted to me privately that they skim through
my articles but don’t really study the information. Others admit that they study the
articles carefully but never practice the suggested skills on the bike. Obviously,
not all riders are interested in changing their habits. And ['m not here to try to
force you to do anything you don't want to do. But for those of you who can’t
seem to get enough information, this book should help you on your quest to mas-
ter the ride.

If there 1s a secret about “advanced” skills, it’s that they are mostly mental
skills, not physical skills such as countersteering (push steering) or controlling the
throttle or hanging off. Yes, there are additional physical skills to hone, but most-
ly it’s a matter of observing, predicting, planning, and timing, rather than using
muscle power. And 1t’s not only a matter of controlling the motorcycle you’re rid-
ing but also controlling the situation around you.

More Proficient Motorcveling is a continuation of what I started in Proficient
Motorcycling. You’ll find many of the same subjects, many of the same fictitious
characters (based on real people and experiences), and even many of the same
topics. But now we’re going to dig a little deeper into the mysteries of motorcy-
cling and add a few subjects that weren’t covered in the first book.

Note that this book adds to the information in the first book, and we’re not
going to repeat all the basics in this volume. 1t isn’t absolutely necessary to read
Proficient Motorcycling first, but you’ll probably find that More Proficien:
Motorcycling is easier to understand if you read the two books in sequence.
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CHAPTER

Biker Bill’s l.ast Ride

oday, circumstances will conspire against Biker Bill. Down the road a

few miles, his knowledge and experience will be challenged by a spe-

cial situation, and the situation will beat him. This story is based upon

a real crash that happened during the summer of 1991, although Biker
Bill is a fictitious name. This is not an indictment of the rider but rather a potential
learning experience for every touring motorcyclist.

The day 1s young, the desert is 5
cool, and the air is still. The evapo-
rating dew leaves a heady perfume
of sagebrush and juniper in the air.
The sky is the light turquoise color
that hints of perfect weather. The
road surface is clean and dry, and
the motor homes have yet to clog
along. It’s hard to imagine that any-
thing could go wrong on a day as -
perfect as this, especially to a rider
as well traveled as Biker Bill.

Bill is not a youthful rider with
a need for excess. He is married
with children at home, and he
understands his responsibilities. He
knows only too well how his family
feels about the dangers of riding a
motorcycle. Bill and his good riding
buddy have been riding together L — - -
every summer for the past e]gb[ What special circumstances had conspired 1o turn o great ride
years, gradually expanding their inlo a disaster in a few short secands?
touring horizons. This year, they
have been exploring the Southwest. Yesterday it was the Grand Canyon. Today it’s
off to Monument Valley.

Bill and his companion don’t usually ride in formation. The attention required to pace
another rider hour after hour distracts from the full attention needed for riding their own
machines. So, instead of riding just a few seconds apart, they split up and ride toward a
common destination at their own paces. Bill is the following rider today, perhaps ten or




twenty minutes behind his companion. They have agreed to meet at the restaurant of a
trading post to take a coffee break and share the discoveries of the morming.

The two-lane highway meanders east across the top of a juniper-strewn mesa.
An hour into the ride, the road drops over the edge in a series of switchbacks, then
straightens out at the bottom and heads like an arrow toward a distant horizon, ris-
ing and dipping slightly with the ripples of the landscape like long waves at sea.
Somewhere to the right, there is a shadowy canyon where the Colorado River has
cut a deep groove into the red rock. To the left is a long reef of brilliant reddish pink
chiffs so awesome that the scene sends a tingle up Bill's spine.

Bill feels good to be here, riding a powerful motorcycle in the cool morning air
with the pungent scent of the desert stinging his nostrils. How marvelous to be so
far from the confusion and noise and pollution of the cities, and to be flying across
the desert waves on a sweet-running machine. The speed limit is humorously post-
ed at a creeping 55 mph out here in the desert, but everyone seems to drive at least
70. The big four-cylinder BMW hums along comfortably at 80 mph.

The awesome Vermillion Cliffs demand that they be appreciated, and Bill can
steal about two second’s worth of breathtaking scenery at this speed before the rush-
ing road demands his attention again. He even develops a little routine, waiting until
the machine tops a rise to provide a view and then stealing another two-second
glance at the cliffs.

This routine goes on for another half hour. Bill considers stopping to take a pic-
ture of the cliffs. He even considers pulling the auto-focus camera out of the tank bag
with his left hand and trying a shot on the fly, but he decides to keep motoring along
and get a shot when he stops for coffee. Besides, he feels a need to catch up and share
the excitement of the ride. Or perhaps the urgency is because he doesn’t want to be
thought of as a slow rider, even by his friend. The K-bike feels sweet at 80 mph, and
he holds it there.

Bill can steal ahout two second’s worlh of breathtaking scenery ol this speed before the rushing road demands his
ofention again.



Topping a rise in the undulating road, Bill steals another glance at the cliffs. But
when his eyes flick back to the road, it isn’t there anymore, there’s just sagebrush.
He suddenly realizes the pavement has made a left turn, but the bike is heading
straight into the desert at warp speed.

It is a short flight—perhaps only two seconds, maybe 200 feet. When the front tire
touches down in the soft sand, bike and rider are flipped into a cartwheel. Plastic is peeled
off the bike like the skin of an orange, and the saddlebags explode into a trail of clothing.

When the desert finally stops spinning, Bill finds himself lying on his back in
the sand with the sun in his eyes and a terrible pain in his ribs. Fighting the urge to
pass out, he tries to make sense of what happened. He remembers the mesa, the
straight road, and the Vermillion Cliffs. Then slowly he remembers riding a bike,
and the road curving away. Bill tries to roll over to look for his bike, but a searing
pain shoots across his chest to his forehead and he almost blacks out again. He lies
still, trying to ignore the pain, wondering how far he is from the road and whether
he’ll make it out of this disaster alive.

Fortunately for Bill, a passing motorist catches a glimpse of something shiny off
the side of the road and slows to investigate. The motorist is shocked to realize that he
is looking at a serious and very recent motorcycle crash, and he rushes back to the
trading post to call for help. The police arrive within a few minutes, radio for a mede-
vac, and less than an hour after the crash, Bill is in the hospital in emergency care. He
survives the crash. but it 1s enough of a crisis to end his motorcycling career forever.

So, what do you think? Was Biker Bill an irresponsible, daredevil zoomie we
would expect to crash? No. We've established that Bill was an adult touring rider
with a family at home and a good sense of self-preservation. He's a lot like you or
me. Does that mean you or I could have gone flying into the sagebrush if the same
circnmstances had ganged up on us? Maybe we had better take a closer look at Bill's
unfortunate crash, and see if we can figure out what really went wrong.

What Happened?

The police wrote down “excessive speed” as the cause of the accident, but we
might suspect that speed was only part of the problem. The question they didn’t ask
15, Why would an apparently experienced rider miss this particular turn? Let’s con-
sider Bill’s proficiency and then see if we can figure out what went wrong.

Bill, like most of us, had absorbed some better riding skills over the years. He
followed better cornering lines, maintained a leading throttle during the turns,
understood the relative traction of his tires, and favored the front wheel brake.
Coming down off the mesa, he practiced these skills, entering turns closer to the
outside to follow the safer delayed apex line and keeping his eyes level with the
horizon for better spatial orientation. He smoothly applied the front brake to keep
speed in check when approaching each turn, released brake pressure just before
leaning, and countersteered to accurately control his cornering lines.

Closer to the lzdge

Intellectually, Bill understood the importance of keeping speed within his per-
ceived sight distance, distance he would need to decelerate or stop should he encounter
an obstruction such as an antelope or a tourist making a U-turn. But with experience,
he learned that his K-bike could stop very quickly, so he became complacent about



sight distance. Like many of us, Bill kept pushing the speed up more and more every
year, accepting the occasional Joss of sight distance without slowing down. While he
used to cruise at 55 or 60 mph eight years ago, now he cruises at 70 or 80. While he
might have taken a tight corner at 35 maph, he now leans over confidently at 55.

The setting for Bill's crash becomes as clear as the desert air when you look at
the road from the direction in which he had come. The road runs straight as an arrow
over the waves of the desert, with no hint that it doesn’t just keep going straight for-
ever. It just happens to curve left beyond the crest of that last rise.

—_—

Warp speed may seem reosonoble out in Ihe deser), bul be aware thal you can'l see what's over that rise ahead.

Let’s back up 20 miles to where Bill dropped off the mesa because that’s where
the crash started. Bill got into a routine of riding over each little rise without realiz-
ing that he couldn’t always see the back side of most of them until he crested the
top. His brain just filled in the missing road, and sure enough, when he crested each
hill, the road was always there. Well, “always,” except for that last rise.

Bill’s machine probably could have taken this particular curve at 80 mph in the
hands of a skilled rider, except that this rider wasn’t prepared for a curve. More
importantly, what could have been a close call was morphed into an accident by
some other bad habits—habits that many of the rest of us could claim as our own:

1. Bill allowed assumptions to override his sight distance and allowed his com-
placency to become a routine, mile after mile. A wise rider makes predictions only
on what can be seen, not on assumptions. And when the view closes up, a smart
rider immediately slows down to allow full control within the roadway in view.

2. Bill allowed his attention to be distracted by the scenery. At 80 mph, Bill’s
bike was eating up 234 feet of road every two seconds. With his attention distract-
ed, he missed the important clues that would have warned him about the upcoming
curve. The wise rider either slows down to take in the scenery or punctuates a fast
ride with frequent stops to gawk.

3. Bill was attempting to catch up to the leader. Think about that: catching up
requires that you ride faster than the leader. It’s critical to ride within your own lim-
its, even if that means letting the other guy disappear over the horizon and making
him wait for you.



Managing Risk

There are a Jot of riders who just go riding without much thought about managing
the risks. Too many believe that motorcycling is simply a two-wheeled form of Russian
roulette. Take a spin and maybe your number will come up. In other words, if it isn’t
your turn to crash today, then don’t worry about it, and if it is your turn, then there is
nothing you can do to prevent it. But was it just chance that Bill’s companion managed
to keep the rubber side down riding the same road on an almost identical motorcycle?

The moral of this sad tale is that to a considerable extent we make our own luck.
A rider’s skill, knowledge, and attitude help control the relative risk. Some veteran
riders have traveled hundreds of thousands of miles without an accident by being
constantly aware of the situation and staying well within the limits of their bikes and
riding skills. That’s not easy, but it’s possible.

How to Become a Better Ricler

You learn to ride when you first get a bike. Then about the time you think
you've learned it all, you get another opportunity to learn to ride. Punching through
the envelope and cartwheeling off into the landscape is a harsh wake-up call to the
risks of motorcycling. I’ve drawn the short straw a couple of times in 800,000 or so
miles of riding. And I can tell you that crashes look a lot like close calls, right up to
the point where you hit or miss. So, whether you have an accident or a near miss, it
should be motivation to improve your knowledge and skills. Let’s back up a bit here
and think about how we learned to ride.

When [ learned to ride back in 1965, there weren’t any rider training courses
available. I just got on the bike, rode off into traffic, and learned by trial and error.
1 looked to my buddy Ricochet Red for sage advice about motorcycling. After all,
Red started riding a couple of years before 1 did and had moved up to a powerful
Marusho 500 while I was still learning on my Suzuki 150, so by comparison he
was the “experienced’ rider.
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My first bike was a lile Suzuki 150, which | learned ta ride by irial and error with a litfle help fram my buddy, Ricochet Red.

Red’s collective wisdom was summed up in one serious statement: There's only two
kinds of bikers, Hough. There’s them who have crashed and them who are gonna crash.
But Ken and Donna, a couple who had ridden motorcycles for many years, offered a dif-
ferent philosophy: If you ever stop being afraid of a motoreycle, it's time to park it. Sure,
Red’s folk wisdom was true. Just about every motorcyclist gets the turn to crash once or
twice in a lifetime of riding. Ken and Donna had a point, too, about not getting too cocky
on a bike. But L didn’t find those sage statements particularly helpful. They are a lot like
saying, Be careful, or, If vou can’t run with the big dogs, stay on the porch.

The question is what do I need to do to survive today? What are the right tactics
for managing the risks? For instance, is it better to ride at the same speed as other
traffic, at the speed limit, or faster than traffic? Should I lean the bike by counter-
steering, by bodysteering (shifting my weight on the bike), or both? Should I brake
just short of a skid during a quick stop, or should [ slide the rear tire? Should I wear
bright hi-viz (visibility) yellow, or camouflage? And during a desert ride, would a
nice cool beer help stave off dehydration or make the situation worse?

You’ve probably heard the expression, “Experience is the best teacher.” That theory
when applied to motorcycling means that you just get on the bike and ride. And after
you’ve ridden long enough and under a wide enough variety of conditions, cultures,
and climates, eventually you should have absorbed most of the needed lessons.

The trouble with learning about motorcycles by trial and error is that a lot of motor-
cycle hazards aren’t obvious. For instance, you might not appreciate how dangerous an
edge trap 1s until the bike topples over and throws you down the road. What’s more, not
all control skills are easy to master. Let’s say you suddenly need to pull off a quick swerve
around a left-turning car. Do you think you can resist the urge to snap off the throttle?

The point is that learning by trial and error can be painful and expensive. Learning
to become a proficient rider is hard work, and it takes a humble attitude. Many riders
don’t seem to be willing to take their learning seriously. Slithering through mud washes
1s nothing compared to the way many riders slither around the subject of riding skills.

A few years ago, a local rider smacked into a deer on his way home and neither
survived. The rider’s fellow club members wanted to do something to make everyone
feel better about the situation. One of the officers called me to get the address of a



national motorcycle safety organization so the club could make a donation in the rider’s
memory. | suggested that rather than send the money off somewhere else, perhaps the
donation would be better spent subsidizing rider training for the local club members.
The officer bristled, Do you really think rider training would help anyone else avoid an
accident like that one? Just give me the address where we can send the money!

Yes, I do believe that rider training could potentially help the other club mem-
bers avoid accidents, including deer strikes. But of course spending the money on
local riders would have been an admission that the “experienced” motorcyclists in
the club didn’t know it all. The club’s way to slither through the situation was to
cough up some money and keep on riding the same as always. It’s a modern-day
version of Roman soldiers throwing coins into the baths to help ward off evil spirits
before they rocket down the road on their chariots.

A big part of getting smarter about motorcycling is cutting through all the mis-
information. “Everyone™ seems to know that motorcycles are dangerous. Just ask
your coworkers, your mother-in-law, your family doctor, or your local newspaper
columnist. If you don’t believe them, look at the scary statistics from the National
Center for Statistics and Analysis, the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, or the
National Safety Council. “Everyone” knows that motorcycles are ten times (or
twenty times or whatever) more dangerous than automobiles.

Basing your riding strategies on the opinions of nonriders, newspaper articles, or
statistics is unreliable. First, friendly advice may not be very friendly. Second, being a
professional in some field doesn’t make that professional an expert in motorcycle safe-
ty. Third, there is no such thing as an average rider. Finally, is it really worthwhile to Jook
at what crashees did wrong, or should we be figuring out what successtul riders do right?

Ignore Friendly Advice

The chances are your nonriding doctor (or coworker or helpful neighbor) is probably
less interested in helping you improve your odds and more interested in feeling superior
to you. One day [ had a coworker put his hand on my shoulder, and with a disparaging
glance at my helmet plead sympathetically, 7 sure wouldn’t want my son (o ride one of
those things. This paternalistic coworker might actually have been interested in helping
me avoid injury, but he certainly didn’t have the foggiest idea of where to start.

What’s more, there are a lot of people who have a secret desire to ride motor-
cycles but can’t overcome their fears. Putting you down is a way of justifying their
fears and jealousy. The point is you can safely ignore “sympathetic” advice from
people who don’t know anything about motorcycles.

Ignore the Professional Experts

Let’s say you finally get a few minutes with your family doctor, and he spots
your riding jacket and mumbles something about “donor-cycles.” Doc may think he
knows something about motorcycle safety, but most medical doctors only see the
results of accidents, not the successful riders. From their viewpoint, 1t’s obvious:
swing a leg over a motorcycle and BAM! 1t’s your turn to be an organ donor.

But consider that being a doctor, lawyer, or engineer doesn’t automatically make that
professional an expert on motorcycling. After all, motorcycle safety isn’t taught in med-
ical school. So just thank Doc for any opinions he offers about bikes, and then refocus the
conversation on his specialty. If Doc can’t let it go, you can always remind him that sta-
tistically a human is more likely to die from a hospital error than from a motorcycle ride.

@)



Forget the Movie Stars

You should also ignore what the movie star biker wannabes do. [t’s tempting to
think that Cher or Arnold Schwarzenegger or Gary Busey are good role models
for your own riding tactics, but wealthy actors are some of the world’s worst riders.
They have plenty of bucks to buy into the biker image but don’t seem to understand
that motorcycling is real life, not show business. Riding a bike is not a movie stunt
where the director can call cut and do the scene over if something goes wrong.
Don’t pattern your riding gear or riding tactics after what the movie stars do.

I bring up all these examples of bad advice because they contribute to consid-
erable misinformation about how to manage the risks of motorcycling. The opinions
of nonmotorcyclists and biker wannabes are a frequent distraction and a waste of
time and energy.

Statistics

On the other hand, wouldn’t it be helpful to know the truth about motorcycle
accidents? Well, there are a lot of statistics floating around, but the last good motor-
cycle accident study conducted in the U.S. was the Motorcycle Accident Factors
Study (the Hurt Report) released by the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA) back in 1980. There have been some excellent motorcycle
accident studies elsewhere in the world but not in the U.S.

Certainly there are some valuable lessons we can draw from the Hurt Report.
but times have changed quite a bit since and the research was limited to the Los
Angeles area. One current source of motor vehicle accident data 1s from the
NHTSA. The NHTSA tries to collect good data, but it has never been much inter-
ested in motorcycles. There aren’t many motorcycle experts at NHTSA who would
appreciate the subtleties of motorcycle trends, such as an increase in fatalities dur-
ing a time frame in which motorcycle registrations are increasing.

Still, the NHTSA does collect a lot of data, and it's worth looking at. The
National Center for Statistics and Analysis (NCSA) has considerable information
available on-line. Just be aware that a nonmotorcyclist tends to sort the numbers
based on the bias of an automobile driver. For instance, the researchers may note an
increase in the average engine size of motorcycles involved in fatal accidents and
theorize that big motorcycles are overrepresented in accidents. Well, gee, guys. If
you were aware of what was happening in motorcycling, you’d know that American
motorcyclists are in love with big engines. If there are more engines over 1500
cubic centimeters (cc) on the road today, wouldn’t you expect more accidents and
fatalities involving engines over 1500 cc?

Television and newspaper reports are usually less than helpful. The report under
the headline ““Local Biker Dies” will probably note whether or not Zoomie Zed was
wearing a helmet but not whether Zed was drunk or sober, licensed or not, whether
he had taken rider training or learned from a friend, or how long he had been riding.
More to the point, you won't hear anything about Able Al (the guy who didn’t crash),
because riding a motorcycle safely isn’t exciting enough for today’s news media.

The big mistake with statistics is making them personal. Even if you think
you've discovered some reliable statistics, remember that hardly any of us are
“average” riders. When novice rider Zoomie Zed smacks into a Ready-Mix con-
crete truck a mile away from the showroom floor, his personal averages are one
fatality per mile. By comparison, Able Al may enjoy 500,000 miles of accident-
free riding. For Al, accidents and fatalities average out to zero per 500,000 miles.
So, unless you're close to the profile of an “average’ rider, the statistics are likely
to be way off for you. My actual risk or your actual risk depends on a number of
important variables.
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Who to M. sure?

We should also remember that while the Hurt Report was a milestone in
researching how and why motorcycle accidents occurred in Southern California, it
doesn’t say how other riders managed to avoid crashing. The assumption by rider
training developers has been that the key to motorcycle safety is learning to avoid
what the crashees did. The problem that researchers can’t solve is how to measure
the successful riders to figure out what they do right.

Back around 1979, the late Roger Hull, then editor-publisher of Road Rider
magazine, asked the MSF why they based training programs on accident numbers
rather than on the techniques veteran nders used to ride successfully. Roger con-
vinced the MSF to hold a conference at which the safety experts could listen to vet-
eran motorcyclists describing their incividual approaches to motorcycling and acci-
dent avoidance. The MSF finally relented and agreed to hold a conference.

The 1980 “Bikers’ Roundtable.” in Missouri, was a unique, weeklong gathering
of motorcycling veterans. The MSF tried to focus the seminars on skill tactics such
as swerving and braking. But the veterans kept suggesting that evasive maneuvers
aren’t really important. Instead, they kept suggesting that the key is to avoid riding
blindly into dangerous situations. They brought up mysterious stuff such as a sixth
sense that warns them of an impending accident situation that is not yet in view. The
MSF didn’t really know what to do with the feedback.

Bock in 1980, o group of motorcyding veterans tried 1o explain to the safety experts how they avaid accidents.

[ suggest that the pearl of wisdom hidden in all those Roundtable seminars is
that motorcycling is primarily a thinking game. The veteran rider seldom has to pull
off sudden evasive maneuvers because he (or she) knows what trouble looks like
and makes small adjustments to stay out of harm’s way. That sixth sense is not
magic but simply being aware of clues that less experienced riders don’t observe,
such as a flash of light reflected from the windshield of a car about to exit an alley,
or a waft of spilled diesel oil.

To think of this another way, veteran riders focus on doing things right to avoid
problems, not on sudden evasive maneuvers at the last second. They maintain their
awareness of the situation and make small corrections early to avoid riding into hazards.



A large part of my working carcer was as a graphics specialist in flight crew
training for The Boeing Company. Way back when my daily ride was a Moto Guzzi
Ambassador, [ realized that airplane pilots have a lot in common with motorcyclists.

Using my Moto Guzzi 750 Ambossador for company ervands in the 1970s, | could see parallels between flying
and motercycling.

It’s not just a matter of both airplanes and motorcycles banking into turns but
the whole approach to managing the risks. Motorcyclists, like pilots, put the priori-
ty on avoiding accidents rather than attempting to survive accidents. The energy is
focused on doing everything right, rather than on surviving the crash. That’s a sig-
nificant difference that motor vehicle safety experts in the U.S. seem unable to
grasp. The I. 11>, approach hus always focused on crash padding, rather than on
driver skill.

Pilots otten describe their tactics as flying within the envelope. The envelope is
an imaginary balloon representing the physical limits of the situation at any moment
in time. For example, let’s say a particular airplane needs a minimum takeoff speed
of 140 knots for the weight, temperature, and airport altitude. If speed doesn’t
exceed 140, the airplanc simpty won’t fly.

Motorcyclists also have an ever-changing envelope. For example, let’s say
your bike can lean over to 45 degrees on a clean, dry, positive camber curve. If the
pavement changes camber. or spilled oil reduces traction, or you increase speed
until the bike touches down and levers the tires off the pavement, the motorcycle
will go squirting off on a tangent. What’s most important to remember about the
envelope is that it is ever changing and mostly invisible. So, how do we learn to
predict our envelope? And can we increase our own personal skill limits to expand
that envelope?

Considering that the risk management tactics of motorcyclists are similar to that
of pilots, we might take a lesson from the airplane drivers. Pilots take high-quality
training in ground school classes, study their operations manuals frequently, and



take recurrent training on a regular schedule to keep their skills and knowledge up-
to-date. Commercial and military pilots also spend a lot of time in flight simulators,
increasing and testing their skills in a realistic but risk-free environment.

Rider training courses can quickly help you
improve both your knowledge and your riding
skills. Think of it as the motorcycle equivalent
of ground school. It’s a low-risk way to cram a
lot of trial-and-error learning into a few hours.

If you haven’t taken the MSF’s ERC yet, that

ought to be a high priority. Yes, the ERC is

based on accident statistics, but 1t’s still an 1l

excellent way to learn more about the physical

limits involved in cornering and braking, as !
well as accident avoidance tactics.

If you think of yourself as an advanced
rider with too much experience to get anything
out of a parking lot course, there are track
schools that focus on high-speed cornering.
Track schools will certainly help you improve
your cornering skills. Just remember that cor-
nering schools don’t deal with accident avoid-
ance strategies for riding in traffic. So, regard-
less of your experience level, my suggestion is -

to take the ERC first, and then think about a -~

Pilots spend a lot of time in training, with every move being

track school. sceutinized by o check pilol before they ore approved to fly o

spedilic airplone on their own.

You should be aware that sidecar and trike training is managed by an organiza-
tion separate from the MSE Three-wheelers such as sidecar outfits and trikes
require considerably different skills than two-wheelers. If you have physical limita-

tions that make it difficult to ride a two-wheeler, or if you just want to expand your

motorcycling horizons, consider taking a sidecar/trike course. The national
Sidecar/Trike Education Program is administered by the Evergreen Safety Council,
in Seattle, Washington.

Former MCN editor Lee Parks has developed a course that focuses on corner-
ing techniques for the street rider. Lee’s Advanced Riding Clinic is for experienced
rider who wants to increase skills above the ERC level but in a less intimidating
environment than the track schools. Lee offers his Advanced Riding Clinic at dif-
ferent locations around the country.

The aviation industry is big on flight simulators. The big advantage of a simu-
lator 1s that you can make a big mistake without anyone getting hurt. Commercial
jet pilots must prove that they can fly the simulator even with abnormal situations
such as an engine failure before they are allowed to fly an airplane.



The big flight simulators used in the airline industry act just like airplanes, com-
plete with real-time motion and a matching computer-generated visual display out
the cockpit windows. All the controls and instruments function just like an airplane’s
would under the same conditions, with both feel and sound. Flight simulators are so
sophisticated that the industry talks about “zero

flight time” training. In other words, if you can
fly a simulator, you can fly an airplane.
Wouldn’t it be great if motorcyclists could
practice and test their skills in a riding simula-
tor before taking to the streets? You could get
learning experiences such as handling left-
turning cars, edge traps, corners with a
} decreasing radius, or rain-slick streets—know-

—— ing that you couldn’t get injured. You could try

- different cornering lines and throttle tech-
niques, and if you “took a tumble,” you could
just reset the simulator and try again.

Sorry, but there aren’t any motorcycle sim-
ulators. Years ago, there were a few bikes on
rollers. There are rumors that Honda has been
r working on a riding simulator. And there have
been some computer games. But at the moment
there aren’t any realistic motorcycle simula-
tors. That means you'll have to explore the
envelope on a real bike on real streets. So,
you’ll need to be much more careful about

Wouldn’t it be great if motorcyclists could practice and test

punching through the envelope while you're

their skills in a riding simulator before taking to the streets? exploring the limits.

If motorcycling is primarily a thinking game, you can understand how reading
can make you a better rider. Motorcycles usually come with an owner’s manual to
tell you how the bike works, but they don’t come with an operations manual to tell
you specifically how to ride them. The Mororcycle Operator Manual (MOM) used
by most state licensing departments is intended for raw novices, not experienced
riders, so it’s not very helpful once you have your endorsement (license).

Skills columns in motorcycle magazines can be useful, helping you expand your
knowledge and filling in those little details that training courses or the MOM don’t
have time or space to include. The sad truth is that most motorcycle magazines ignore
riding skills. One of the few magazines that publish a monthly skills column is MCN.

You can think of the book Proficient Motorcycling as a general operations manual for
a wide variety of bikes and riders, and its companion Street Strategies as a refresher on
common street hazards. More Proficient Motorcycling expands on that knowledge base.
Three other books worth studying are Motorcycle Touring & Travel by Bill Stermer, The
MSF'’s Guide to Motorcycling Excellence: Skills, Knowledge, and Strategies for Riding
Right by the MSF, and A Twist of the Wrist by Keith Code. Reading can also help you
keep your knowledge fresh. As time goes by, we forget what we’ve learned. If you've
ever wondered what airplane pilots carry in those heavy black suitcases, much of the
load is a full set of operations manuals for the airplane so they can study the details
whenever there is a question. If you're serious about your riding, don’t be bashful about
rereading a book such as this one next winter or pulling a copy of Street Strategies out of
your tank bag to scan while you're waiting for your buddies to catch up.
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CHAPTER

Motorcycling as a Combat Mission

y image of a good ride would be cranking up the throttle and motoring
,around my favorite twisty back road or cruising down a lonely highway
through little towns with strange-sounding names or arriving at a big
motorcycle event to rub elbows and gawk at the machinery.
‘That’s a common problem in motorcycling: we tend to daydream about what it
will be like when we get there and don’t focus enough on what we need to do before
the ride to make it happen successfully.

Keep your mind on your ride.

We might not think of riding in traffic as “combat,” but that’s a pretty good
description of what goes on. Car drivers tend to ignore motorcycles and run right
into us. Motorcyclists have always been at risk among other vehicles, and it’s get-
ting worse. On top of the usual transgressions such as drivers running stop signs
and failing to signal, more people today are frustrated and angry, and it shows in
their driving.




Being in combat is a pretty accurate description of riding a matorcycle in traffic,

I submit that riding a motorcycle is just as serious as flying an airplane. A
motorcyclist can’t afford to make mistakes any more than a military fighter pilot
can. Some statistics might help us put things in perspective.

According to the NCSA, a lot of motorcyclists get injured and killed in car/bike
and truck/bike collisions. Here’s how it stacked up for a recent year in the U.S.:

Bike-only accidents:

motorcyclist injuries: 14,000  fatalities: 214
Car/bike collisions:

car occupant injuries: 4,000 fatalities: 17

motorcyclist injuries: 21,000  fatalities: 596
Light truck/bike collisions:

Truck driver injuries: 1,000 fatalities: 0

Motorcyclist injuries: 7,000 fatalities: 386
Heavy truck/bike collisions

Truck driver injuries: 400 fatalities: O

Motorcyclist injuries: 1,000 fatalities: 14

It’s pretty obvious that when bikes and cars try to occupy the same space at the
same time, the motorcyclist gets hurt a lot more seriously and more often than the
driver. And when bikes and trucks collide, motorcyclists are often injured fatally.
The point is if you want to survive traffic combat, you need to be smarter than the
average motorist or truck driver and a lot more skillful than the majority of motor-
cyclists seem to be.

One rider | know is a military fighter instructor—one of those top gun pilots.
We'll call him Phantom Phil to disguise his identity. Phantom Phil treats each
motorcycle ride with the same seriousness as a military combat mission. He chooses
his “weapon” for the ride at hand. perhaps taking his Ducati for a mountain ride
with the boys, or his BMW K-bike for a cross-country journey.



Phil points out that our protection is not only what we’ve learned from our train-
ing (skills and knowledge) but also what we wear. Phil chooses his riding gear for
the “mission.” If he is taking an easy ride downtown to the club meeting, he may
wear reinforced jeans and a heavy fabric jacket. If he is heading out for a mountain
run with some buddies, he dresses in full “combat” gear, including track leathers
and boots, armored gloves, a full-coverage helmet, and a flawless face shield.

Phil also makes sure that all bike squawks (mechanical problems) have been
resolved before he leaves home. Before each ride, Phil actually goes through a pre-
departure bike checklist for the motorcycle and for the ride. As Phil points out, when
your mission takes you into “enemy territory,” there is no excuse for mechanical
failures, forgotten gear, or an incomplete plan. A written checklist helps to avoid
overlooking some important detail, such as packing the reflective vest and clear face
shield for a ride that’s likely to end after dark, or making sure you’ve got the water
bladder for a mission into the desert.

Phil describes this in military terms: A mission through the mountains ar slightly
higher speeds requires a “weapon system” that has no squawks that will cause you
to go down. A detailed “preflight” check of the bike and riding gear allows you to
correct any discrepancies before you “clear” the garage.

Most of us would chuckle at the image of a motorcyclist extracting an airplane-
style laminated checklist from a jacket pocket. But every serious rider runs through
some sort of checklist, even if it’s just a pause to mentally recall what he or she has
packed. Consider your own routine for checking engine oil level and tire pressure
before the ride. How do you recall what tools are on the bike, and whether up-to-
date registration and insurance papers are on board? Do you always check your fuel
load before “departing the fix?”

Personally, I don’t use a written checklist for local rides, but I do make a list for
cross-country trips to make sure I don’t forget my address file, maps, the electric
vest I might need for higher altitudes, business cards, slides for a rally presentation,
emergency directory, or that T-shirt | intend to give as a gift.

For longer rides, I typically fuss with bike maintenance the week before the ride,
looking for loose fasteners, Jubricating cable ends, topping off fluid Tevels, and scruti-
nizing the tires. The day before a ride I turn on the headlight to be sure the battery is up,
and then make sure [ switch the ignition off so the battery is still up the next morning.

[ choose my riding gear for the trip and then do a pat-down check while I'm get-
ting suited up. [ actually feel for my wallet, spare keys, neck cooler, multitool,
compass, and air gauge, which should be in my jacket and pants pockets. To avoid
forgetting my neck bandanna and gloves, I stow them inside my helmet. T keep several
pairs of earplugs in an inside jacket pocket. I also carry a small bottle of eyewash,
a tube of lip ointment, and a tube of sunscreen in an outside jacket pocket. [ often
stash a $10 bill in a sleeve pocket to avoid having to dig down through the gear to
extricate my wallet for fuel or tolls. After | put the key in the ignition, I feel my jacket
to make sure all pocket zippers are closed and then put on my gloves.

Tdon’t use a written checklist before firing up the bike each morning on a long trip,
but I do check tire pressure and engine oil before 1 pack it up and then listen for
abnormalities as I ride along. At rest stops, | check for abnormal situations such as leak-
ing fluids or loose tie-down straps, and I also monitor the tire treads for cuts or nails.

Pilots consider checklists to be a tool to help avoid mistakes. If you use a mental
recall system to prepare for your rides and you never forget anything, there’s no
reason to change. But if you often find during rides that you have missed something,



consider making a written checklist. Using a written checklist is not a sign of low
skill but rather an indication of how serious you are about your motorcycling.

It's easy enough to just hop on the bike and head off on a ride without a plan.
But note that a ot of motorcyclists have accidents within a few miles of home in
familiar territory. If you don't have a definite plan for where you are going, it’s more
likely you will make impulsive decisions that put you at risk.

Phil thinks through each ride carefully and follows a military model for his
encounters with traffic. For “combat missions™ in city traffic. Phil keeps his head
“on a swivel” and his eyes on “long-range scan.” He treats every unknown vehicle
as a “bandit” (enemy) until he can “VID™ (visually identify) it to be nonhostile.

For “fast combat missions’™ in the mountains, Phil prefers to ride with a “wing
man” because of the increased risk of unseen hazards. If you have an accident on a
lonely road while riding solo. it’s tough to save yoursell. A riding buddy provides
some backup in case of potential problems.

Whatever the mission, part of Phil’s tactic is to build up to it progressively, not
suddenly jump out of the garage into a traffic dogfight. Leaving home base, he runs
lightly traveled secondary streets for a few minutes, allowing some time to get
familiar with the bike and see how it is performing before “entering combat.”

Phantom Phil agrees that motorcycling, like flying, is mostly mental. You need
to turn your attention well ahead of the bike, plan what is going to happen next, and
be ready for it. If you see a potential hazard and prepare to avoid it but then noth-
ing happens, it was a nonevent because you were ready for it. You may have heard
of SIPDE (search, identify, predict, decide, execute). Phil uses the military version,
OODA (observe, orient, decide, act).

Observe

If you want to avoid riding into a problem, it’s critical to observe what is hap-
pening well before you get there. By observe we're not talking about just peering
out through a scratched face shield with glazed eyes, but actively searching the
situation ahead. Phil points out that many riders don’t seem to know how to look for
a threat, don’t know how to determine whether something really is a threat, and
waste time staring at things that are not threats.

For instance, let’s say you find yourself on a rough, ground-away surface in a
repaving operation. That rough surface may attract your attention, but that’s not the
threat. The real threat is the curblike edge of the pavement at either side of the lane being
resurfaced. That steep pavement edge forms a trap that can quickly drop the bike if you
attempt to ease over 1t. Even veteran riders have been brought down by edge traps. It’s
important to be aware of the real threal—the steep edge, not the rough surface.

Orient

It's also important to mentally and physically otient yourself to be able to observe all
the threats that might affect your mission. Phantom Phil points out that this may mean
slowing down to give yourself more time to see what's happening and reacting to multi-
ple threats. Or it may mean changing position—say getting out from behind a truck that’s
blocking your view. Or you may need to accelerate to separate yourself from merging traf-




fic. There are no hard and fast rules for this. Rather, you need to orient yourself constantly
to what's happening, both in your thinking and in where you position the bike.

Decide

You’d think 1t would be easy to make a simple decision about a hazard such as
a left-turning car by quickly choosing whether to brake, swerve, or accelerate. But
that decision depends on a lot of variables such as weather, skill, habits, and train-
ing. Deciding how to handle a situation is difficult when you’re not quite sure what
the bike is likely to do because you've never really practiced evasive maneuvers.
Making decisions is easy for Phil because he 1s proficient at a number of survival
tactics and can even switch to a secondary response if the situation quickly changes.
As Phil points out, our riding environment is dynamic. You need to be prepared for
a variety of evasive actions and be familiar with all of them.

Act

The whole point of observing, orienting, and deciding is to take whatever
evasive actions are needed to avoid the threat. For instance, let’s say Phil is
approaching an intersection with two opposing vehicles waiting in a left turn lane.
He has the green light but suspects that the first driver might attempt a quick left
turn 1n front of him. He watches the top of the car’s left front wheel for the first clue
of movement and prepares to either brake or swerve. Sure enough, he observes the
top of the front wheel starting to rotate: a warning sign the driver is attempting to
turn left. Phil decides to swerve around behind him, so he eases off the brakes and
swerves to the left side of his lane.

What Phil hadn’t planned for in this skirmish is the second vehicle also turning
in front of him at the last moment. But he knows how to convert a swerve to a quick
stop, instantly getting the bike straight and squeezing on the front brakes to the
limit. Braking provides enough separation to avoid a collision.
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Qur riding environment is dynamic. Be prepored for multiple hazards requiring o variely of evasive actions, and be familiar
with all of them.
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It's also important not to waste any energy on things you can’t do anything
about. It is common for secondary accidents to be caused by drivers who are gawk-
ing atthe fv taccident rather than focusing on their own situation. Instead of being
distracted by problems. it i~ important to focus on where you need to put the bike
to avoid the crash.

One other issue: motorcycling requires both good judgment und quick reflexes. If
you are not mentally or physically up to a ride, scrub the mission. It should be obvious
that alcohol or drugs don’t mix well with motorcycles. But it’s equally important to be
aware of your mental attitude. If you ve just had a knock-down-drag-out arguiment with
a family member, it 2 poor time to jump on your bike and head off into enemy terri-
tory. It would be a lot le=: risky to take a slow, angry walk than a fast, angry ride.

As Phil points out. a tighter pilot wouldn’t survive long trying to dodge missiles
in combat without first learning how to do it on a practice range. [t's the same with
motorcycles. Why should anyone csnect to negotiate diesel-lubricated pavement in
a curve if he hasn’t learned to read the surface or doesn’t have a good feel for what
his tires are doing on dry pavement?

Phil {requently takes his bike to track schools to learn their capabilities so that
when the need arises he feels comfortable taking them to the limits. Do yourself a
favor and take the time to actually practice different skills on your bike, whether it's
0N your own or in a training course.

3

The s.andard accident avoidance school is the MS, 12 "2 which you do on
your own bike. "he . . is about half classroom theory and half skill practice. For

Each track schaol s independent with different training philosophies.
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higher speed practice, there are different track schools offered around the country.
Some schools coach you through cornering techniques or provide sessions on spe-
cially equipped training bikes; others simply let you wring out your own bike in
controlled conditions away from traffic and radar traps. Some are just track time for
racers thinly disguised as a school.

Bear in mind that each track school is independent with different training methods
and philosophies. Most of the track school instructors come from a background in pro-
fessional road racing. Track schools typically cost $900 and up per day, and you’ll need
to prepare your bike to racing standards. While most of the track schools are located in
the Southwest, a few are taken to different racetracks around the U.S. and even to for-
eign countries. For specific course information, access the school’s Internet site or con-
tact the school directly.

Wimp-o-phobia

I always get excited about motorcycle events, whether they are big structured gath-
erings such as Americade, Honda Hoot, and the BMW Motorcycle Owners of America
(BMWMOA) International; or small rallies such as the Brotherhood of Motorcycle
Campers; or even local club meetings. I’ve been to all sorts of rallies, races, shows,
rides, and tours over the years, and the excitement never seems to wear off. As I get
close to arally site and begin to see other motorcyclists arriving from other distant loca-
tions, my blood begins to stir.

The continuous stream of exotic motorcycles is a feast for the eyes, and for me,
“kicking tires” around the campground with other riders is socially enjoyable and often
educational. Even after the field events are over, the vendors have packed up their dis-
plays, the last door prize ticket has been drawn, and the participants begin to pack up
their tents, I'm still hyped.

On the other hand, big gatherings of motorcyclists tend to bring out some strange
riding tactics, both at the event and on the way to and from. For example, imagine my
wife and me on our touring bike, climbing up over a Colorado mountain pass: two-up,
camping gear, extra clothing, steep grade, thin air, and continuous traffic. In my mirrors

Big motorcycle events can be entertaining and educatianal.



I spot two solo riders moving up fast. Are they someone 1 know? Will we share a
moment’s understanding with a quick glance and a wave of the gloved hand, or perhaps
a barely perceptible nod of the helmet? The two riders are slicing through traffic
aggressively, zipping around cars and motor homes with little regard for social
conventions such as speed limits or double yellow lines. The duo tuck in behind us for
a moment, then immediately sense that I'm only cruising at traffic speed and blast by
us in a blind curve without so much as a nod.

Hey, wait a minute, big dogs! 1 feel insulted, betrayed, ignored. Do you slimeballs
think I'm some sort of motorcycle wimp? I'll show vou I am a rider worthy of respect!

Suddenly, wimp-o-phobia takes over my brain. My right hand rolls on more
throttle. I weave around Ma and Pa Kettle in their motor home, cheating the no
passing zone a few yards, leaning harder into turns, riding closer to the edge of the
envelope. My wife tenses at the suddenly frantic pace, tucking her knees more
tightly under my thighs, gripping my waist more firmly. She says nothing, because
she’s been through this before.

Of course, the overloaded old touring bike complains immediately. The engine
tries to accelerate the heavy load uphill at more rapid velocities, but it’s down on
power in the thin air. The frame flexes, the front end weaves, and the centerstand
leaves a trail of sparks. When the rear shocks bottom hard, whomping into another
dip, it’s a wake-up call for common sense to overrule my fear of being seen as a
motorcycle wimp. The scary view over the edge of the cliff also provides a helpful
reality check. The worst part of it all is that those other riders didn’t even notice my
attempt to catch up.

The cold truth is those other riders can do it to me. First off, those other guys might
Just happen to be skillful riders. Even if they aren’t better riders, I'd have to be awful-
ly skillful to stuff an overloaded tourer through the twisties as quickly as a rider on an
unladen sportbike. Maybe they didn’t wave because they were snobbish squids. Or,
maybe they didn’t wave because they were focusing intently on what they were doing.

It doesn’t really matter, does it? This wasn’t a group ride.

What matters for me is that riding over my head on a treacherous
mountain pass is a good way to punch through the envelope with
disastrous results. And, while crashing is bad

enough, crashing a thousand miles from
home is even more of a nightmare.

Do many riders actually crash
during big events? Yes, there are a
lot of accidents at bike events,
both here and abroad. During a
typical Tourist Trophy (TT)
race week on the Isle of Man,
an average of one rider per
day expires in a nasty crash—
not just racers but spectators
zooming around the course
between races, trying (o
dodge through island traffic.
Wimp-o-phobia 1s rampant at
the TT not only because of so
many riders but also because
national pride is on the line.

&)



Consider the political implications of a

Frenchman passing a German, who is
passing a Brit, who is passing an Italian.

Big biker events in the U.S. such as
Sturgis, Daytona, and Laughlin typical-
ly produce a number of nasty accidents
and fatalities as riders mix up a cocktail
of traffic, wimp-o-phobia, and alcohol.

A veteran rider and well-known
author friend of mine once explained
his reluctance to go on any rides dur-
ing big motorcycle events. Too many
times he had seen a cloud of dust
ahead around some modestly difficult
corner and then encountered a rider
extricating himself from the bushes
opposite the apex. The first time this
happened, my friend stopped to help,
only to hear a litany of complaints
about the road engineers, the tire man-
ufacturer, the local dealer, and the
bike’'s ill handling.

Then, before the first bent bike
could be dragged out of the under-
brush, he would hear the sound of
screeching tires, there would be a
SLAM-KEBAM, and everyone would
scatter as another bike plowed a fur-
row into the landscape (followed by
more blathering excuses and com-
plaints, then the sound of yet another
bike approaching fast). Once my
friend had stopped to help, he could be
there all day dodging stray bikes and
listening to irresponsible blather.
Worse yet, if anyone recognized him
as a journalist, they would pencil his L
name down as a potential expert wit-

ness in a frivolous lawsuit. Every weekend, favorite biker roods yield several crashes and even futalities.

Of course, you don t have to be one of fifty thousand rally participants to experi-
ence the wimpy image syndrome. Let’s say you go for a ride early in the moming with
six friends. It’s a nice day, traffic is light, and everyone is feeling his or her oats. Tt just
feels natural to pick up the pace a bit. No one really announces, We're going to ride
over our heads. Everyone just starts pushing on the envelope, and the pace increases
toward warp speeds.

The guy at the back of the pack may be thinking, Wow, those gals leading this
ride sure are fast—I'd better ride a little faster to keep up, or they’ll think I'm a
wimp. Well, guess what the leader at the front of the pack is thinking? Wow, those
guys behind me sure are fast—I'd better stay on the gas, or they'll think I'm a wimp.
Sometimes the reality check comes as a close call—or a traffic ticket. Sometimes



Don't let other riders slicker you into dongerous stunts.

the overenthusiasm ends in an accident. Often, everyone admits later that they were
all over their heads in one big adrenaline rush. At the time, few were willing to
admit their concern about riding faster than was comfortable.

Fast riding is exhilarating and addictive, and it’s especially exciting for those
who get high on adrenaline or enjoy snubbing the authorities. The problem with rid-
ing over your head is that the laws of physics are self-enforcing. Officer Iriendly
may not catch you, but you can’t escape the laws of gravity, inertia, and traction.
Stir up a mix of poor cornering skills, unpredictable traffic, and wimp-o-phobia, and
it shouldn’t be surprising that accidents are common on group rides.

There are also a few well-known roads in every region that local bikers turn into
racecourses on Saturday and Sunday mornings. Since the twistiest roads are often
In canyons leading through mountains, rides through them are often called canyon
rides. Sometimes they become a strange intertwining of high speeds. police patrols,
getaways, impounded bikes, and spectacular crashes. And of course the canyon
antics are a source of tall tales at various eateries that have gained notoriety as
canyon-rider hangouts.

Popular canyon roads such as Deals Gap, in the Great Smoky Mountains
between Tennessee and North Carolina; the Ortega Highway, in Southern
California; and the web of county roads in Marin County north of San Francisco
generate many accidents per weekend and more than a few fatalities each year.
While many of the canyon crashees are novices. there are more than a few serious
accidents involving veteran motorcyclists, as reported in biker newspapers such as
San Francisco’s Citv Bike.

Whether you’re heading for a big motorcycle event such as Sturgis or Americade.
or you simply like to take a fast ride with a few friends, or you nced your adrenaline
fix every Sunday 1n the canyons, it’s essential to keep your wimp-o-phobia under con-
trol. Here are some suggestions:



Ride Your Own Machine

Bike magazines like to show test motorcycles all bunched up in a photogenic
group, riding inches apart in a tight formation at warp speed. That makes a great
cover shot for a multibike comparison. But remember, the shot was staged for the
photographer to get the maximum amount of machinery in a minimum amount
of space.

That's not the way you want to ride. The fast riders I know separate themselves
from each other. 1t’s important to ride your own machine, even when there are a lot
of other bikes on the road. It’s not too clever to think you’re in some sort of group
ride, especially when you don’t have a clue about the riding skills of those in front
of you and behind you.

If the rider ahead of you is skilled, he or she will be looking far ahead, following
good cornering lines and sometimes getting on the brakes hard to reduce speed to sight
distance or to avoid hazards. If the rider is not so skilled, he or she will be apexing early,
running wide, barely staying on the pavement, and jamming on the rear brake out of
panic. The point is that other rider might be more or less skillful than you are. If the
person is a better rider, you'll be tempted to ride over your head to keep up. And if the
person is less than clever, he or she will be pulling dumb stunts and suckering you into
problems. Either way, you don’t want to be trying to ride in formation with someone
you don’t know. It’s smarter to drop back far enough behind the next rider that you
don’t get a target fixation on his or her taillight.

Dropping back is also helpful to the rider ahead of you, since he or she can quit
squandering attention on you, wondering if you are going to run up the bike's pipes
if he or she brakes hard for that tight corner ahead, or if you’ll try to pass while he
or she is swerving around that car pulling out of a hidden driveway. With the other
riders a few seconds away, you'll have to scrutinize the road for yourself, spot the
surface hazards, choose your own cornering lines, and adjust speed for your own
skill level and risk acceptance.

You may be thinking, Yeah, but what about that squid who comes up behind me
and sticks on my tail? Okay, that’s predictable. There will be riders more willing to take

I¥'s smarl 1o drop back far enough behind the rider in franl of you so that you don’t gel a target fixation on his or her taillight.



Hand Signals

So, you're tooling down the road and some biker coming the other way stares at you and swats the
top of his helmet like he's trying to smash an invisible fly. What's he doing? Is he making some obscene
gesture? Or is he trying to communicate something important?

Over the years, motorcyclists have figured out that hand signals are a much better way to communi-
cate than trying to shout into the wind through a face shield. Of course, some riders use CB radio’s, but
hand signals are still a cheap, reliable way for motorcyclists to communicate with each other. Tapping the
top of your helmet is a signal that the other rider’s headlight is not illuminated. Get it2

As you might expect, hand signals aren’t standardized. Different clubs uses different signals, or
different signals mean different things in other parts of the world. Some hand signals, such as the one
for okay, should never be used outside of the U.S. since they may have different—even insulting—
meanings in other countries.

Sometimes well-meaning clubs create problems with hand signals. For instance, if you point your
finger at a pothole or broken glass, does that mean, observe the problem and avoid riding into if, or
does it mean, puf your fires where | am pointing? A better way of calling attention to a surface prob-
lem is to tap the brake two or three times, and let the following rider find the hazard and make his
or her own decision on how to handle it.

Your fellow motorcyclists in North America will generally understand the following hand signals:

GO AHEAD AND PASS ME SINGLE FILE STAY IN THIS LANE TURN ON HEADLIGHT RIGHT TURN
(or YOU LEAD) (arm vertical) {or form double file) (tap top of head)

| NEED A PIT STOP SLOW DOWN HOLD IT! CHANGE LANE TURN ON YOUR
DON'T PASS TO RIGHT CB RADIO

(hold mic up high)

A
7
(/] 2

N 7 X

HELLO, FELLOW SIDECAR YOU LEFT YOUR OKAY (I understand, HELLO, FELLOW I COULD USE
(OR TRIKE) ENTHUSIAST TURN SIGNAL ON or | don’t need help) MOTORCYCLIST SOME HELP
note: do not use this (note: palm out) (hitchhiker signal)

outside of USA



risks than you are and a few who are truly arro-
gant or unskilled. Any rider who tailgates you is a
potential risk. Here’s where we separate the sea-
soned rider from the wimp-o-phobe. The sea-
soned rider takes charge of the situation to force a
separation. For example, you could pull to the
right side of the lane in a straight, and wave the
squid on by. Remember? Ride your own bike.
Don’t let someone else set the pace for you or join
you in a ride unless you agree to it.

Single File in the Twisties

Sometimes it's fun to participate in a group
ride with a ride captain setting the pace and every-
one riding in formation. Or perhaps there are so
many riders at an event you just find yourself sur-
rounded by others. On a straight road in traffic, it’s
better for everyone to position in a staggered (left-
right-left) formation. The staggered lane place-
ment gives each rider a better view and provides
more space for evasive maneuvers.

But when the road narrows and starts twisting
around corners, a staggered position is awkward.
So, on a twisty road, forget the stagger. Open up
some space between riders, and use your whole
lane. This single file tactic allows each rider to fol-
low cornering lines that maximize traction,
improve the view. and maintain separation from
opposing traffic. Bur how will the other riders know
I'm going to use the whole lane? you may wonder.
If it’s a group ride in formation, you should follow
the ride captain’s lead. A clever ride captain will
give a signal to single file. If it’s just an informal
gaggle, use your whole lane, starting with the first
curve, and the other riders around you will quickly
get the 1dea. When the road straightens out again,
resume the staggered position based on the riders
ahead of you.

Riding Skills

If you're participating in a big rally or poker
run in which there are hundreds of other riders on
the road, you're likely to come up behind gaggles
of skill-challenged riders. It's easy to spot the
unskilled. Leaving a stop sign, they paddle walk for
the fust 100 feet. They focus on the road 5 feet
ahead of their front tires, enter turns too fast, and
then slam on their rear brakes while leaned over.
Trying to make right-angled turns from a stop, they
wobble over the centerline. Their front brake discs
are rusty from being unused. And their disinterest

ROAD CAPTAIN
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in riding skills s often reflected in their
nonchalance about riding gear and bike
maintenance.

You'll have to decide for yourself
whether to pass skill-challenged riders or
creep along behind, trying to keep from
laughing. It can be entertaining to hang
back and watch the strange maneuvers and
odd gyrations that impede their progress,
but give em a lot of room. If you do decide
to pass a gaggle of less-than-proficient rid-
| ers, choose a location where you can get by
them without having to elbow your way
| through the pack. Smile and wave as you
go by to defuse the put-down.

If you recognize any of those give-
away symptoms in your own riding, it’s a
clue you could benefit from training and
skill practice. Proficiency is not just a mat-
ter of miles or years. I've met a lot of
100,000-mile riders who have been bal-
ancing their bikes by *“just doing it,” never
having figured out common skills such as
countersteering, rolling on the throttle in
curves, delayed apexing, slow-speed bal-
ancing, or quick stopping.

Avoiding Wimp-o-phobia
I’d like to say that I've cured myself
of wimp-o-phobia; that I have learned to
control my urge to do stupid things with
my throttle hand when some aggressive
squid jerks my chain. Without getting
into embarrassing specifics, let’s just say
I’ve pulled a few stunts in the past that
had the potential for serious monetary

and physical damages. While I'm not

A poorly maintained motorcycle hints of a skill-chollenged rider. completely cured of the urge to show

‘em, the passing years have made me

much mellower. Perhaps the key is to decide what’s really important, and what’s not.

For example, it’s pretty important to me to complete the ride without crashing,

whether [’'m on one of my own bikes or on a test machine. | can’t afford the expense of

fixing serious bike damage. 1 also know that my aging bones are more brittle than they

used to be. My riding priorities are now skewed more toward enjoying the ride and less
toward proving I'm a big dog to someone who probably doesn’t care anyway.

Most importantly, absolute speed is not a very good indicator of either riding
skill or self-worth; if you really want to go fast, buy a ticket to fly on United or
Delta. Realize that there will always be riders faster than you and slower, too. If you
are confident of your skills, your speed at the moment should be your own decision
based on your judgment of the situation, your skill level, and your acceptance of rela-
tive risk. In simpler terms, it’s okay to ride at your own pace, and it’s not okay to
ride at someone else’s pace if you're uncomfortable with that.

Now, start making plans for one of the big motorcycle events this year.
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CHAPTER

To Speed or Not to Speed

o the phone rings the —_—

other day, and some

motorcyclist from the

other end of the country
wants to bend my ear. He admits
he’s not even an MCN subscriber,
but my name was on a copy of an
article someone had passed to him,
5o he tracked me down for a talk. [
momentarily wondered how [ got to
be America’s motorcycling psychol-
ogist but decided to listen to his sad
story anyway. Seems that Big Ticket
Ted had been caught in a radar trap
and nabbed for 1,200 big ones. Of
course it took Ted a while to ramble
through a long-winded explanation,
SO my ear was getting sore by the
time he got to the point.

Ted claimed that he was nor-
mally a law-abiding motorcyclist.
But he'd found himself behind a
line of slow-moving cars on a |
twisty secondary road, and none of
the other drivers behind the creep-
er car were willing to pass. Then several other cars began to jam up behind Ted,
so he decided he’d better get out of the gaggle before someone did something stu-
pid. So, when the parade rounded a corner and Ted saw a long straight without any
opposing traffic, he put the spurs to the big V4 and rocketed on by. It was only at
the point where he was zipping by the leading creeper car at warp speed that he
spotted a snake patrol radar car coiled at the bottom of a dip in the road ahead,
and, uh-oh, blue lights.

Big Ted was bothered by the price tag for that ticket. But what really ticked
him off was getting nabbed at all, because up to that point he had seen himself as
a sensible, law-abiding rider. The reason for his telephone call finally became
apparent: he needed some assurance that he hadn’t done something dangerous as
well as illegal. [n terms of risk management, was passing the smart move, or
should he have stayed in line and risked a rear-ender?




[ suggested that there is seldom one answer to fit all situations. We must con-
stantly make decisions about our relative risks and take whatever actions we feel are
necessary. including passing. I also suggested some alternatives to passing, such as
pulling over and letting the gaggle of frustrated drivers get on down the road. Ted
didn’t take kindly to the suggestion that he might have had other options.

Well, I’ll tell you one thing, snarled Ted, before he slammed down the phone. ['l/
never ever pass anyone again, no matter how many cars are backed up behind me!

I suspect that Big Ticket Ted’s real frustration stemmed from his failure to put
traffic laws in perspective with accident avoidance tactics. We'd like to believe
that we can ride sensibly and also stay within the law, but the deck is stacked
against us. Sometimes we have to choose between remaining legal and reducing
the risks.

For example, let’s say I find myself following Ma and Pa Kettle in their motor
home on the one and only highway that goes from point A to point B. The posted
speed limit is 55 mph. Pa manages to get the old Winnie wound up to 54 in the
straights, but he slows down to 40 through the curves and brakes to 30 whenever he
encounters a bridge.

To pass or not to pass?

Look, creeping along behind a slow-moving motor home or farm truck means
I'm not only sucking up diesel fumes and restricting my view ahead, ['m exposing
myself to becoming a motorcycle sandwich when the creeper driver suddenly slows
for no obvious reason. And I'm more likely to be sideswiped by a driver who
attempts to pass us both and then has to pull back in line. Unless I'm willing to pull
over for a break, I'm faced with three bad choices:

1. Stay behind the creeper and try not to get rear-ended or sideswiped by some
other impatient motorist.
2. Try to pass without exceeding the speed limit.



3. Drop down a gear and get around Ma and Pa as quickly as possible—with-
out getting caught speeding.

For me, the choice is obvious: I'll get on by the creeper as soon and as quickly
as possible before the driver tows me into trouble. But before you make up your
own mind, let’s think about the potential hazards of passing, and then consider how
to play the cops-and-robbers game.

To Pass or Not to Pass?

Would it have been “safer” for Ted to stay in line, knowing that the drivers
behind him were getting more frustrated? Or, assuming that passing was a good
idea, would it have been “safer” to hop around one car at a time, rather than pass-
ing the whole gaggle at once? And when Ted decided to pull out to pass, was it better
to accelerate quickly to minimize his time hanging out in the opposing lane, or
should he have crept on by just a bit faster than the other cars?

If you do decide to pass, scrutinize the road ahead before you commit, and
never ever pass where the shape of the road limits your view, such as when
approaching the crest of a hill or in a curve with limited sight distance. It’s also
smart to signal early and take one last glance in the mirror before you pull out to
avoid getting crunched by someone passing you.

Even if it’s a legal passing zone and you can’t see any oncoming traffic, be
aware of side roads. You need to be ready to abort the pass if you sense a problem.

Before you zip out fo pass that farm tractor, are you sure there isn’t o car about to pull out from that side road?

For instance, it should be an easy pass around that slow-moving hay wagon, right?
Well, before you zip out to pass, notice that intersecting road on the right. Are you
sure there isn’t a car about to pull onto the road in front of you?

In Big Ticket Ted’s situation, he wasn’t being very clever about sight distance.
Since he couldn’t see that radar cop hiding at the bottom of the dip ahead, he couldn’t
have seen oncoming traffic, either. If you can’t see ahead well enough to spot a cop,
you probably shouldn’t be hanging out in the wrong lane at warp speed.



No Passing Zones

One big problem with getting around slower moving vehicles is that there are
fewer and fewer passing zones. It used to be that highway departments painted the
double-yellow no passing lines at zones where it really was unsafe to pass, such as
approaching the crests of hills or on bridges. But over the years, those no passing
zones have been spreading like dandelions. Now some roads have the double yel-
low for miles, even through areas where a motorcyclist clearly has adequate space
and sight distance to make a safe pass.

The Speeding Dilemma

Many states have quietly passed laws making it more difficult to pass legally. It used
to be that many states allowed a motorist to temporarily exceed the speed limit while
passing. But that loophole was apparently too big for the legal eagles, so the laws in
many states have been revised to make it illegal to exceed the speed limit when passing.
Now, if that’s not the way it is in your home state, beware the laws in neighboring states.

I’m already on record as suggesting that if you’'re going to pass, put the spurs
to 1t and reduce your exposure time in the wrong lane. So, my dilemma is whether
to exceed the limit to reduce my time in the wrong lane or hang out there trying to
creep on by without speeding.

Okay, there are jokes about it being legal to pass on a motorcycle so long as you
keep your tires between the two yellow “motorcycle passing lines,” but the reality
1s that we’re often faced with several bad choices, not the least of which is the threat
of snagging a ticket.

Long-haul trucks tend to bog down on steep upgrades when climbing over
mountain passes. So, truck drivers put the pedal to the metal on downgrades to build
forward energy for the next climb. If you pass a slow-moving truck on the upgrade,
and then maintain just the speed lumit, the driver will be pulling out to pass you on

Dancing the truck tango can be vanerving.



the next downgrade, then pulling back in front of you and slowing down as the road
pitches up again. The majority of truck drivers I've encountered are reasonably
polite to motorcyclists, but I know they have a limited view from their side mirrors,
and it is easy for them to lose track of an itty-bitty motorcycle alongside a trailer.
If it isn’t obvious, doing the highway tango with trucks increases both the risk
of getting a ticket and the risk of a collision. When sharing the road with trucks, it
makes sense to maintain a speed that allows as much separation as possible. Speeding
up to stay ahead of a truck on a downgrade may reduce the risk of getting run over,
but it increases the risk of being exposed to

Officer Friendly’s radar gun.

If you dance the truck tango for a while,
you'll observe that not all the drivers speed.
There is often just one hot dog trying to pass
everyone. Let him on by, and you may discov-
er a quieter space between the other trucks—
and you’re not as obvious to Officer Friendly.

Freeway speeds also present a dilemma.
On a recent transit from Chicago to Seattle, |
noticed that posted speed limits and actual
traffic speeds varied dramatically from state to
state. Westbound from Chicago, Interstate 90
has the speed limit posted at S5 mph, and traf-
fic was moving at about 60. 1 had been warned
by other bikers about unmarked patrol cars and
heavy-handed enforcement in Illinois, so I
maintained speeds between 55 and 60.

In Minnesota, the speed limit increased to

, ) . 75, and traffic was moving at about 80. In
I¥'s easy for a driver 1o lose track of an itty-bitty motorcycle . > 7 )
60 or 80 feet back fram the mirrars, South Dakota, drivers were doing 85 in a 75
zone. In Wyoming, traffic was up to 90, with
some cowboys cruising at 100. In Montana, traffic speed was down to 80, and in
Idaho and Washington tratfic had slowed down to about 78. Yet it was basically the
same highway design through all those states. Is there any real correlation between
traffic speed and risk?

For whatever reason, speed enforcement in the U.S. is a bigger deal than else-
where in the world. In Europe, police seem to be more concerned about preventing
accidents and less consumed with the passion to write speeding tickets. The speed
limits and traffic fines tend to reflect this difference. In England, even narrow
secondary highways have 70 mph speed limits, but the big fines are for truly
dangerous stunts such as not slowing down in villages or not stopping for a pedestrian
in a “zebra crossing.” In Germany, a fine for 20 mph over the Jimit on a secondary
road might be the equivalent of $10 or $20, but passing on the right on the autobahn
could result in confiscation of your vehicle and license.

It’s frustrating being put in a position of having to juggle accident risk against
the risk of arrest. In my opinion, it’s more important to reduce the risks of an accident
than to be strictly legal. What that means is that here in the good old U.S. of A., we
need to be smarter about playing the speed enforcement game.



Before we move on, let’s note that increasing speed above the “reasonable and
safe” speed of traffic dramatically increascs our risks. Even 20 mph over the average
speed of traffic appears to jack up the accident risk about 300 percent. I know some
riders who get a real thrill out of cruising across the landscape at warp speeds. It’s
a big adrenaline rush and it’s addictive, but higher speeds demand greater rider skill
to avoid getting arrested by either physics or Officer Friendly.

If you choose to cruise at high speeds, it’s important to get your looking and
thinking up to bike speed. Bad stuff happens quickly as the speedometer needle
climbs up the dial. Even if you do find a straight stretch of road with no traffic and
an unlimited view, there are hazards such as wild deer, armadillos, edge traps,
spilled diesel oil, and flooded washes waiting for you. Remember, forward energy
increases four times faster than miles per hour.

Look, I"d prefer to avoid being an anarchist. It’s in our best interests for people to obey
the laws. I think someone who steals my bike should be tracked down, arrested, and locked
away. People who intentionally run red lights deserve to lose their licenses. When [ can
obey the laws without compromising my safety, I do so. I try to signal well before lane
changes, I keep my exhaust system quiet, and I come to a complete stop for stop signs.

— - =

Bad stuff can happen quickly as the speedomefer needle dlimbs up the diol.

And I don’t hate cops. They have their job to do, and it’s a difficult task, con-
sidering the pay scale and the risks. I know that an officer doesn’t write the laws,
and that today’s enforcement focus is determined by the chief back in the office. I
also know that each officer has a different attitude about bikes. For an officer with
no motorcycling experience, it might seem appropriate to pick off the bike and
1gnore the automobiles cruising at the same speed. However we’ve gotten into the
speed paranoia in the U".S., we need to be clever enough to play the game well.

Speed Traps

To avoid getting nabbed, it helps to think like a cop. If you were a patrol officer
out looking for speeders. where would you hide? Who would you be looking for?
When would you be there?



In Washington, the state patrol often scts up a rad: trap at "', : end of a passing
lane, preferably just over the top of a hill. With one radar car spotting and three or
four catchers, it's a gold mine on Sunday evenings. If the situation looks like a good
place for you to nip over the double yellow and zip around the slow movers, reinember
that Officer Friendly knows that location, too. DDon’t you think the officer who
nabbed Big Ted knew exactly where to hide to take advantage of the situation? You
don’t want to be the tail-end Charlie in a fast-moving group either. If you were a
cop, why would you elbow up through traffic to arrest the pack leader waen you
could easily pick off that bike at the tail end?

It’s not smart to pass anywhere in a work zone. First olf, there are a lot of sur-
face hazards in construction zones, and you don’t need the .agry driver you just
passed on your tail just as you hit a patch of deep gravel. § :cond, the fines are often
much stiffer if you get nabbed.

On secondary highways out West, it’s common for police to park off the road
Jjust around a curve on the outskirts of small towns. right where drivers would nor-
mally be increasing speed. Remember, the posted speed takes civ ct at th - sign. not
before. So when leaving small towns, which have a lot of locations for cops to hide,
it’s smart to keep creeping along at the 25 limit until you pass the 35 sign, and then
hold right at 55 until you get out of radar range.

It's not smart to be passing anywhere in a work zone.

(s1)



o)

If you were a cop, wouldn’t those trees provide u good place 1o hide and wait?

In southeastern states, it’s expected that cops hide behind billboards or trees
right after the speed change sign. If you were a cop, wouldn’t you be hiding behind
those trees right after the speed sign?

You also need to be clever about what the speed signs say. For instance, you
might think the 25 mph speed limit sign is the limit through this village, but that
small I5 mph sign a hundred feet later also applies. [f you cause a problem rounding
that corner faster than 15, you could be cited for speeding.

On freeways, the best place to zap traffic is at the top of an entrance ramp. A cop
can sit at the top and zap traffic emerging from beneath the overpass. That's why it’s

— —— - - — - - — —

Ves, the posted speed here is 25 mph all the woy 1o that 15 mph limit on the turn sign.



smarter to stay out of the passing lane and keep your speed in check when cruising
under overpasses. Some riders also adjust their right mirror up and more to the right
to see more of the on-ramp as they pass by so they can brake if a patrol car is spotted.

Radar Detectors

If you're going to play the speed game, think carefully about using a radar detector.
In some states, detectors are illegal. And even if detectors are legal, having a detector
in plain sight on your bike is an advertisement that you’re playing the speeding game.
The officer who does catch you speeding is much more likely to give you a ticket if
he sees a radar detector. He wins this round. you lose. If you do choose to run a detector,
it’s smarter to mount it out of view, or at least camouflage it.

Some radar or laser guns are left in standby mode until the officer pulls the trigger.
so the radar detector can’t detect a signal except in the instant the officer shoots. Even
with such “instant on” guns, a multichannel detector often generates a blip or two from
the cop shooting vehicles a mile or so ahead, giving you some warning in advance. 1
know some big-dog riders who brake hard whenever they get a warning on their detectors.
The theory is that braking hard changes your speed so quickly that the cop’s gun can’t
get a stable reading. Obviously, that’s another good reason to avoid tailgaters.

A radar detector won’t protect you from speed cops in the sky, of course. When
you’re cruising across a wide-open landscape way out in the country, keep an eye
out for the spy in the sky. Watch for airplanes flying parallel to the highway or circling
over the same stretch of road.

Big Ticket Ted clearly wasn’t playing the game well. He wasn’t thinking clearly
about either the laws of physics or the laws of the state. Successful motorcycling requires
that you be just as clever at playing cops and robbers as you are at avoiding collisions.

A few years ago, one of my Canadian friends was blitzing the back roads of
British Columbia on his BMW. The pavement had given way to gravel, but
Beemer Bob was still trying to maintain a fast pace, even with the front end slip-
shding in nervous twitches. Beemer had the throttle cranked on to the point of
scaring himself, and he was getting quite a rush from stretching the traction enve-
lope to his limit. But after a few miles of this, a following rider on a tatty old R75
turned up the wick and roared by Beemer Bob at warp speed. As the other
machine rocketed by, Bob recognized the legendary Fearless Phil, a Canadian
rider well known for his take-no-prisoners riding style. Phil went by so fast,
Beemer was completely demoralized.

Been there yourself? Done that? Got a T-shirt? Speed is so intertwined with our
images of motorcyeling that most of us can’t help but evaluate our self-worth based
on who is the faster rider. My old friend Bob Carpenter once summed it up nicely. Il
have to paraphrase, since [ don’t have the exact quote in front of me, but I’'m sure you
will get the idea: If you are riding as fast as you can and come up behind a slower rider
who doesn’t get out of your way, he’s a stupid, unskilled jerk who ought to be arrest-
ed and thrown in jail. But if you’re riding as fast as you can and another rider zooms
around you, he’s an arrogant, reckless fool who ought to be arrested and thrown in jail.

How do we learn to ride fast, anyway? Well, you could sign up for a riding
school that provides some track time and instructor coaching. A lot of riders have
studied under instructors such as Reg Pridmore, Keith Code, Freddie Spencer, and
Dennis Pegelow. But most of us who go out riding learn by trial and error. We just
gradually increase our speed to the limit, where we either scare ourselves badly or
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The rules are completely different for riding on public roads than an the track.

crash. Somewhere along the line, most of us figure out that skills and techniques are
morc important than horsepower.

Cornering schools at the racetracks are a good way to learn fast-riding tech-
niques, but when we're trying to acquire high-speed skills, here’s the rub: the rules
are completely different for riding on the public roads than on the track.

Consider that on a closed track everyone is riding in the same direction. has
qualified to be there. and are all riding well-prepared and inspected machines. The
racetrack surface is kept in good condition. Corner workers are available to warn of
prowems such as spilled oil around the corner. and there’s usually an ambulance
nearny. " nere are no grated bridge decks, railroad crossings, patches of loose grav
pools of dicuel oil. or plops of cow poop. Nor does the racer have to contend with
aggressive _abradors, wild deer, alligators, wandering bicyclists, or farm tractors.

Let™ put things in perspective. The consensus among road racers is that public
roads are morce dangerous than racetracks. A number of famous racers have died try-
ing to go fast in events such as l.a Carrera, held on public roads rather than closed
rice circults. , nike  ailwood was a master of road racing on the Isle of Man, but he
died in a traffic accident on his way to work in Lirmingham.

The important lesson in all of this is that when any of us start poking at the
speed envelope on public roads, we may have to pay dearly for the consequences.
If one of your goals is to still be riding five or ten years from now, you’ll want to
be a little more clever about your riding.

L
T

. you compare vehicle miles traveled to the fatality rate over the past seven-
ty years, the miles traveled have been rapidly increasing while the fatality rate has
been steadily dropping. The fatality rate was higher during World War II when the
recommended speed was 35 mph. The fatality rate continued to drop after the
national 55 mph speed law was enacted in 1974 and even after the limit was raised
to 65 mph in 1987. The national speed limit was repealed in 1995. The point is
that increasing maximum speeds doesn’t cause an increase in the fatality rate.
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SPEED

Highway bureaucrats want to believe that risk is proportional to speed. The U.S.
DOT did a study a few years ago on the effects of raising and lowering speed lim-
its. They expected to prove that the higher the speed lLimit, the greater the accident
risk. That would justify speed enforcement as a safety tactic rather than a money-
grabbing game. The shock for the DOT was that reducing posted speed limits
increased the accident rate. Below is a chart of accident risk compared to traffic
speeds, based on the DOT research. As you might guess. the DOT didn’t like the
results and would probably not appreciate any mention of the report.

Fewer accidents occur when all drivers are mov-

Accident Risk Compared to 85" Percentile Traffic Speeds ing at the same speed, whatever the posted limit.
Believe it or not, the safest situation is when the

SPEED highway engineers let drivers determine their own

UXN)'(" “reasonable and safe” speed for a given stretch
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of highway, then post a maximum limit that’s
about |0 mph faster than the average speed
& of traffic and a minimum speed that’s
o about 10 mph siower than average.
' If you find yourself on a busy free-
way with most vehicles doing 75 to 85
mph, your “safest” speed is around 80
mph, even if the signs say 55. That's a
dilemma for motorcyclists who would
”Tf.mn—sn—;i_%—"““s)*’ prefer to stay within the posted speed
~—— T limit. A riding acquaintance swears he
| will never break the law. If the sign

90 PERCENTILE SPEED
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based on U. S. DOT Report no FHWA/RD-85/096

AVEI'IAGE says 55, he’ll ride at 55. But if traffic in
SPEED +10 MPH that zone is moving at 80, he’ll be jack-
ing up his risks approximately 400 per-
cent by motoring along on a bike in free-
way traffic at 55.
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Distance Divided by Time

When we're thinking about speed, it's useful to remember that speed is simply dis-
tance divided by time. If you could sustain 120 mph for two hours, your average speed
would be 120 mph. But if you drop your bike on a dribble of diesel oil at the end of mile
238, and spend the next two hours putting an epoxy patch on the crankcase, your speed
drops to 59.5 mph. And if you have to spend another two hours getting your clavicle x-
rayed before you can ride again, your speed drops to 39.7 mph. A rider who drones along
the same road at 55 for that same two hours will have averaged 55 mph, a lot faster than
you managed. So, the first rule of riding swiftly is to know how to avoid crashes.

Riding on public roads obviously involves skiliful control of the bike to make it
do what we need it to do. A fast rider must be a master at maximizing traction. We
can’t afford to go wide in a corner with decreasing radius and make an unplanned
excursion into the forest. But avoiding crashes is more than just good control of the
bike. We've also got to be masters at avoiding collisions with obstructions such as
farm tractors, left-turning cars, and wild deer. And that’s more a matter of mental skill.

All right, enough sermonizing about risks. Is it possible to ride swiftly in public
and still avoid serious accidents? Think about this: although Fearless Phil is a
Canadian, he learned a lot of his tactics from zipping around on motorcycles in
Great Britain, Europe, and the Middle East. We might also note that many of those
big doggies we hear about have also honed their skills in Europe. And European
motorcyclists have a lower accident rate than American motorcyclists. Perhaps it
would be worthwhile to look to the Europeans for clever fast-riding techniques.

The Europeans

It’s true that European motorcyclists tend to ride at higher velocities than we
would under similar conditions in the U.S. It’s also true that Europe is much more
compact than the U.S., so most of that fast riding takes place on narrow, twisty public
roads. And those twisty mountain roads in the Alps will automatically teach a rider
a Jot about cornering. You must accelerate and decelerate quickly, pushing the tach
needle farther up the dial to jump around tour coaches, between switchbacks, and
then brake hard to slow for a tight corner surfaced in wet cobblestones.

Of course, our images of European riding tend to be of tantalizing roads snaking
up the side of a breathtaking Alpine pass through a hundred switchbacks. You know,
Just like those Edelweiss Bike Travel ads in the magazines. So, when we think of
high-speed motorcycle accidents, the image that pops to mind is a single motorcy-
clist leaned over into a corner and splattering into the granite.

But the reality of European riding is that the roads carry a Jot of traffic other
than motorcycles. And when you get down off the pass, you have to navigate
through a dozen congested villages with webs of intersections, and compete for
space with cars, long-haul trucks, motor coaches, bicyclists, and foreign tourists.
So, the most likely “high-speed” accident would be a collision with an automobile,
usually at one of those boring old urban intersections down in the valley, at motor-
cycle speeds of merely 35 or 40 mph.

S0, Is European Riding Dangerous?

Considering the spectacular passes, crush of traffic, and high speeds, you’d
think ricding in congested Europe would be a lot more dangerous than motorcycling
in the U.S., right? Well, let’s take a brief look at some statistics released at the 1991
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The mosi likely “high-speed” accident is a collision with an aulomobile al one of Those boring old urhan intersections down
in the village.

International Motorcycle Conference. Back in 1970, fatalities averaged 6.4 per
10,000 motorcycles for all of Western Europe. At the same time, fatalities averaged
8.1 per 10,000 motorcycles in the U.S. So even back in the hippie era of the 1960s,
riding in the U.S. was more likely to be fatal than in most of Europe. What's really
interesting is that by 1987, European motorcyclist fatalities had dropped to 3.4 per
10,000 bikes. By comparison, U.S. fatalities had also decreased but at 5.2 per
10,000 they were still higher than Europe fatalities.

The European numbers are even more impressive when you consider that the
Federal Republic of Germany (our BMW heroes?) was the second most dangerous
nation in Europe in 1970, with 11.9 motorcyclist fatalities per 10,000 bikes. Sweden
was the worst, with a staggering (as in Let’s have one more for the road, Lars) 40.3
fatalities per 10,000 in 1970.

But by 1987, Germany had reduced that to 4.3, and Sweden had reduced motor-
cyclist fatality rates to 4.2. By 1987; Great Britain was still a more dangerous place
to ride than the U.S. or western Europe, with 6.2 fatalities per 10,000 motorcycles.
The point is that by 1987, the U.S. was a more hazardous motorcycling environment
than any western European nation, except for Great Britain.

What's the purpose in showing me these numbers? you may be wondering. The
lesson is that although we have had a gradual decline in motorcycle accidents in the
U.S., European riders significantly reduced their accident and fatality numbers over
two decades. In other words, fast riding doesn’t have to be more life threatening.

Attitude

In the U.S., many people have too much of an it wasn't my fault attitude. After a
crash, the suddenly indignant rider crawls out from under the broken plastic, snivel-
ing, It wasn't my fault. It happened because the (circle your favorite villain) deal-
er/manufacturer/salesman/mechanic/tire/ lubricant/cow/road crewllicense department/
helmet/farmer/stupid driver/loose gravellother did it to me.

The European attitude is more, {fI do something dumb and crash, it’s my own fault.
That “I’m responsible” attitude is quite evident in both road construction and riding






heavy leathers. Buying expensive riding gear doesn’t make you a better rider, but it
certainly says something about your attitude toward the risks.

The lower accident and fatality rates in Europe are not only a result of more
serious licensing tests and driving while intoxicated (DWI) enforcement but also
rider attitude, riding gear, and driving discipline. In most European countries, dri-
vers follow very strict lane positions based on speed. In Germany, you may throttle
up to wide open in the left lane of the autobahn to pass slower traffic, but you never
ever pass on the right. The left lane is for passing, not cruising. In England, the Tanes
are reversed, but the rules follow the same concept. You might ride at the national
speed limit of 70 mph along a narrow English “A” road. inches from a thorny
hedgerow, but you never ever even think about passing on the left. Separation of
traffic according to vehicle speed is one excellent way of avoiding collisions.

By comparison, here in the U.S. we have drivers cruising in the passing lane,
passing willy-nilly on left or right, changing lanes without looking or signaling. We
have “wolf packs™ weaving at warp speed through superslab traffic and drivers
making sudden turns at intersections. More than a few good foreign riders have
been scrunched here in silly smashos they would never have expected back home.
And our traffic seems to be getting worse, not better.

Why Are U.S. Fatality Rates Higher?

Why would you suppose our motorcycle fatality numbers are worse than
Europe’s? Given that motorcycles are at the bottom of the food chain in traffic, you'd
think U.S. motorcyclists would be getting smarter and more skillful. Well, we are,
but not as rapidly as the Europeans are. For one thing, it’s a lot easier to get a motor-
cycle license in the U.S. Even so, we still have a significant percentage of motorcy-
clists riding without licenses. The NHTSA calculated that for 1995, more than one
out of five motorcyclists in fatal crashes was operating svithout a valid license.

American riders also seem to have an ongoing problem with alcohol. In 1995, 30
percent of all fatally injured motorcycle opera-

tors in the U.S. were intoxicated. For weekend
nights, the numbers soared: 61 percent of those
killed were intoxicated. In Europe, DWI]
enforcement is much more serious, and it shows
= in the numbers for certain countries. For
instance, Sweden and the Federal Republic of
Germany both enacted tougher DWI laws.
Remember, Germany reduced its fatality rate
' from 11.9 to 4.3, and Sweden reduced it’s rate
from 40.3 to 4.2. The AMA and NHTSA have
initiated a campaign to address this issue, but
we’'re a long way from solving the problem.
The overall lesson we can take from the
Europeans is that fast riding doesn’t have to
; increase the risks if we treat our motorcycling
seriously. Fast, as my friend Beemer Bob dis-
covered, is a relative term. The good news for
Americans is that you can significantly tilt the
odds in your favor by getting serious about your
riding. Take training courses, get a license
endorsement, wear crash-resistant riding gear,

and separate booze from bikes. Most important-

Too many American riders seem fo have an ongoing problem ly, take responsibility for your riding.

with alcohol.



And by the way, the absolutely positively best way to learn fast-riding tactics is
to spend a few days in the Alps, bagging as many passes as possible. So, if you're
really serious about fast riding, start making plans for a trip to Europe.

Sources of Statistics:

Institut fur Zweiradsicherheit GmbH. “Safety Environment Future Nr. 7.’
Proceedings of the International Motorcycle Conference, Orlando, Fla.,
October 31 to November 3, 1990. (Institute Address: Westenfelder Str. 58,
4630 Bochum 6, Germany)

U.S. DOT, National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, National Center
for Statistics and Analysis. “Motorcycles Traffic Safety Facts.” 2000.
{Reports are updated annually. Address: NRD-31, 400 Seventh Street, SW,
Washington, D.C. 20590. For motorcycle traffic safety facts on-line:
www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/ncsa/FactPref/mcyfacts.html.)

Alcohol

Uh-oh, here’s old Preacher Dave up on the pulpit again,
banging his fist, thumping the Hurt Report, and giving us
another boring sermon about devil rum. Well, okay, I've
been accused of being a little preachy, but my job is to
help you reduce the risks. I don’t dream up the hazards
out of thin air; I become aware of them through personal
experience, accident reports. motorcycling war stories,
conversations with accident victims, and. yes, stalistics.
According to the numbers, motorcycling has gradually been get-
ting safer over the years, except for one big problem that isn’t going
away: the involvement of alcohol in fatal accidents. It’s a serious enough prob-
lem that I'd be doing you a disservice if I didn’t mention it from time to time. IU’s time.

I got my rude awakening to the booze problem when I bumped into the
Assistant Coroner (AC) at a helmet law hearing at the Washington capitol. He
described his job as scraping up the remains of the victims Medic One couldn’t save.
In other words, after the emergency medical technicians (EMTs) have determined
that they can’t save an injured motorist at the scene of an accident, the Coroner’s
office sends out a crew with a van to pick up the cadaver and determine the cause
of death. Since I seldom get to talk face-to-face with someone who “scrapes up”
dead motorcyclists, I pumped him for details.

Up to that conversation, I had assumed that the typical accident scenario involv-
ing alcohol and bikes was a drunk driver running into a sober motorcyclist. The AC
set me straight. He figured that about two of every three dead motorcyclists they
bring in have alcohol in the blood. What’s more, the AC informed me, they could
pretty well predict which cadavers would have a significant amount of alcohol in
the blood, based on the crash scenario.

In addition to hauling away the corpse, the crew from the coroner’s office ana-
lyzes the scene and takes measurements. Sober riders tend to leave skid marks;
drunk riders tend to smash into immovable objects such as bridge abutments and
power poles without any attempts to take evasive action. The drunks also usually
crash at speeds roughly twice the posted limit. So if the speed limit is 35, the crash



results often indicate a 70-mph impact, and if there aren’t any skid marks, the
motorcyclist/cadaver is likely to have a high blood alcohol content (BAC) of per-
haps 0.17 or 0.20—well above the legal limit.

Would a mandatory helmet law reduce the number of fatalities? 1 asked.

The AC looked me straight in the eye as he composed his response. A good hel-
met would certainly protect the brain, he said, but that won't help the rider much
when the head comes off the body. He was serious. 1 got a little queasy thinking
about times 1 had ridden after a drink or two.

Knowing that “safetycrats™ are often prejudiced against motorcycles, 1 thought
maybe the AC was feeding me a political agenda rather than honest statistics. So, |
started digging into the numbers. According to the Hurt Report, drunken riders
accounted for 10 percent of accidents and 41 percent of fatalities. But haven’t the
motorcycle fatality rates dropped a lot since the Hurt Report came out in 19807

Yes, the U.S. fatality rates have dropped. According to NHTSA Traffic Safety
Facts, the average U.S. motorcyclist fatality rate in 1985 was 8.4 per 10,000 regis-
tered bikes. By 1998, the rate had been reduced to 5.9. That sounds pretty good,
until you compare motorcycles to cars and trucks.

Fatality Rate, 1998

Passenger Cars Light Trucks Motorcycles
per 10,000 registered vehicles 1.7 1.5 5.9
per 100 million vehicle miles 1.4 1.2 22.4
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Many molorcycle fatalities involve riding ofter drinking.

Well, the motorcycle fatality rates look pretty bad, but what role does alcohol
play in the numbers? Are we talking drunk drivers running into sober riders, or
drunk riders doing it to themselves?

According to the 1995 NHTSA Traffic Safety Facts, motorcycle operators involved
in fatal crashes had higher intoxication rates than any other type of motor vehicle driver.



Of the fatally injured motorcycle operators, 30 percent were legally intoxicated. An
additional 11.5 percent had been drinking but weren’t legally intoxicated.

We could go on and on about which states have the greatest fatality rates, what
time of day is worst, and how the rates compare for single-vehicle crashes vs. col-
lisions, but the important message in all this is that a big share of motorcycle fatal-
ities involve riding after drinking.

HAPPY

Down the Hatch

Once alcohol gets into the stomach, it quickly
enters the bloodstream and gets pumped through-
out the body, from head to toes. Alcohol first acts
as a sedative in the brain, relaxing mental functions
such as inhibition, concentration, and judgment.
The first effect is a happy feeling, caused by loss of
inhibitions. 1t also degrades physical functions
such as speech, hearing, pain, coordination, and
balance. As more alcohol is absorbed, there is a
degradation of judgment, self-control. and muscle
coordination. If the concentration of alcohol in the
blood continues to increase, the person will experi-
ence confusion then fall into a stupor. (right)

IMPAIRED

Down the Drain Walking)

The body eliminates alcohol by oxidizing or burn-
ing it in the liver, so the amount of alcohol in the body
at any moment depends upon how much was ingested
and when. The percentage of alcohol in the blood-
stream also depends upon body weight. Bigger people
have a larger blood volume. One final point: not
everyone is affected the same by the same concentra-
tion of alcohol. Alcohol’s effect on any individual
depends upon that person’s sensitivity to booze. In other words, after four drinks one rider
may be almost fully functional, while another rider may be falling on his lips.

I'should mention that drugs other than alcohol, including both illegal drugs and
over-the-counter medications such as cold and allergy pills, are also implicated in
accidents. Drugs and medications often interact with alcohol to multiply its effects.
When you’re taking any medications that cause drowsiness, it’s not smart to get on
a bike. And you should especially avoid combining alcohol with other medications.

STUPOR

I’'m Not Too Ride to Drunk!

Alcohol may be a social advantage for people trying to overcome shyness at
parties, but it does all the wrong things to someone trying to operate a motorcycle.
I often underscore the need for motorcyclists to make good decisions and be able to
maneuver a motorcycle accurately. It should be obvious that alcohol degrades both
Judgment and skills. After one or two drinks, is a rider capable of judging his or her
own condition to operate a motorcycle? Even if control skills have not yet been

Reduced Inhibitions
Reduced Judgement

Reduced Self-Control
Impaired Muscle Control
Blurred Vision

Difficulty Hearing

CONFUSED

Degraded Mental Functions
Loss of Automatic Functions
(reflexes, pain, visual focus,
bladder control)

Degraded Muscle Control
(Difficulty with Balancing,

Mental Blackout
Loss of Muscle Control



affected, would a rider have sufficient perception and awareness to adjust speed for
conditions or to choose the correct evasive maneuver to avoid a collision? The sober
conclusion is that even one or two drinks probably skew a rider’s opinion of his or
her ability to handle a motorcycle.

Okay, so maybe you're “just drinking beer.”” How much alcohol can there be in
a beer, anyway? Lcl s dabble in some typical drinks. There is slightly less than 0.5
oz of pure alcoho! in one shot of whiskey, one mixed cocktail, one glass of wine, or
one can of beer. Specifically, a | oz shot of 90 proof bourbon contains 0.45 oz of
alcohol. A 4-o0z glass of Burgundy at 11 percent contains 0.44 0z of alcohol. And a
12 oz lager beer at 3.2 percent actually contains 0.384 oz of alcohol. So. okay, the
3.2 percent beer has slightly less alcohol. But whether it’s two beers or two shots of
bourbon straight up, two drinks add up to almost | oz of alcohol.

Is alcohol really a serious problem? A lot of riders have stopped off for a few drinks
during a ride and managed to wobble on to the finish without crashing. I've been to
motorcycle club meetings held at taverns at which almost everyone sucked down a few
beers before the ride home. I’ve seen bikers fortify soda with a shot of whiskey right out
of the saddlebag and then continue a poker run without a wobble. I can’t remember any
BMW rally that didn’t have a beer garden or at least a keg on tap. So. if all these folks
can complete the ride after a few beers or maybe a couple nips of Jim B., is there really
a problem mixing alcohol and motorcycles? Fair enough. Let's see if my personal
knowledge parallels the statistics.

A few years ago. | attended a presentation by “Slider” Gilmore, a hard-core
biker who is also an EMT. Slider was teaching a seminar in handling a motorcycle
accident. He forewarned us that his presentation would include some photographs
of gory accidents, both to educate us to the types of injuries to expect and also to
expose us to the shock and revulsion we would have to suppress at

the scene of a bad accident.

While the main point of Slider’s class was the importance
of getting EMTs to the scene quickly, one background theme
kept repeating itself throughout the presentation:
booze. Slider ticked off one biker brother after
another now lying underground “‘pushing up
12 oz. Beer daisies,” as a result of riding after partying.
Slider even showed us a number of “before”
photos of proud owners of customized bikes
and “after” photos taken later, after the drunk-

en riders had crashed.

“ONE DRINK"”

4 oz. Cocktail 5 oz. Wine The loss of so many friends moved Slider
1o give up alcohol entirely. For me, the message
was clear that riding after drinking does jack up the
> risks of a nasty accident. Those riders who had
managed to wobble home after a club meeting at
the tavern were lucky. Following that presentation,
~U- I aqlwered_Fo a strict rule of never drinking before or

1 1/2 oz. Whiskey during a ride.

3 oz. Sherry

There have been a great many studies around
the world comparing BAC to actual impairment.



For example, The British Columbia Medical Association (BCMA) conducted a
study that suggests impairment begins at a BAC of 0.035 percent, or about two
drinks. The BCMA further suggests that many people would lose enongh sufficient
driving skill to be a “menace on the highway” at a BAC of 0.05 percent, or about
three drinks within one hour.

Burning It Off

Although different people react differently to alcohol, most folks burn off about
0.015 percent per hour per 150 pounds of body weight, say one drink per hour. Nothing
speeds up the process of burning off alcohol. Coffee might help you pee more, but it
won’t help you see more. A cold shower might make you shiver. but it won’t speed up
the liver. All you can do to sober up is to wait for the liver to do its thing,.

S0, What’s My Safe Limit?

What all this stuff about percentages and ounces and BACs and hours boils
down to is this: keeping BAC within safe limits means no more than one drink per
hour. It’s best if you can avoid alcohol during a ride; but if you’re addicted, at least
limit your BAC. Remember that biker who fortified his soda pop with whiskey dur-
ing a ride? Well, it may have been poor judgment, it was probably illegal, and it cer-
tainly sustains a bad image, but one shot of whiskey is within the “safe” BAC limit.

But I Don’t Drink

Let’s assume for a moment that you and I are smart enough to separate the
demon rum from motorcycling, but our friend Buddy Biker can’t hold his booze.
Does it matter to us that Buddy has lost his license, nips from a flask during a ride,
and occasionally wanders down the wrong side of the road? Well. it should matter.
Even if we don’t know the guy personally, the accident and fatality statistics have a
direct effect on our wallets through motorcycle insurance rates and health insurance
premiums. If we ride with him, Buddy could involve us in a crash. And if he’s a
friend, we ought to care about him enough to help prevent a fatal accident.

l.et’s Make It Taboo

The trouble is that booze has been such an integral part of many biker events
that we’re going to have to get really pushy to change old attitudes. The old attitudes
are: I can handle it. A real biker can corner faster after a few beers; I'll sober up
when I get a little wind in my face. I've had a few accidents, but being drunk kept
me from getting injured. If we can’t have an open keg at the rally, why bother to go?

If we want to reduce motorcycle fatalities, the single most important issue is to
make riding after drinking a motorcycling taboo. What’s important to remember is
that the decision not to ride while under the influence needs to be made before the
first drink goes down the hatch.

Wise riders who want more than one drink per hour choose either an alcohol-
free drink or to hand their bike keys to a sober friend. Smart group leaders avoid
stopping at cocktail Jounges during a ride. Clever rally organizers do not allow an
unattended beer keg. Responsible party hosts monitor the booze being consumed
and make arrangements for alternate transportation for those who can’t control their
urge to get plastered.



The decision not to ride while drunk needs to be made before the first drink goes down the hatch.

The MSFK has a videotape titled Riding Straight for use in MST courses. The
tape Is also available to anyone clse for showing to motorcycle groups. The twelve-
minute video is an excellent overview of the hazards of riding while under the influ-
ence, and the presentation is entertaining enough to help keep the subject from
becoming another boring sermon.
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CHAPTER

Navigating the Road

was standing around in front of a Honda dealership the other day, waiting for
the doors to open. Several other motorcyclists were also waiting, and we
struck up a conversation. One of the riders (we’ll call him Faultless Frank)
was in need of a new machine, having recently crashed his sportbike.
According to his sad tale, road crews had seal-coated a corner of one of his favorite
back roads; he’d spotted the gravel too late and crashed big time. Oh, yeah, Frank
also admitted he was riding at his usual outstanding speed and it was nighttime.

It wasn’t my fault. The stupid road crew spread gravel all over the road. They
should have put up a sign or something. I came around the corner and suddenly there
was loose gravel. There wasn’t even a warning sign. There wasn't anything I could
do. I'm gonna sue "em! Frank said.

I suggested that a crash was probably some indication that there was more to learn.

What do you mean? The slideout wasn't MY fuult. Frank quickly pointed out that
he’d been riding for years in the dirt before he took to the street, and his pavement
riding even included some track time. It was obvious that from Frank’s side of the
eyeballs he was an outstanding rider who knew everything there was to know about
motorcycling—before he was twenty years old.

i
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Even though we'd prefer it wasn't used, seal coating is o fact of life every summer.

[ wasn’t quite willing to give up. I countered that this type of situation could have
been avoided if he had taken a training course, such as the one the ERC teaches. He
answered, What could I possibly get out of a stupid training class? I could roast any
of vou guys any day!

The conversation ended abruptly at that point. Yes, it’s a true story. I relate it to
you because Faultless Frank typifies the no-fault attitude so prevalent among
younger riders today, aggressively pushing on the envelope until the laws of physics
are exceeded, then searching frantically for someone else to blame for the resulting
smasho.

Hopefully, one of these days a few tiny electrons will zap in Frank’s brain, and
he’ll suddenly realize that riding a motorcycle on public roads is much different from
riding on the dirt or on a racetrack. Yes, there are a lot of booby traps out there on
the back roads, as well as on city streets. The point is that the person responsible for
what happens next is whoever is hanging on to the grips at the moment.

Loose gravel is only one of the many hazards we must learn to negotiate. Every
road has a different set of hazards. To think about the challenges, let’s separate them
into surface contaminants, road geometry, and other users.

Faultless Frank had already set the scene for disaster by assuming the road sur-
face would be consistently good from corner to corner, the same today as it was yes-
terday. The real world situation is that the surface conditions change dramatically
from one patch of pavement to the next and also from one day to another. It’s not
realistic to assume the road department is going to rush out and erect a sign for
every possible motorcycle problem. Yes, loose gravel on a paved road is a big sum-
mertime hazard I wish we’d never have to face, but it's a fact of life on a lot of coun-
try roads and even a few state highways.

Loose sand (which would normally decrease traction on a dry road) might actu-
ally improve traction in the rain. Dirt blown across the road by wind gusts might
decrease traction only slightly on a dry day but will quickly turn to slippery mud with



only a little moisture. We must keep in mind that traction is a changing commodity
that we need to monitor continuously.

Two basic tactics for negotiating surface contaminants are to learn to read the
surface ahead and to adjust speed and line to keep a lot of reserve traction available.
You’ll have a good idea of the available traction under your tires at a given moment
because you are getting instant feedback. If you feel your tires gripping the road, you
can predict that as long as the road ahead continues to have the same appearance, the
surface ahead will continue to have good traction.

The trick is 1o look lor changes in surfoce color or texture.

When [’'m riding the back roads, 1 probably devote half my attention to the road
surface. If I’'m going to avoid the common hazards, I need to observe them in time
to do something about the situation. The trick is to look for changes in the appear-
ance of the surface that indicate a possible change in available traction. A puddle of
water typically appears darker than the surrounding pavement. Oil on a wet road
beads up and also provides a rainbow-colored sheen. Loose gravel may be the same
color as the pavement, but I should be able to detect a rougher texture.

When | observe a change in color or texture of the surface ahead, I reduce
speed and lean angle until I can determine whether the traction is better or worse.
And if I must ride through a hazardous area such as gravel or wet mud. I also
make a point of keeping my tires perpendicular to the road surface and holding a
steady throttle.

Some surface hazards are sneakier than they appear. For example, is that dark
puddle ahead just water (which will quickly evaporate off my tires) or oil (which
will lubricate my tires for several miles)? And weather can affect the hazards.
What's the temperature? Has it been raining recently? If the weather is hot and dry,
[ am extremely suspicious of any dark puddles or liquid streaks. What does that dif-
ferent texture on the bridge mean? [s it smooth concrete or the dreaded steel grates
that make tires wiggle around?

If you're riding through an agricultural area, scrutinize the surface for colored
arcs, indicating farm equipment has tracked dirt or mud onto the pavement. Where
there are no ditches, dirt and sand can drift onto the road surface from uphill banks.



Is that different texture on the bridge surface smooth concrete or steel grating?

Dungeness Dave’s Slithering Blooper

A few years ago, Dungeness Dave was zipping along some back roads in north-
ern Oregon. There had been thundershowers the previous night. and even though it
was still wet in places, the paving had decent traction. Cresting a hill, Dave observed
freshly plowed farm fields on both sides of the highway and what appeared to be a
stream of water crossing the pavement from one field to the other. But as he got clos-
er, Dave suddenly realized the “‘stream” was really a river of muddy clay that was
oozing across the road.

Surprise! That “waler” ahead is really slippery clay oazing across the road.




Instinctively, Dave snapped the throttle closed but had enough presence of mind
to stay off the brakes as the bike fishtailed like a swamp buggy through 50 feet of
slippery goo. Miraculously, he didn’t drop the bike, but the experience was a wake-
up call to be more aware of mud washed out of freshly worked farm fields. The les-
son is to expect mud and debris in low spots after a storm.

Dave’s throttle technique didn’t help the situation. A trailing throttle has a simi-
lar effect as a dragging rear brake. He would have been better off to stabilize the
power as well as stay off the brakes while slithering through the mud.

Ducati Dan’s Can Blooper

Even when we can easily see small flat objects on the pavement, it may not be
apparent that they are dangerous to motorcycles. What’s the big deal about riding
over a flattened soda pop can or ice cream carton? Well, Ducati Dan found out the
hard way.

Dan had just fueled up his 916 at a country store and was heading back onto the
road. He saw a flattened soda pop can on the road and figured he would further
mash it flat with his Pirelli. But a car sudden-
ly pulled out of a driveway across the road and
Dan squeezed the brakes at exactly the
moment his front tire rolled over the can. The
Pirelli grabbed the can, the can suddenly
became a ski, and the front end slid out, pro-
viding an excellent (although expensive) les-
son in the importance of avoiding loose, slip-
! ‘ pery objects.

Negotiating Surface Hazards

The tactics for avoiding such surface haz-
ard bloopers are to understand what hazards
look like, think far ahead, and reduce traction
demands. If possible, put your tires over the
best surface. If you have to cross a surface haz-
ard, reduce speed before your tires get there.
Then get off the brakes, hold a steady throttle,
and select a path of travel that reduces side
loads on the tires.

Had Faultless Frank braked hard before

reaching the loose gravel, he could probably
have made the curve without sliding out. If
Dungeness Dave had been thinking, he would
have expected a mud wash downhill from a plowed field. If Ducati Dan had been a
little more clever about the traction situation, he would have kept his tires on the
pavement and away from the flattened can.

The clever rider keeps his fires away from flattened debris.

The twisting, turning, up, down unpredictability of a road is what makes it so
challenging for motorcycling. Even on familiar roads free of surface hazards, it’s not
likely we can remember every curve exactly. And on a road we haven’t ridden before,
there are bound to be a lot of surprises. Small errors in judgment can quickly turn
into major bloopers.



Biker Billy’s Hilly Blooper

Biker Billy was cruising the back
roads on his V-twin one Sunday after-
noon. Billy wasn’t in a hurry, but he
was enjoying the road, which wound
through hilly farm country. It felt
good to crank on a little throttle to
accelerate through corners and hear
the exhaust reverberating off the
trees. The road disappeared over the
crest of a hill, but Billy could see the
power poles marching straight ahead,
and he assumed that the road contin-
ued straight ahead, too.

Surprise! When Billy crested the
hill, he discovered the road dove into
a sharp left turn just over the top. The
power lines stretched over a swamp
and off across a farmer’s field. Billy
attempted a quick slowdown, but the
physics of the situation were loaded
against him. The big V-twin plowed
off the road and looped end over end
into the swamp. Sadder but wiser,

wd

Are you willing 1o bel your fife that the road follows the
power lines?

Billy learned the importance of keeping speed within sight distance and never assuming
anything about what’s around the curve or over the hill.

A lot of country roads gradually came into being following wandering cows or
old wagon paths. Corners that were barely adequate for horseback speeds can be
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Off-camber turns can be a big shock if you aren’t following good lines.
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challenging for motorcyclists. We need to be prepared for whatever combinations of
dips and turns the pavement has in store. Frankly, most of us prefer that the road
engineers don’t “improve™ such roads.

The slant, or camber, of the road affects both cornering clearance and available trac-
tion. If the pavement is cambered nicely into the turn, we have better traction and
leanover clearance. But if the road slants off the wrong way, we may suddenly feel the
front tire sliding or something touching down and levering the rear tire into a step-out,
and then (hopefully) regain traction.

Consider that the right lane of a typical back road slants off toward the right. That’s
fine for a right turn, but not ideal for a left turn. In a left turn, the road crown decreases
both leanover clearance and available traction in the right lane. By adjusting your line
to arc closer to the centerline in a left turn, you can avoid most of the off-camber effect.

Even right turns can be off-camber, with the pavement slanting away from the turn.
In an off-camber right turn, a line that arcs closer to the right edge of the pavement at
muid turn maximizes both leanover clearance and traction.

Curves that don’t follow a constant radius are a special challenge. Of course,
curves that follow steady, predictable arcs are easiest to ride. But roads with a
lot of odd turns are more challenging. A curve that tightens up halfway around
(a decreasing radius) is a special challenge. If you allow yourself to get slick-
ered into assuming it’s a normal turn, there isn’t much you can do halfway
around, unless you have some way to momentarily repeal the laws of physics.

The worst-case scenario is an off-camber, decreasing radius, downhill left

turn, perhaps with a touch of loose gravel. When you’re riding an unfamiliar

road, the only way to improve your odds of surviving such abnormal corners is to
approach every blind curve as if it is one of those worst-case situations.

[t’s also worthwhile to practice that “‘slow, look, lean, and roll” technique taught
in rider training courses. Slow down before you lean the bike. Remember, your target
entry speed before you lean over into a curve is whatever speed will allow you to ease
on more throttle continuously through the rest of the curve. An entry line farther
toward the outside (i.e., close to the centerline in a right-hander) provides a better
view. If you’re going to hang off, get your weight shifted before the turn-in, look
where you want to be five or six seconds from that point, lean the bike by counter-
steering, and ease on the gas all the way around the curve.

Cruiser Carl’s Camber Blooper

Cruiser Carl was enjoying a nice twisty back road one day. Carl liked to main-
tain a steady pace that kept his engine in a power band where he didn't have to shift
up and down. He liked to just motor along without too much concern for braking,
cornering lines, apexes, and all that zoomie bike stuff. Carl was doing all right until
the camber rolled right in a left-handed turn.

The cruiser’s sidestand suddenly started making sparks, and Carl reacted by jerk-
ing the bike more upright. Of course, that steered the machine wide, off the road, and
into the ditch, where it came to rest with the front wheel customized into a new cul-
vert pipe shape. With his new bike on order, Carl is now thinking a bit more about
cornering skills—especially road camber.

All of the riders we’ve mentioned made another potentially fatal error: they
weren’t planning on anyone else to be using the road at the moment. If Faultless
Frank knew there was a possibility of sliding out across the opposing lane, he might
have realized that sliding under an oncoming freight truck might hurt a lot more



than just sliding out on gravel. Had a farm tractor pulled out onto the road ahead of
Dungeness Dave, he would have had little chance of bringing his bike to a stop on
slippery mud. Ducati Dan’s slideout was partly caused because he wasn’t watching
for another vehicle. When we're riding on public roads, we must be aware of other
users and be prepared to get out of their way, even if we have the legal right-of-way.

Motorhead Mary’s Passing Blooper

Motorhead Mary was heading back to the farm on her 650 one afternoon. A
slow-moving logging truck held her up in the curves, but a short straight with no
oncoming traffic looked like a good place to snort on by. Mary rolled on the gas and
was accelerating past the back wheels of the truck when she realized the truck driver
was turning left onto a side road. Faced with the choice of going under the wheels or
off the road, Mary banked the 650 toward the ditch. When the dust settled, the truck
driver didn’t have a scratch, the 650 was totaled, and Mary got a trip to the hospital.

Yes, Mary made the right decision to get out of the way once she realized she was
on a collision course. but the decision to pass had failed to take into consideration the
possibility of the truck turning onto the side road. Okay, the electrical plug to the trail-
er lights was broken, so Mary didn’t have a clue that the driver had signaled. But you
can’t depend upon signs and signals to caution you to every potential problem.

All of the same automotive blunders you find in the city occur on the back roads,

plus a few more. In addition to left-turning vehicles,
folks turning off without signaling, and sleepy drivers
crossing the centerline, we must also expect locals to
suddenly stop for a driver-to-driver chat maybe even in
the middle of the road. Farm vehicles often use the pub-
lic road to get from one part of a spread to the other, and
some implements have serious weapons mounted on
them. The point is that you need to be aware of what ,
those other road users are up to. -
Take these lessons from Faultless Frank, '
Dungeness Dave, Ducati Dan, Biker Billy, Cruiser
Carl, and Motorhead Mary. Maybe you won’t have to
learn it all the hard way and add your name to our list

of back road bloopers.
P When you're sharing o public rood, you need to be

oware of what the other users are doing.

Construction Ahead

Rider Ralph is touring the West and enjoying every minute of it. That is, until he
stumbles into a work zone. The road crew is doing a little repaving and fixing a cul-
vert. It isn’t a serious project, but the road is full of construction equipment, and one
lane is completely blocked off. Ralph’s first warning of a potential problem is a big
diamond-shaped orange sign: Construction Ahead.

Of course, Ralph isn’t familiar with the area, and he doesn’t know what to
expect. He slows his bike from 60 mph down to 50 mph. Then the road curves around
toward the morning sun, and suddenly he’s enveloped in a cloud of dust. Ralph can
barely see where the road goes, let alone the bump sign in the shade. He frantically
rolls off the gas and hits the brakes.

It’s a shock when the front wheel plows into loose gravel. Fighting for balance,
Ralph slams his boots out to help keep the bike upright while the front wheel darts from
side to side. Ralph is relieved to see pavement ahead. But at the instant his front wheel
strikes the edge of the new pavement, the handlebars are wrenched from his grasp, and
the big touring bike topples over on its side, leaving a trail of shattered plastic.



You should expect a lat of motorcycle hazards in work zones.

Every year, thousands of motorcyclists
drop their bikes in work zone accidents. But
it’s hard to find any meaningful statistics
about motorcycle accidents and fatalities in
work zones. Motorcycles are such a small a
minority of vehicles on the road that high-
way departments and contractors don’t
seem to have much interest in how work
zone hazards affect two-wheelers.

_ Let’s see if we can figure out how to
- | negouate typical work zone hazards that
we are likely to encounter while traveling.

Ralph braked hard when he suddenly
J couldn’t see, but he didn’t slow down soon
enough, and he didn’t slow to an appropriate

A bump sign can cover o lot of hazards, including speed. As soon as he saw the construction

loose gravel. ahead sign, he should have slowed and also

increased his awareness of what was going
on. That’s a common error for all motorists, whether it’s an orange sign, a flagman, or giant
blinking arrows. People tend to keep motoring along into problems without slowing.

Work zone warning signs often include a speed recommendation. You shouldn’t ignore
those speed recomumendations. First, reducing speed increases your time to react. Second,
you may suddenly encounter limited visibility. Third, you may need to negotiate a surface
problem that creates a special hazard for two-wheelers.

You should also remember that those temporary speed signs are more than recommen-
dations. In most states, the speed indicated on a construction sign takes precedence over the
posted speed limits. You might not be arrested for failing to slow down to the constiuction
speed, but if you should be involved in an accident, you could be ticketed for excessive
speed.




In some states, traffic fines are dou-
bled in work zones (or in special safety
corridors) as an added incentive for dri-
vers to slow down. You may feel S
incensed at the concept, but 1t’s in your |
best interests as a motorcyclist to have
everyone slowed down in areas where
there have been too many accidents.

In addition to scrubbing off some
speed in work zones, you also need to get
your head into what’s happening. It’s
more important for a two-wheeler to get
lined up for hazards such as loose gravel
or edge traps, and other drivers aren’t
likely to understand what you’re doing.
For instance, if two lanes merge into one,
you may need to cross a pavement edge
while also trying to squeeze between two
cars. Don’t be embarrassed to pull over
and wait for the hot dogs to get on by.

The somewhat high viewpoint of being on a motorcycle gives you the advan-
tage of observing the situation up ahead, assuming you’re not stuck behind a truck.
You can prepare yourself for stopped traffic, potholes, steel plates, loose gravel,
raised manhole covers, edge traps, tar snakes, and other common work zone haz-
ards. If possible, separate the hazards. For instance, if you’re facing a lane change,
merging traffic, and steel construction plates, change lanes early, pick a slow car to
merge in front of, and then set yourself up to cross the steel plates.

It’s more important for a motorcyclist to scrutinize the surface because single-
track vehicles are susceptible to certain hazards that might be only an inconvenience
to four-wheelers. For example, a truck or car might slide around on loose gravel, but
a motorcycle is more likely to lose balance. While we don’t have any statistics on the

That 20 mph sign is more than o recommendation,
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Doubling fines is a desperate attempt fo get drivers to slow down in hazardous areas.



causes of motorcycle accidents in work zones, the warning signs are a good clue
about what’s happening. It must be more than a coincidence that there are so many
signs such as Motorcycles Use Extreme Caution, warning motorcyclists specifically.

Follow Me

If you arrive at a line of stopped traffic waiting for a one-way detour, you might
consider working your way up to the head of the line and asking the flagman if you
can go first or holding back and riding at the end of the line. You can’t depend on
other motorists to understand about slippery surfaces, flying stones, or your need to
get lined up to bounce over edge traps. The flagman may not understand about haz-
ards specific to a motorcycle but may be sympathetic to allowing you to separate
yourself from the line of cars to avoid damaging your paint.

The big construction sign at the beginning of a work zone won’t give you much
specific information. It’s just a warning that you should expect a variety of hazards.
As you see other, more specific signs. you may need to read between the lines.

For example, you may see signs that read Abrupt Lane Edge or Motorcycles
Do Not Change Lanes. What such signs usually mean is that there 1S a repaving
operation ahead. The signs often go up after a few motorcycle crashes. You can’t
assume the construction crew understands motorcycle hazards, only that they’ve
had enough motorcycle crashes to be concerned about liability. You shouldn’t be
surprised to discover a layer of new paving angling across your lane, requiring you
to bounce over the edge.

A bump sign indicates a change in elevation from one section of road to another,
such as the end of new paving laid on top of old pavement. But you should be aware
that a bump sign can also be used for pavement edges that cross the lane at odd angles
or where there is hard paving on one side of the bump and soft gravel on the other. So,
you need to watch carefully to see what sort of hazards the signs are warning you about.

You can usually translate this sign to mean Watch for Edge Traps.



Edge Traps
What brought Rider Ralph down wasn’t the loose gravel. Ralph lost balance when
the raised pavement edge trapped his front wheel. The wheels of a car or truck can
straddle the edge. On a motorcycle, you can easily make the mistake of riding into an
edge trap while you’re focused on traffic or trying to follow the temporary lane.
Based on the signs and resulting lawsuits, motorcycle edge trap accidents appear
to be common in work zones. Construction crews don’t automatically understand

It moy be unnerving to ride on the grooved surlace, but it's less risky than irying to cross over thot edge frop to get onte
the smooth pavement,

If the lane straddles a pavement jaint, ride to one side or the other.



how pavement edges can instantly drop a two-wheeler, so they aren’t always careful
about setting up temporary lanes to avoid crossing pavement edges at narrow angles.
It’s not uncommon to see pavement edges rambling down the middle of the lane in
a work zone with no warning signs.

It’s essential to keep your tires away from raised pavement edges. If you find
yourself in a lane in which the old paving has been ground away, it can be unnerv-
ing to have your bike wiggling around on the grooved pavement. It’s tempting to
think about easing over onto that smoother pavement in the other lane, but that’s a
trap. A lot of riders have fallen trying to ease over a raised pavement edge. You're
better off riding out the rough surface.

If you are directed to cross an edge trap by traffic cones or a flagman. it’s criti-
cal to bounce over the edge at maximum angle. The risks of dropping your bike
increase when your line of attack over a raised pavement edge is less than 45 degrees.
At an approach angle that is less than about 30 degrees, the front wheel tends to slide
along the edge. Once you lose control of steering, 1t’s difficult to maintain balance.

If you must cross a raised edge, treat it like a curb. Swerve away from the edge
and attack it at a 45-degree angle. Roll on a little throttle to bounce the front whee!
up and over the edge, then straighten the bike after you’re on the higher surface.

Steel Construction Plates

Steel construction plates are often used in work zones to temporarily cover deep
holes. If it isn’t obvious, a smooth steel plate is slippery, especially when wet or coat-
ed with mud. Sometimes a construction plate isn’t quite large enough or isn't quite
the right shape to cover the hole, which can be 6 or 8 feet deep. To avoid dropping
in for a quick visit, make a point of avoiding any narrow grooves between steel
plates. If you can, ride around the plate to one side.

Less obvious 1s that the edges at the sides of a heavy plate form edge traps. The
plate may be only 3/4 inch thick, but the edges are sharp, shiny, and capable of caus-
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When wossing slippery steel construction plates, get the bike vertical, stabilize speed, and pick @ path that avoids the
sharp edges.




ing your front tire to slide out. When crossing a steel plate, get your bike vertical and
stable and pick a straight line across the middle of the plate. When multiple plates
are piled on top of each other, they create a ot of nasty edges to avoid.

Loose Gravel

You can expect loose gravel where a road is torn up, but you must also expect
loose gravel on paved roads. When a road or highway needs a new surface, a cheap,
quick alternative to repaving is to seal coat the old pavement by squirting sticky tar
on the surface and then spreading loose gravel on top. The idea is that the gravel will
stick to the tar, and passing vehicles will eventually roll everything down flat, seal-
ing the surface. Seal coating is bad news for motorcyclists because the sticky goo
makes a mess on bikes, and the loose gravel dings the paint and reduces traction. The
loss of traction may not be a problem for the dual sport crowd, but it can be a real
panic for riders with limited off-pavement skills.

Expect loose gravel on a freshly sealed road.

The gravel is obvious on a freshly sealed road. Riding in the wheel tracks may
help because the gravel there will be compacted. The loose gravel outside of the
wheel tracks may be soft and deep. Street riders are so dependent upon good traction
that the feel of loose gravel or sand can be unnerving. Yes, the feeling that your front
wheel is about to slide out is because your front wheel is about to slide out. On loose
surfaces, countersteering doesn’t produce an immediate result, so we don’t get the
expected feedback that the motorcycle really is responding.

When negotiating a two-lane gravel road, stay well away from the center to
avoid the spray of stones from the tires of oncoming vehicles. Choose a path that
keeps your tires out of the really deep stuff, load more of your weight on the pegs,
counterbalance the bike to hold it vertical, stay off the brakes, and steer with the
throttle. You’ll discover that riding too slow causes more wobbles than moving along
a little faster and that it also encourages faster drivers to tailgate or pass and shower
you with loose rocks. Ease up on your death grip and let the bike wiggle around
under you. And as the dirt donks say, “When in doubt, gas it!”



And when you do arrive back on smooth pavement at the end of a stretch of Joose
gravel, don’t be too quick to wick it back up to speed. There may be another
unmarked section of gravel around the next turn. When construction crews are work-
ing several miles of road, they don’t always move the signs.

Slippery Oil
While the loose gravel on a seal-coated road will get your attention, don’t ignore
the sticky oil sprayed on the surface to glue the gravel in place. Sometimes the road
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The overspray on the gravel at the edge of the lane is o dlue that the surface is coated with slippery ail.

crew will spray down a coating of oil and
then require traffic to drive over the oil
while they are waiting for the gravel
trucks to catch up.

The oil may not be obvious if the
entire lane is coated, and it may look like
new asphalt paving. But fresh o1l can be
slippery. If you’re required to ride on
fresh oil, keep the wheels perpendicular
to the surface and maintain a slow but
steady speed.

Tar Snakes

Another variation of slick stuff called
tar snakes are hatched by road crews drib-
bling liquid sealer into cracks in the pave-
ment. If the crew overfills the cracks, the
slippery tar spreads out into a wide patch
that’s a serious hazard for motorcyclists.
This varmint has bitten a lot of unsuspect-
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ing motorcyclists. Some states apply sand to the [resh tar or use a compound that’s less
slippery. But it can be a big shock for riders who travel to a state in which they stll use
the cheaper. slipperier stuff.

I'he first step to prevent being bitten by a tar snake is simply to understand that tar
compounds can be extremely sli -z =ry. The crack sealer is a much darker color, or per-
haps reflects a shinier texture, than the surronnding pavement. 1f possible, pick a path
that keeps your tires off the slippery o ck. f you have to ride through a snake pit of
dribbled tar, slow down and keep the bike more vertical, just as you would on loose
gravel, wet bricks, or shiny steel.

he 3

Potholes are common in northern climates
where the pavement freezes in the winter and
then thaws and crumbles in the spring.
I'otholes can bend rims, break spokes, or yank
the handlebars out of your grasp. If you haven’t
yet slammed into a pothole. count yourself |
lucky:.

You can predict that potholes will appear I
more frequently after a heavy winter. partic- |
ularly on routes used by heavy commercial
traffic. You can also predict that holes will be
in the wheel tracks whe = truck tires pound
the pavement. Often, 15 possible to pick a
line that misscs the worst damage.
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n sc e parts of the country, the earth

contains a high percentage of clay, which can be extremely slippery when wet.

Dump truc’ . track the slippery mud through a detour or from a detour onto the adja-

cent pavement. It's also common for work crews to water down the temporary sur-

face to help control dust. So, even if it hasn’t been raining for a week and you aren’t

off the pavement yet, watch carefully for a slippery surface.

" loose or slippery surfaces, it’s important to conserve traction by choosing a line
that puts your tires on the most tractable surface. Maintain a steady throttle, make only
gradual changes of direction, and keep the bike wheels perpendicular 1o the surface.

It doesn’t help to stick your legs out, because that allows your body weight to
waggle from side to side, upsetting balance. Take a hint from the dirt riders, who not
only keep their feet on the pegs but actually stand up to load their weight down low
on the bike. And, rather than trying to balance and steer with just the handlebars, dirt
riders shift weight from one peg to the other and also use short bursts of throttle to
slide the rear end around.

If the thought of negotiating deep gravel or slippery mud in a work zone makes
you break out in a cold sweat. the best advice is to borrow a dual sport bike and spend
some time off-pavement to gain some skill and confidence. Sure, you can just wait
for your next lesson whenever you happen to encounter a work zone, but that could
be on a dark, rainy night in heavy traffic. Some dual sport saddle time now can make
your work zone encounters less of a shock later.

Patholes can bend a rim or yank the hars out of your grasp.



No matter what direction you're headed or what route you choosc, you can
expect to encounter construction projects every summer. But with a good idea of
what to expect, and a little off-pavement practice under your belt, there’s a good
chance you'll get through the hazards unscathed.

Code
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If you understand what’s likely to occur in traffic and continuously scan the situation
around you, you can usually make some small adjustment when needed and avoid riding
into a problem. But once in a while a problem just can’t be avoided. Something happens
that you didn’t expect and couldn’t see, and suddenly you are faced with a disaster.

Saaner or later, most of us will encounter some weird situation we couldn’l have predicted, and we'll either take the right
evasive action or bite the elephant, so to speak.

When | used to teach rider training courses, I'd pull ridiculous situations out of
the air just to get students thinking about strange hazards popping up suddenly. Here
are some examples: Youre riding down the street minding your own business. when
suddenly an oil tanker crashes into a produce truck loaded with bananas. Or you're
riding down the [reeway, when suddenly a row of portable toilets falls off the truck
ahead. Or vou’re cruising across town. when suddenly you see an escaped zoo ele-
phant trumpeting through freeway traffic ahead. What’s your best option? Brake?
Swerve? Accclerate? vaintain speed? i"r:ak out the peanuts?

The point is that we must keep focused on what's happening, because unpre-
dictable hazards sometimes appear suddenly, and we may need to pull off a quick
evasive maneuver. What surprised me over the years is that all of my ridiculous sit-
uations turned out to be nonfiction. One day in class, | used the old analogy of a
banana peel in a puddle of gear lube to illustrate how traction can change so dramati-
cally. Later when we walked out to the practice range, I almost slipped on a banana
peel floating in a puddle of oil. Honest. And after a seminar in Minnesota, a partici-
pant came up to say, You're not going to believe this, but once in Minneapolis I did
have an escaped elephant come charging across the street. Sooner or later, most of
us will encounter some weird situation we couldn’t have predicted, and we’ll either
take the right evasive action or bite the elephant, so to speak.






same, but punching at a higher speed results in much greater impact. How that relates
to motorcycling is that if you do smash your bike into something, it’s going to hurt a
Jot more at a faster speed. The impact force at 60 mph is about four times greater than
at 30 mph.

The increase in forward energy from speeding up also makes it all the harder to
change direction, say if you decide to swerve around the left-turner while accelerat-
ing. You might be able to swerve around the car at 30 mph but not at 50 mph. And
even if you do manage to accelerate and then swerve around the car (or the elephant),
you may be faced with other motorists in the way.

So, the decision to accelerate pretty much cancels out the options of swerving or
braking. Acceleration is a better option for situations such as a car approaching too
rapidly behind you, or a truck merging onto the freeway beside you, but it’s seldom
the best evasive action for a left-turning or red-light-running car.

Swerving

Maybe you could swerve around behind the
offending motorist without slowing down. The big
advantage of swerving is that it doesn’t increase for-
ward energy, so it 1s possible to swerve and then
straighten up and brake hard, without increasing
stopping distance.

The big disadvantages of swerving are predict-
ing what the other guy is gong to do and being able
to push forcefully on the grips without rolling off the
- ’ throttle. If you choose to swerve, it would be helpful
to know whether the other driver is going to contin-
ue or panic and stop halfway across your lane.
Swerving would be a lot more predictable if all the
other vehicles were anchored in position, but they
are usually moving targets.

Swerving can eat up all of the available trac-

o o tion, even at modest street speeds, and high-tech
Swerving might be a better option if all the other guys \ .
weren'l moving around. brake systems won’t prevent a slideout caused by
overenthusiastic swerving. If you’re trying to do a
maximum-effort swerve, you really can’t afford to squander any traction on accel-
erating or braking. You could brake first to scrub off some forward energy, then
get off the brakes and swerve. Or you could swerve first and then brake. But brak-
ing and swerving at the same time is likely to result in a slideout.

A successful swerve requires that you control your urge to roll off the gas or
hit the brakes until the bike is straightened out again. Unfortunately, the natural
survival reaction to an impending collision is to snap off the throttle, jam on the
brakes, and freeze on the grips. It’s important to realize that snapping the throttle
off eats rear wheel traction as the engine tries to slow the rear wheel. Frankly, when
faced with the probability of getting crushed or splattered, most of us are going to
panic and roll off the throttle before we can resist the urge. It’s not impossible, just
very difficult.

Braking

Hard braking is the most reliable evasive maneuver, especially for avoiding col-
lisions with moving objects such as left-turning cars, jaywalkers. skateboarders, red-
light runners, and stampeding animals.



Hard braking is the mast reliable evasive maneuver for typical street hozards.

One reason a quick stop (sometimes called a panic stop) is so useful is because
of the amount of power the brakes can muster. On today’s motorcycles, the front
brakes are typically more powerful than the engine. With the correct technique, it’s
possible to bring the bike to a stop in less distance than it took the engine to acceler-
ate up to that speed.

Power brakes may or may not shorten the stop, because the limiting factor is
tire traction, not brake efficiency. ut A .S can really help here. becanse if you
squeeze too hard for available traction in a straight-line stop, the A0 computer
will ease off the brakes just enough to keep the tires from skidding. Integrated or
linked brakes do help the unskilled rider who is in the bad habit of using only the
rear brake pedal.

The wheelbase, center of gravity (CoG) of the bike, and the load also affect stopping
distance. A heavyweight bike with a long wheelbase tends to be more stable in a quick
stop than a lightweight sportbike with a short wheelbase. Back a few years ago, the pos-
sibility of lifting the rear end and doing a cartwheel over the front was more fear than a
real concem. It was much more likely that the front tire would slide out before the rear
tire would lift off, or that the front brake wasn’t powerful enough to do a stoppie.

Today, double floating disk systems, multiple piston calipers. metal reinforced
brake hoses. integrated or linked brake systems. and sticky tire conipounds add up to
awesome braking power that can stand a sportbike on its nose with a modest two-
finger squeeze on the brake lever. On such machines, the brake lever must be mod-
ulated short of available traction just to keep the rear wheel on the ground. That
means your technique needs to be modified for the type of machine you are riding.
On a cruiser with a long wheelbase, it’s more important to control front wheel skids.

Doiig Nothi:

Yes, there are some situations in which the best choice is to keep the bike stable
and do nothing. For instance, if you're faced with a 4 x 4 piece of wood that drops
off the truck ahead of you on the freeway or clay washed across the road from an
uphill field, you don’t want to upset the bike by accelerating, braking, or swerving.



In such situations, you need to overcome your survival instincts to snap off the throt-
tle or jam on the brakes.

The big disadvantage of doing nothing to avoid a traffic accident is that you may
need to accelerate, swerve, or brake to save yourself. Although deciding to “do noth-
ing” might be appropriate in some circumstances, in the majority of accident scenar-
ios investigated by the Hurt team way too many riders froze on the grips and failed
to take evasive action that would have helped them avoid the accident.

Earlier, I suggested that to pull off a successful evasive maneuver you must first
make a split-second decision about what to do and then have the skills to pull it off.
Is there some way to practice emergency maneuvers, so that you're more likely to do
them correctly when you’re faced with a sudden hazard?

Rider training courses developed by the MSF are based to a great extent on the
results of the Hurt Report. The philosophy is to provide the knowledge and skills that
were missing among the riders who had crashed. The assumption 1s that practicing
emergency maneuvers prepares you for those occasions when you’ve got only two
or three seconds to get out of the way.

But some of us question whether there is such a thing as an emergency maneu-
ver that is different from what we do in day-to-day riding. There’s a lot of evidence
that in emergencies we revert to our habits. A car suddenly turns left, the rider reacts
(I believe the person reacts instinctively), and after the dust settles. the rider thinks
about it. If you’re not in the habit of covering the front brake lever when approach-



ing a busy intersection, the probability is that you won’t reach for the lever until after
the WHUMP! If you are nervous about aggressive countersteering in daily riding, it’s
not likely you’ll be able to pull a successful emergency swerve out of your helmet
when that taxi cuts in front of you.

We might suggest that the real reasons for taking a rider training course are to
learn how to avoid riding into traffic hazards and to practice your cornering skills
while there is a trained instructor to help correct any bad habits. When you are prac-
ticing swerves during a rider training course at parking lot speeds, you’ll affirm it’s
pushing on the handlebar grips that makes the bike lean quickly. You’ll also discov-
er how difficult it is not to roll off the gas when swerving.

Practice exercises help put the right techniques in the right sequence, but after
class, you need to consciously practice the right techniques in your daily riding to
make them habits. My suggestion for developing proficient swerving, braking, and
traction management skills is to ride twisty roads frequently and aggressively. If you
tend to ride cautiously, favor the superslab over the back roads, and rarely attack
twisty roads, then it is unlikely you’]l do more than a gentle swerve when faced with
that elephant or whatever suddenly plods out in front of you. If you always use the
front brake when stopping, and squeeze on a bit of front brake as part of your cor-
nering sequence, you're a lot more likely to be on the brakes immediately during an
emergency—and you'll probably think about it after you don’t have the collision.

And if you're used to quickly leaning the bike over to steep lean angles in tight
curves, you’ll probably swerve when it’s called for without having to think about it.
If you’re nervous about steep lean angles, one way to calm your nerves is to put in
some practice in a parking lot.

One big difference between braking on the road and braking to avoid collisions is
that when faced with an immovable object, you’ll probably need to brake to a com-
plete stop. A lot of riders believe that if they can slow from a very fast speed to a fast
speed without dropping the bike, they should be able to do a quick stop at street

f you're nervous about steep lean angles, consider some cornering prodtice.



speeds, even if they haven’t practiced going from 40 to 0. When we say quick stop,
we're talking maximum-effort stops from 30 to O or 40 to O in the shortest distance,
without sliding out, falling down, or flipping the bike. Yes, hard braking at higher road
speeds helps build braking skill, but bringing the bike to a complete stop from street
speeds involves some additional techniques that you can only learn through practice.

The point of all this is that when you’re faced with the proverbial escaped ele-
phant or that banana peel floating in a puddle of gear lube, your habits will probably
choose the evasive maneuver, and your skill practice will determine whether or not
you can pull it off successfully.
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here are some parts of the country where motorcyclists ride throughout

the year, but many of us put the bike away during the winter months. If

your motorcycle has been sitting in a garage all winter, it probably needs

a little attention before it’s ready to go. But don’t forget that if you
haven’t been riding for a while, your skills probably need some attention, t00. Skills
and habits tend to get rusty if you don’t use them. And even if you have been riding
all winter, you may have gotten sloppy about some basic habits. Let’s think about
some spring training for your riding skills.

It doesn’t take long for your motorcycling tactics to lose that edge when you're
driving a four-wheeler every day. In a car, you’re just part of the vehicular herd.

T .

If you haven't been riding for o few months, your riding skills probably need a tune up.



jostling for position in traffic. But that also means other drivers are more likely to see
you, since your vehicle is more or less the same size as theirs. And if your vehicle of
choice has been an aggressive-looking sport utility vehicle or pickup truck, other dri-
vers have probably given you more space. The point is that driving a four-wheeler
has a way of dulling your motorcycling survival instincts.

On a motorcycle, you need to keep your brain in traffic-survival mode.
Motorcycles are shorter, narrower, and harder to see in traftic. Many drivers don’t
think of motorcycles as real vehicles worthy of road space, and others just aren’t
looking for a bike. [t’s much more likely that drivers will change lanes on top of you,
pull out of a parking lot right in front of you, or make a quick swerve across your
path when you’re riding a motorcycle.

If you haven’t been challenged for road space recently, the first transgression may
get you hot under the helmet. But before you react stupidly, remember that it may not
be driver-to-driver aggres:.ion but just a lack of respect for a motorcyclist. Remember,
might makes right. Bigger vehicles can push smaller vehicles off the road. Sure, your
VTX might be able to knock the door off a Geo if the driver stupidly opens it into your
lane. But in the traffic stream, even a heavyweight motorcycle is going to come out
second best in a collision with a big car or truck.

So, before you head out into traffic on your next ride, take a few moments to shift
your mental gears back to riding a motorcycle again. Remember, motorcyclists are
at the bottom of the heap. Some drivers are not going to give you your road space,
even if you have the legal right-of-way. You’ll either move out of the way or lose it.

SQUEEZE CLUTCH
SHIFT BRAIN INTO GEAR

Remember: shift your brain into “motorcycle” before you ease out the clutch.



Countersteering

I constantly remind everyone that two-wheelers are balanced by countersteering,
but I continue to get questions about this. [ get letters from people who deny that it
works and from others who agree intellectually that it must work but aren’t sure they
want to try it yet.

Let’s note that the driver of a four-wheeler changes direction just by turning the
steering wheel. A four-wheeler starts to change direction instantly, just as soon as the
front wheels steer toward the turn. And the driver doesn’l have to maintain balance.

On a two-wheeler, you need to lean the bike over before it begins to turn.
And the way you do that is to steer the contact patch out from under the bike,
forcing it into a lean. In a nutshell, to initiate a left turn, push on the left grip: to
make the bike lean right, push on the right grip. You have to get the motorcycle
leaned over before it starts to turn, and the primary way to control lean angle is
by momentarily steering the front wheel counter to the way you want to go
(countersteering). Every rider of a two-wheeler countersteers, whether he or she
realizes 1t or not. If you don’t consciously countersteer, 1t’s time you get in tune
with the bike.

To remind yourself about countersteering on your next ride, focus on what you are
doing to balance and steer. Before you head out into traffic, get the bike in a straight
line at about 30 mph and push alternately on the left and right grips to steer from one
side of your lane to the other. If you are riding a cruiser-style machine with “laid back™
ergonomics, try pulling both grips toward the direction you want to go. To turn left, pull
both grips toward the left. To turn right, pull both grips toward the right. tractice con-
trolling direction by countersteering rather than just by thinking lean the bike.

Since the grips are positioned behind the steering axis, pushing the grips toword the turn countersteers the front wheel.

Braking
While driving a four-wheeler, you’ve probably had to jam on the brakes once
or twice to avoid collisions. 1f your car has ABS, you didn’t even shide the tires. If



it has an automatic transmission, you didn’t have to squeeze the clutch or shift to
neutral. You probably brought the vehicle to a stop without rolling it, catapulting it
into a forward flip, or falling out the door and sliding down the pavement on your
chin. All you had to do was jam down the power brake pedal with your foot and
hang on.

Back on a motorcycle, you need to remind yourself that braking is much more
involved. You have both the front lever and rear pedal to manipulate, as well as the
throttle and clutch. And you need to maintain balance while you’re braking. You
need to feel what the tires are doing and progressively apply more front brake as the
weight pitches forward, but not so much that the tires slide.

If you intend to pull off a panic stop successfully, whether in a straight line or in
a curve, you need proficient braking skills, and that means developing the right
habits. First, make a point of covering the front brake lever during your next ride. If
you aren’t covering the front brake, you may forget to use it or not get on the brake
in time to avoid a smasho. Consciously use the front brake during every stop and as
part of your cornering sequence. When slowing for a turn, squeeze the front brake
lightly to help make that a habit. Approaching a busy intersection, squeeze the front
brake enough to slow the bike a bit and get the discs heated up.

Second, get in some serious quick-stop practices now and again. Braking is a fine
art, and you can’t expect to be good at it if you don’t practice or if your last practice was
three years ago during a training course. Find a vacant strip of clean. level pavement
away from traffic, and practice quick stops for an hour or two at least once each year.

How About Laying It Down?

There are still a few vintage riders around who believe that the quickest way to
stop is to toss the bike on its side and grind to a stop on the nuts and bolts. But
throwing the bike down isn’t without risk and can be shockingly expensive with
today’s plastic-covered bikes. For most situations. a quicker stop on pavement can
usually be made on the rubber, which has much more traction than plastic, steel, or
aluminum.

What’s more, remember that forward energy? It might sound a little macabre, but
if you realize that you're going to crash into something, wouldn't it be best to reduce
the impact forces? If [ know I can’t avoid smacking my body into the side of a pick-
up truck. wouldn’t it be a lot better to stay on the brakes and bang into it at 5 mph
rather than slam into it at 25 mph?

In my opinion, the best option for avoiding pain is to keep the bike on the rubber
and concentrate on a maximum energy quick stop. If it happens that the other guy man-
ages to get out of my way, I can always get back up to speed after easing off the brakes.

Ride the Twisties

Aggressive riders need no encouragement to find a twisty road. Conservative rid-
ers may need a little push. Even if you see yourself as a conservative rider, it i$ worth-
while to spend some time on twisty roads because that’s an excellent way to get skill-
ful at changing direction quickly. Sure, you can practice emergency swerves in a park-
ing lot, but in a crisis such as a left-turning car making a quick turn in front of you,
you’ll probably resort to habits. And the most practical way to develop swerving habits
Is to ride a twisty road that requires you to change direction quickly and frequently.

It’s important, though, to practice the right habits. During your next ride on a
twisty road, ride at a slow pace well within your perceived limit, and concentrate
on specific cornering techniques. For instance, first concentrate on achieving an
entry speed that allows you to roll on the throttle all the way around the turn, then



concentrate on a better line, then on r
keeping your eyes level, and so on. !
Use your front brake to help slow
the bike to cornering speed, look as
far through the turn as you can to
plan a delayed apex line, and then
ease on the throttle as you counter-
steer the bike into the turn. Keep
your head up, your eyes level with
the horizon, and your nose pointed
in the direction you want the bike
to go.

The point is to get more familiar
with leaning the bike over and to
gain some confidence in your tires.
If you can also smooth out your
braking, throttle control, counter-
steering, and cornering lines, those !
are additional payoffs that you can |

. . — . —_
use for either fmore Eil?_loyment O: As you lean the bike inta the furn, keep your head up, your
keeping more traction “in the bank eyes level with the horizon, and your nose pointed toward
for emergencies, where you wanl to go.

The most proclicol way to develop swerving habils is to ride a twisty road.

Re- "1g' .e Surface

One big concern about riding two-wheelers i1s maintaining balance, and that depends
upon traction. A four-wheeler or sidecar rig can slide the tires without falling down.
Sliding the front tire on a two-wheeler can quickly result in a fall down. Remember, a
motorcycle is balanced mostly by steering the front wheel contact patch. whether the
front-end geometry automatically does it or the nder does it. Either way, some traction 1s
required to keep the bike up. If there isn’t sufficient traction, the contact patches can slide
sideways, allowing gravity to pull the bike onto its side. So while a car’s tires can lose



Riding into o blind carner is just as hazardous os riding into o fog bank.

traction in a tight turn, the car will just
drift toward the outside. But if a bike’s
tires lose traction jn a tight turn, the
bike falls down as it slides out. All
motorcyclists understand this, but not
all of us are expert at reading the sur-
face. Nor do we all seem to under-
stand the skills required to negotiate
surface hazards.

To become expert at reading the
surface. first, continue to monitor the
road surface far enough ahead to have
time to take evasive action. The pri-
mary technique is to look for changes
in surface color or texture, indicating
a probable change in traction.

Second, practice techniques for
managing lraction. Nex( time you're
out for a ride on a curvy road, practice
smooth cornering lines and siooth
throttle/brake transitions. Plan your
line to put your tires over tiie most
tractable surface. For instance, if there
1s a slippery white plastic arrow on the

-

If slippery surfaces moke you nervous, the fix is ta get in
some riding time an an unpoved rood.

surface, plan your line to one side of the arrow without having to make a sudden change.

It slippery surfaces make you nervous. the fix is to get in some riding practice
on unpaved roads. Spend a day riding a gravel farm road, or a national forest road.
If you’re too cautious to ride gravel on your big road burner, borrow a smaller dual
sport machine. But whatever you ride, get in some dirt time to gain familiarity. It’s
not just a matier of being able to handle a detour now and then; it’s a matter of learn-
ing more about traction control on all surfaces.



Keep Speed Within Sight Distance

A lot of motorists get into trouble because they don’t adjust speed to what’s hap-
pening. It may be perfectly sensible to motor down the highway at 60 mph in clear
weather, but that’s way too fast when the road disappears into a fog bank. One minor
collision can quickly turn into a major pileup as drivers continue to slam into the fog-
shrouded wreckage at speed. Most motorcyclists would recognize the extreme hazard
of riding into a fog bank on a busy freeway, but some riders don't seem to understand
that riding into a blind turn is just as hazardous as riding into fog. If you constantly
adjust speed to sight distance, you should never be surprised by hazards such as fog,
a stalled car, or a decreasing radius curve.

Next time you’re out for a ride, make a point of adjusting speed to sight distance.
When your view of the road ahead closes up, immediately reduce speed, and don’t be
timid about using the brakes. Sure, you can just roll oft the throttle, but it’s a better habit
to dab the brakes, too, to prepare yourselt for a quick stop. That same technique works
for an intersection where a truck blocks your view of side streets, a twisty road where you
can’t see around the curve, or a hill that blocks your view of what’s on the other side.

Keep Bike Speed Within Your Thinking Speed

It’s tempting to think that horsepower relates to enjoyment of a ride. A bigger,
faster bike should be even more fun. right? Well, there are a lot of high-horsepower
machines out there to give you the opportunity

to find out. More than a few riders have fooled
themselves into thinking that more power
makes up for less skill, only to crash more
expensive machines at higher speeds.

I bring this up because springtime seems to
| get a lot of riders drooling over a newey, faster
ride, and every year there is a new crop of faster,
shinier machines on the showroom floors. A
high-horsepower race replica bike may have
impressive acceleration and speed, but it also
| demands intense control that can drain a lot of
fun out of riding on public roads.

If you've been driving a car at highway
| speeds up to 70 mph or so, your thinking speed
may be way too slow for a bike that accelerates
' up to warp speeds with a half twist of the throt-
tle. Symptoms of allowing a bike to get ahead
of your thinking include running wide in cor-
ners and reacting in panic by suddenly snap-
ping off the gas or jamming on the rear brake.

If you’re scaring yourself too frequently,

More horsepower won’t make up for less skill. there are several options other than buying more

medical insurance or giving up motorcycling.
One option is to trade down to a less powertul, more controllable machine. A bike with
less peak horsepower but a broader torque curve is easier to control. The truth is, for
most of us the limits are determined more by our skill level than by horsepower.

If you're determined to ride a sportbike at 170 mph, you might start thinking about
riding the track instead of the public roads. You can start that journey by taking one or more
of the track school courses. The big advantage of doing your fast riding on the racetrack is
that you don’t have to worry about the usual traffic, surface, and roadside hazards.

You will go out and tune up your skills this spring, won’t you?
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I was having a discussion with a German motorcycle instructor who taught fast
riding at the famous <urburgring racing circuit. I was curious whether he thought
German riders have as much variation in skill as American riders have. He explained
that German riders have to go through much more training and testing to become
licensed compared to their American counterpuil... *ut as in the U.S., some take their
riding more seriously, and it shows in th rskill level. Te went on to suggest that he

e

Slow speed maneuvers are a fip-off 1o a rider’s overall skill level.

could usually predict a rider’s rela-
tive skill level by observing the stu-
dents as they arrived for class: Let
me see a rider maneuvering around
the parking lot, and I can tell you
how good he is at higher speeds.

In other words. a rider’s slow
speed control is an accurate tip-off to
his control skills in general. It a rider
wobbles around the parking lot, ner-
vously dragging his foot-skids or
can’t seem to get the bike to make a
tight U-turn, it’s an indication that he
probably doesn’t have very good con-
trol of the bike at higher speeds either.
(Good cornering control begins with
an understanding of the basics of how
a two-wheeler is balanced.

If you haven’t watched an
observed trial recently, make a point
of finding a trials competition this
year and walch some demonstra-

The Cossacks stunt team specializes in slow speed maneuvers.



tions of absolute motorcycle control. Or watch a stunt team such as the Seattle
Cossacks perform slow-speed maneuvers, often with a rider balanced precariously
on his head or several riders stacked up on one machine.

The object of observed trials is to ride a motorcycle through a series of especially
difficult sections without Josing forward motion, going out of bounds. or having to dab
a foot on the ground. A section may lead uphill through a waterfall, make a U-turn on
top of a slippery log, or lead down a steep slope composed of 10-foot glacial boulders.
Watching a trials competition gives you a fresh idea about proficient riding skills.

Although trials riders make balancing a two-wheeler at slow speeds look easy,
most of the rest of us find it difficult, especially on heavy machines. To think about bal-
ance, let’s pretend that gravity is pulling a bike and rider straight down on a single point
that we’ll call CoG (center of gravity). Since the rider is somewhat flexibly attached to
the motorcycle, we should imagine that rider and machine each has its own CoG. And
let’s imagine that the ring around the tire where it rolls along the ground is just one sin-
gle point at the bottom of the tire that we’ll call the contact patch. Of course, there are
two contact patches, one front and one rear.

Now, so long as the CoGs line up directly over the line between the two contact
patches, the bike stays balanced, whether it is standing still or rolling along. It doesn’t
matter whether the rider is in line with the machine, or whether the ground is level, so
long as the combined CoGs of bike and rider are balanced over the contact patches.
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The bike stays bolonced so long as the combined CoGs of bike and rider are balanced aver the contadt patches.



The important question is how do we keep the CoGs balanced over the contact
patches? What is it that we do to get the motorcycle rebalanced if it starts to fall over
and the pull of gravity is suddenly on one side of the supporting contact patches? Or,
to ask the question in another way, how do we get the bike unbalanced so that it leans
over into a turn?

As an experiment, try balancing a long stick (a yardstick will work) vertically
on your palm. Let go of the top, and try to keep it balanced vertically. You’ll dis-
cover that you have to control the lean angle by moving the bottom of the stick
around. If you don’t have a yardstick handy, try an umbrella, a broom, or a couple
of vacuum cleaner extensions. When you have mastered balancing it standing still,
try keeping it balanced while walking around in a circle.

Hold on! What's all this balancing vardstick business got to do with motorcycles?
you may be wondering. Well, it helps explain how we balance a motorcycle or get
it leaned over into a corner. Really, put the book down, go get a stick, and do the
experiment.

First of all, notice that the most stable part of the stick is somewhere in the mid-
dle. Second, notice that to keep the stick from falling over toward the right, you have
to move the bottom even farther right. Third, to balance the stick while walking in a
circle, you have to lean the stick toward the turn, and you do that by moving the bot-
tom of the stick away from the turn.

The point is that balancing a stick is a lot like balancing a two-wheeler. We con-
trol lean angle by moving the front contact patch sideways, not by moving the top of
the bike and rider. Steering the front wheel away from the turn makes the top of the
bike and rider lean toward the turn.

CONTACT PATCH

Steering the fron! wheel away from the turn makes the top of the bike and rider lean toword the turn.



As most of us have discovered, it is difficult to balance a big motorcycle while
standing still or even rolling along at a very slow speed. Just a breath of wind or a bump
in the road can shift things off center, and gravity is eager to pull it all down toward the
ground. One reason slow-speed balance is so difficult is that the front contact patch
doesn’t move sideways very quickly at slow speeds. In order to keep the machine bal-
anced upright, it might be helpful to understand a bit of the physics involved.

Inertia

An object standing still wants to remain where it is. An object in motion wants
to keep moving. This is a basic property of matter we call inertia. Kick a brick on the
ground or try to catch a thrown brick, and you’ll get the idea. A spinning wheel wants
to keep spinning. A motorcycle zooming down a straight highway wants to keep
zooming straight ahead at the same speed. Technically, inertia isn’t a force, but it pro-
vides a stability against which other forces can push and pull. Think of this inertial
stability of the motorcycle as a sort of rubbery ball joint around which the motorcy-
cle can be leaned.

Gyroscopic Forces

In addition to their other tasks, the wheels of a motorcycle act as gyroscopes. A
spinning gyro generates a stabilizing force that gets stronger as the wheel spins faster.
So at highway speeds, a motorcycle’s wheels and tires provide a great deal of stability,
helping the motorcycle remain vertical and pointed straight ahead. At slower speeds,
the wheels provide almost no gyroscopic stability. That’s one reason it’s easier to bal-
ance at highway speed than while creeping along at a slow speed.

Gyros have some interesting reactions to the movements of an axle. If you lift a
gyro by its axle and pivot the axle toward the left (like turning the front wheel left), the
gyro wants to lean over toward the right. That reaction is called gyroscopic precession.

It’s tempting to think that gyroscopic precession is what makes the motorcycle
lean, but there are a lot of clues that it’s not the dominant steering force at any rea-
sonable road speeds. First, remember that a motorcycle wheel is rolling along the
ground, not suspended in the air. Second, the actual movement of the front end away
from center is slight—perhaps 1/2 degree or | degree. Such small angles aren’t
enough to generate much precession force. Also, it is still possible to balance a two-
wheeler at 5 mph, at which point the gyroscopic precession is almost nonexistent.

By comparison, tire traction is much stronger than gyroscopic precession—at
least within any speeds attainable by a street motorcycle. Traction can generate side
forces equal to the weight on a wheel. If the front wheel is supporting 300 pounds,
the front tire can exert a steering force of 300 pounds.

If you think back to how you balanced that yardstick, you’ll realize that balanc-
ing is a process of steps. Sometimes you are moving the bottom of the stick toward
the turn, sometimes away; sometimes pushing forward on the bottom, sometimes
pulling back. It’s the same way with balancing a two-wheeler, except that we have
the advantage of two contact patches.

With the motorcycle rolling along, we control balance mostly by adjusting the
relative position of the front tire contact patch. For example, if we start to fall over
toward the left, we can shift the relative position of the contact patch toward the left
until the bike is again balanced. The way we adjust the relative position of the con-
tact patch is by turning the front wheel slightly away from the direction we want the
motorcycle to lean. The wheel tracks off center, shifting its position sideways in rela-
tion to the CoGs. The faster the wheel is spinning, the quicker it will track off cen-
ter, which 1s the main reason balancing gets easier at road speeds.



We can also help control balance by shifting our body weight around as the tri-
als riders do. Loading one footpeg places more of your weight on one side of the
bike. How much effect that will have depends on your weight compared to the
bike. The smaller the motorcycle, the more effect you’ll get. The heavier the
machine, the less influence body steering will have. If you stand on the pegs, hold
the bars steady, and lean way over to one side the bike may lean in response to your
weight shift but not change direction much. Slam your knee against the tank on a
250 dual sport and it will change direction even if you are trying to hold the handle-
bars steady.

A heavy bike may lean in respanse fo your weight shift but not change direction much.

Next time you’re out riding, try it. Get off the saddle and shift your weight over
to one footpeg and then the other. 1f you consciously hold the handlebars steady, you
may be amazed to discover that the bike just leans over a bit but doesn’t change
direction. Of course, with a lightweight bike, just nudging the tank with your knees
will probably push the bike onto a new course. Although countersteering the handle-
bars is the most powerful and accurate steering input, the slower you are riding the
more important it is to get your weight off the saddle and onto the pegs, and lean the
bike independently of your body.

Front-End Geometry

The front end of a motorcycle has some interesting geometry that contributes to bal-
ance. The front tire contact patch trails behind the pivot line (steering axis) of the front
end to provide a self-centering effect similar to a front wheel on a shopping cart. But
because the steering axis on a motorcycle is leaned back, turning the handlebars left to
right causes the steering head to move sideways too. Consider what happens when the
front end is steered. With the bike stationary, pivoting the front wheel to the right moves
the steering head (and therefore the front half of the motorcycle) to the right.



The best way to see this for yourself is by si...ng on your bike and monitoring
the location of the steering head as you turn the bar, left then right. Get the bike bal-
anced on both tires, and turn the front wheel toward the left then over to the right.
While you're doing this experiment, notice that the bike wants to lean toward the
direction you are sic 1'ng. ** hat™; not so obvious is that the steering head drops
slightly as the wheel is turned off center. It takes slightly more force to turn the wheel
back toward center because you're also lifting the front of the bike.

So, turning the handlebars does help control balance, even when the bike is
standing still. That helps explain how trials riders are able to balance the bike at a
standstill. Of course they also shift weight on the pegs, and that has a considerable
effect on a lightweight trials bike.
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While inertia, gyroscopic stability, and front-end geometry all contribute to
straight-ahead stability, we can causc the motorcycle to change its lean angle by
momentarnly steering the front contact patch away from the direction we want to go.
It’s called countersteering because we momentarily steer the front wheel opposite, or
counter, to the direction we want the bike to lean.

We momentarily steer the front wheel apposite ta the direction we want the hike to lean.

As the front wheel tracks out on a slight tangent away from center, the motorcycle
responds by rolling sideways. It may seem that the bike immediately begins to turn as
soon as you countersteer, but the bike must first roll toward the turn before it starts to
change direction. Even at highway speed, it takes approximately one second to get the
bike rolled over far enough for it to actually begin to change direction. When the bike
rolls over far enough for the turn we have in mind, we relax pressure on the grips, allow-
ing the front wheel to re-center, and then swing slightly toward the turn. The bike is bal-
anced in a lean, with gravity pulling against centrifugal force and axles pointed more-
or-less toward the center of the turn.



Countersteering is simply adjusting the position of the contact patch by momentar-
ily steering opposite to the direction you want to lean, just like balancing that yardstick.
If you rode slowly through a puddle of water and then made a turn, you could go back
and look at the tire tracks to see how the front tire out-tracks just before the bike starts
to turn. We countersteer whenever we need to adjust the lean angle, whether to stay ver-
tical in a straight line, adjust lean angle while leaned over, or straighten up from a turn.

It’s important to recognize that countersteering isn’t simply a matter of turning the
front wheel in the wrong direction and holding it but rather a process of steps that we
repeat over and over as we guide the bike. If you're really interested in the technical
details, Hugh H. Hurt, Jr. published a paper, “Motorcycle Handling and Collision
Avoidance: Anatomy of a Turn,” back in 1973 for the Second International Congress
on Automotive Safety. It’s an old report but still a concise description of what happens.

I’s more difficult to balance at
slower speeds, but I can offer some
suggestions for better control. It is usu-
ally easier to balance at a slow speed
when you are standing on the pegs. It
might appear that standing on the pegs
raises a rider’s CoG. But if you com-
pare balancing a broomstick to balanc-
ing a thin book, you’ll appreciate that
the book requires a lot more effort. The
lesson here 1s that it isn’t important to
have a low CoG to have good balance
at slow speeds. What is important is
allowing the rider’s weight to be car-
ried loosely from the bike so the rider
can quickly lean the bike.

It’s also not smart to drag your
boots on the ground. Yes, you can push
the bike back into balance with your
feet, but you can also break an ankle if
your foot gets caught under a peg or
crashbar. If you feel a need to stick out
your foot-skids, that’s a hint you aren’t
countersteering the handlebars enough
to control balance, and you’re planted
too firmly in the saddle.

When making tight slow-speed
turns such as U-turns, the technique is
to shift your weight to the outside,
turn your head to look where you want
to go, lean the bike over toward the
turn, and ease on enough throttle to
pull it around. It’s okay to drag the
rear brake a little (unless your bike has
integrated rear-front brakes). but don’t
squeeze the clutch and try to coast
with the bike leaned over; keep the
engine pulling.

Slide your bull over 1o the outside of the saddle in a tight U-turn.




If you ride a cruiser with forward-mounted footpegs or floorboards, it’s almost
impossible to balance your weight over your feet. So with cruiser ergonomics, the
technique is to slide your butt over to the outside of the saddle in a tight turn.

Reluctant to Turn?

There are some heavyweight bikes around with a limited steering lock that
makes them difficult to balance in tight turns. The problem is when the front fork hits
the stops, you can’t countersteer the bike any farther to prevent it from falling over.
All you can do to prevent a fall is to throw your weight to the outside and roll on
more throttle. You may instinctively take a dab with your boot in the attempt to pre-
vent a fall, but even expensive plastic bodywork is still cheaper than a broken ankle.
So, if you’re riding a bike with limited turning angles and expensive bodywork (the
BMW K1 comes to mind), it’s understandable if you're paranoid about tight slow-
speed turns. Don’t be bashful about dismounting and pushing the bike around to get
out of a tight spot.

But if you're riding a standard machine and can’t get it to make a tight U-turn.
it’s probably your reluctance to force it over to the necessary lean angle. Remember,
you control lean angle primarily by pushing on the grips, not by poking your elbows
out or hunching your shoulders toward the inside. To turn tighter toward the left,
imagine pushing both grips a little harder toward the left. The farther over you lean
the bike, the tighter it will turn. The only limiting factor is ground clearance, the pri-
mary reason for shifting your weight to the outside. And remember, don’t slip the
clutch and try to coast around a tight U-turn. Keep your feet on the pegs and the
engine pulling all the way around.

One payoff of practicing the slow ride is being able to show off your U-turn skills
at a breakfast meeting. But the bigger payoff is being in better control of your motor-
cycle, whether you’re puttering around the parking lot, riding across the slippery grass
into the rally site, exploring unpaved roads, or motoring proficiently through the
twisties at warp speeds. As the German riding instructor pointed out, your slow speed
skills are a giveaway about your general skill level. And we’re all watching!

Your homework for understanding balance is simple: practice the slow ride, both
straight ahead and in a figure eight. Take your favorite road burner out to some clean,
level pavement, and ride it in a straight line as slowly as you can. Some riders prac-
tice their slow ride technique while easing up to red lights or when entering the com-
pany parking lot each morning. Try balancing while seated on the saddle, and then
try standing on the pegs. While creeping along, shift your weight to the right foot-
peg. then to the left.

After you’ve practiced standing on the pegs in a straight line, try circles left and
right, and then a figure-eight box. You can mark out a box with chalk or cones if you
want, but you can practice the figure eight without any references on the surface.
You’ll know when you’re going wide and when you’re turning as tightly as possible.

The trick is to support most of your body weight on the outside footpeg and to
keep the engine pulling. At the crossover, smoothly ease your weight onto the other
footpeg. The tighter the turn, the farther you must lean the bike to the inside. But if
you have trouble with tight turns, set out a 20-foot-wide box. You might surprise
yourself when you keep pulling the markers in and find you can turn your bike
tighter and tighter once you get the hang of it. My suggestion is to practice a few fig-
ure eights at the conclusion of every ride when you have a warm engine. You don’t
want to attempt the figure eight on a cold engine because it’s more likely to stall.
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Pulling out onto a busy state highway during the morning rush hour, I was concen-
trating on accelerating to keep ahead of traffic. [t isn’t smart to pull in front of someone
and then creep along. Quick glances in the mirrors confirmed that | wasn’t holding any-
one up. But glancing in the mirrors distracted me from what was about to happen ahead.

An oncoming truck hit a piece of steel angle lying in the road. The steel piece
instantly flipped and spun into my lane. For an instant, my brain struggled to respond
to the crisis. Here was a piece of road
shrapnel skittering at me like an incom-
ing missile. heavy enough and strong
enough to punch right through me or
my bike. I needed to get out of its way
as quickly as possible.

Without any conscious decision to
swerve, my right hand suddenly pushed
hard on the right grip. and held it until
the bike responded by leaning right and
arcing off toward the shoulder. The
swerve was barely in time to avoid a dis-
aster. With a clanging thud. the steel
debris bounced off the bike’s trame and |

clattered across the lane. To recover
from the swerve and stay on the road, I
pushed hard on the left grip until the
bike leaned hard left and the howling
front tire managed to force the bike back
toward my lane. A nudge on the nght
arip stabilized the bike again. The crisis
was over within seconds, but it took a A piece of road shrapnel can be heavy enough and
while longer for me to calm down. strong enough 1o punch right through the bike.




Usually, if we're looking far enough ahead we can spot potential hazards and
makg¢ a correction to avoid being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But once in
a while, a hazard Jeaps out at us with no warning. and we need to pull off a last-sec-
ond evasive maneuver.

The most useful get-out-of-the-way tactic 1s often a quick stop. Accelerating
might help outrun a problem, but speeding up increases forward energy. which
makes it even harder to stop or swerve. In a situation like the one described, stopping
wasn ta good option, and speeding up wouldn't have helped. The best tactic was to
maintain speed and attempt to swerve around the problem.

First, let’s review the dynamics of how a two-wheeler is made to swerve. Then
let’s discuss how to develop the habits that make a quick swerve possible.

It 1s important to recognize that two-wheelers take longer to start changing
direction than four-wheelers do. When a driver yanks on the steering wheel of a
car, the front wheels immediately turn and start pushing the car into a different
direction. The tires may complain, but the front of the car starts to turn almost
instantaneously.

Although it may seem that a bike starts to change direction immediately. even
before it gets leaned over, it’s really the top of the bike (and the rider’s head) that's
starting to roll toward the turn before the hike actually starts to change direction.
Depending upon the weight of the motorcycle and how hard the rider pushes on the
grip, it may take a half second or longer to get the bike leaned over sufficiently to
change direction. The bike doesn’t actually start to turn until it leans over far enough
that the front wheel can be steered back toward center.

With power steering and power brakes, a car driver can yank quickly enough on
the steering wheel or stomp hard enough on the brakes to snap the tires loose without
much risk of taking a tumble down the tarmac. If a motorcyclist pushes hard enough
to punch through the traction envelope, he or she will be gelting up close and person-
al with the pavement. So. a motorcycle not only requircs more actions and more time
to get it turned but also demands more of the rider’s skill to avoid a fall.

A swerve is really just two quick turns, first one way and then the other. The first
turn is to get the bike leaned over and moving away from the problem. The second
turn is to get it straightened out again to stay on the road. When we combine a pair
of opposite turns in quick sequence, there's a lot of stuff going on in short order, and
we need to understand the details.
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rorcetul changes of direction can eat up all of the available tire traction, front
and rear. lhere’s only so much traction to go around, and during a swerve we can’t
afford to squander traction needlessly on either accelerating or braking. Even the
stickiest tires available don’t have enough traction for rapid swerving and hard brak-
ing at the same time. Scary as it seems, the best tactic for swerving 1s to stay off the
brakes and hold the throttle steady, conserving all of the available traction for steer-
ing. A steady throttle hand 1s just as important as staying off the brakes because snap-
ping the throttle closed would apply engine braking to the rear wheel, just as if the
rider had stepped on the rear brake pedal.

You can brake (or accelerate) either before or after swerving, but the actions need
to be separated. In other words, brake, then get off the brakes and swerve. Or swerve,
then get the bike straight and upright before you brake. And in case you’re wonder-
ing, ABS won’t help avoid a skid caused by swerving too aggressively.



sountersteering

Motorcycles are balanced and steered by
both bodysteering and countersteering, but
countersteering is the most powerful input.
Push on the right grip to turn right; push on
the left grip to turn left. Every two-wheeled
motorcyclist does this, whether they under-
stand the dynamics or not. But in spite of
years of information about countersteering, |
continue to bump into riders who have never
heard of it or have never figured it out. They
just get on a bike and do it, without under-
standing what countersteering means.

Is that a problem? Well, yes. You can’t
make a motorcycle swerve rapidly without
pushing forcefully on the grips. For that mat-
ter, you've got to know which grip to push
on. There have been instances where novice
riders have panicked, tried to steer away from
a left-turning car, and swerved themselves
directly into a collision.

Normally, we apply only modest pressure
on the grips, plus a bit of body English, to
achieve those smooth cornering lines that maxi-
muze traction. But when an emergency swerve is
needed. the push on the grip must be forceful.
You can shove a lot harder on the grip than you
might think before the front tire begins to slide,
even on wet pavement. It is also important to
keep pushing on the grip until the bike gets
leaned over and starts to change direction. The
harder you push on the grip, the quicker the
machine will lean. The longer you hold the push,
the farther the machine will lean and the tighter
the yadius of turn (up to the Limits of traction or
ground clearance, of course).

Now, Jet’s think through the swerving
sequence, in this case to the right.

1. Hold a steady throttle, push hard on the
right grip, and hold the pressure until
the bike leans over far enough to swerve
toward the right. As the bike rolls into a
lean, the front wheel actually out-tracks
to the left until the bike begins to turn.

2. Once around the danger, recover from
the right swerve and get the bike point-
ed back toward the lane again. Push
hard on the left grip to roll the bike from
a right lean into a left lean. The front
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Emergency swerves aren’t much different from ¢
normal S-turn, except a lol quicker.




wheel will out-track even farther to the right as the bike leans, and then tire
traction pushes the motorcycle back toward the lane.

3. To recover from the swerve, relax pressure on the left grip and press lightly
on the right grip to get the bike stabilized in a straight line again.

If you think about it, emergency swerves aren’t much different from a normal S-
turn, except that the turns are much closer together and therefore a lot quicker.

An emergency is just a hazard that arrives more suddenly than you expect. If you
know that an oncoming truck is going to launch a missile at you exactly at a big yellow
X painted on the pavement. you could just ease out of the way early or get yourself pre-
pared for a major swerve. If you know for sure that the pickup truck at the next intersec-
tion is going to make a sudden left turn in front of you just as you cross the pedestrian
line, you could do a quick stop before you get there. In real life, we occasionally
encounter hazardous situations we can’t predict, and we just aren’t prepared for any emer-
gency maneuvers. In a microsecond, we are faced with a hazard with no time to get set.

It seems to be some sort of human characteristic that when faced with a sudden
need to do something, we react first and think about it afterward. The brain reverts
to habits in a crisis. The brain makes a quick decision, the body responds to that sub-
conscious decision, and after it’s all over we’ll think about it consciously. In other
words, when push comes to shove, our habits determine what we will actually do.

Of course we also have some instincts left over from our cave dweller days. The
trouble is that our survival instincts were developed from thousands of years at walk-
ing and running speeds. When we face a crisis at motorcycling speed. we need to
overpower our survival instincts and follow the habits that best suit the situation. The
solution is to practice a variety of skills to give our brains several options. Swerving
should be one of those options.

[ submit that learning special emergency maneuvers is not of much value. For
me, countersteering is how I control the bike every time I ride. It’s not a special eva-
sive maneuver [ reserve for emergencies. I suggest that the way to prepare for swerv-
ing is to practice countersteering, rather than just thinking, lean into the turn, all the
time as you ride along.

For the same reasons, it’s important to practice good throttle control. If you’re in
the habit of rolling off the gas every time you lean into a curve, wouldn't you expect
to snap the throttle closed during a quick swerve? If you’re in the habit of rolling on
a little throttle in turns and making seamless throttle-brake-throttle transitions, you're
better prepared to hold a steady throttle while swerving.

= a
Quick, Stop!

One of the MCN staff writers was riding down out of the hills toward work one morn-
ing, as usual a few knots over the limit. It had started to drizzle, but he'd been riding this
same urban street every day and knew every curve, bump, and crack. And besides, he was
riding a test bike with sticky tires and awesome brakes. The wake-up call came as he
rounded a blind turn to discover a giant excavator digging a big hole in the street, with sev-
eral cars sliding to a halt as the flagman flipped out the one and only waming sign.

The MCN guy immediately hit the brakes, but the rain-slick downhill section was
getting slippery with mud, and he quickly realized that there was no way he could stop
short of smacking into the car ahead of him. He pointed the bike between the cars and
the curb to gain a little stopping distance and focused on maximum braking. Those
“sticky” tires weren’t of much use on mud, but he managed to slither through the mess



and bring the bike to a halt inches away from the excavator’s crawler tracks.

I frequently suggest that a quick stop is often the most reliable evasive tactic for
avoiding crashes, but pulling off a quick stop successfully on slippery surfaces
demands considerable skill. Sure, bikes have excellent brakes these days. and some
even have ABS, linked, or integrated front/rear systems. But you still need to use that
computer between your ears.

Let’s think about quick stops in real world conditions. First, we’ll consider the
bike and its brake systems, then rider capabilities, and finally I'll suggest some prac-
tice exercises to help you improve your stopping skills.

You never know when your braking skills will get the big test.
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