Mr Average

Have you ever wondered why you volunteer to do things that you know someone else can do better?

I think I have the answer.

I didn’t become involved with Moto X until I was 49.  By involved I mean riding.  You think that’s a bit old don’t you?  Well for your information, I know it’s old.  When I was a young lad I was a regular spectator at Scrambles at the now lost Brownhills circuit, and I decided that when I was old enough I would own a Greeves, Sprite, AJS, Matchless, BSA, Triumph Metisse, Cotton………….

Sorry, did I mention that as you get older the past goes all rosy and you remember all the great names of yesteryear and the memories that go with them.  Usually at this point of these articles I would name drop as well (you know Smith, Bickers, Lampkin etc) but none of you youngsters would know who I was talking about, and if the older readers put down the Saga Magazine they would flood Off Road Rider Magazine with name dropping games which would bore me as much as they do you. (Just for the record Smith, Bickers, Lampkin etc never rode at Brownhills….. or did they?)
By the time I was 14 I had appeared on TV at the Brownhills circuit during a Scramble, unfortunately my parents failed to record this moment on DVD or video as they hadn’t been invented then, plus in truth I was still only a spectator.

We didn’t have Schoolboy Scrambles at this time and so I saved the money I earned from my paper round (quaint ethic kids called work) until I was 15 and decided to buy a BSA C15 and convert it to a Scrambler.  I can’t remember why I picked on this totally unsuitable motorcycle but it is a trait that has followed me all of my life.
Mother and Father decided that it was poor idea (not the bike, riding) and they would double my money if I bought a kart.  You can imagine, I took a lot of convincing, five minutes later we were off to Birmingham and visiting Bill & Kens Karting Emporium at Dale End.
Moms & Dads are not always right, being six foot and thirteen and a half stone (believe) was a distinct disadvantage to being five foot two inches at eight stone, but I was successful, as the only injury I sustained was a lost big toe nail (if anyone finds it I am not interested!).
At 21 years of age I was working seven days a week (that work ethic again), Karting was behind me but the love of my life suggested that we do something different on a Sunday.  She suggested scrambling.  I did casually mention that I was a seasoned Kart racer, one of my fellow competitors being Nigel Mansell (did I mention about older people name dropping), she was interested but fortunately I realised at an early stage that racing come backs usually prove how slow you were in the first place.
Scrambling it is then, the only proviso from my loved one was don’t buy one of those things that sound like a tin can (two stroke very successful) buy one of those big noisy things (four stroke had its day).

With this generous and helpful information I went out and bought a 250 Sprite in a box.  In those days if you bought anything new in kit form (packaged in a box) it avoided purchase tax, the forerunner of vat (Vat is what you pay if you don’t use cash, cash is what you use when you have no more credit).

Unfortunately my Sprite was eight years old and it was in a box because it was useless.  Never the less I put it back together and confirmed the tragic truth that despite this bike being either in a box or in one piece it was still useless.  Even more to the point my mentor, guide and unknowingly at this point, wife to be had noticed that this bike was a two stroke.
It had to go.

While the box of bits was being assembled (you used to do it yourself in those days) I had joined a Scramble Club.  At the same time as my technical advisor was telling me which type of bike to buy she also instructed me on which club to join.  At the time we were at the Brownhills circuit which was being used by a newly formed club the Burntwood Barracudas.  We reached a decision that this was the club to join.  The next Wednesday I attended a club meeting.  I knew no one there and as I awkwardly walked through the door I knew this was the place for me.  Everyone stopped talking and looked towards me.  Deathly silence.  My first reaction was to check my trouser zip as everyone looked astounded, but as I was not sure what sort of club I had entered, I should ask questions first.  I walked up to the bar and spoke to the first person there, I felt safe, his back was towards me.  The conversation followed like this word for word;

Me

“Is this the Burntwood Barracudas”

Member
“I am the Burntwood Barracudas, the star performer”

Me

“I would like to join”

Member
“Who sent you here?”

You can see I felt at home right away, the room remained silent.

Me

“No one, I just came”

Member
“So you like to play around?”

I did check my trouser zip.

The member was Stuart Simms and he talked me into joining the club, applying for a licence and entering my first meeting.  I did try to mention that my machine was useless but as I found out to my cost, Stuart always had an answer and indeed still does.
The next weekend I met Bunny Ward at Wakelin Ward.  Bunny was one of the most genuine guys I ever met (that was a name drop unlike Stuart), I told him I was racing next weekend and I needed a bike and all of the kit to wear. 

That great guy Bunny took my useless Sprite in part exchange for a useless Greeves.  I felt great!  I paid for the bike and he gave me the kit on ‘tick’.  For those of you who are unfamiliar with the phrase ‘on tick’ what it basically meant was that I would forever be in debt to Bunny, and as I didn’t know any better, he could sell me his obsolete kit (does anyone remember leather trousers, ACU shirts, Kangol helmets and Carrera goggles?).
Well I didn’t race the weekend after, but I did ride at the first meeting at Branston (by the way, Carrera goggles were great).

I never completed a lap.  I went down the middle hill, the one we usually go up now, and crashed one third of the way down when my front brake cable snapped.  My right arm swelled to the size of a weight lifter, making it impossible to use for work or at home.  I will always be grateful for the incident teaching me how to drink beer with my left arm.

I was so ashamed at falling off I had to carry on racing, plus I was still paying off the ‘tick’.  Don’t ever borrow from a pessimist, they don’t expect it back, unfortunately Bunny Ward was an optimist.
The next year I bought a Cheney BSA 440.  Everyone else had Bultaco’s and Montesa’s, fantastic bikes at the time, my Cheney took me out of the Juniors into the Seniors at Church Lench, with its speedway style start, instead of the normal elastic gate (they hurt if you cross the ditch too soon, older readers only understand) and its railway sleeper jump.  My trophy was presented by a fantastic road racer called Percy Tait.  Unfortunately my Mother and Father did not know Percy and did not hear his entire introduction.  All they heard was that he was a successful Pig Farmer.
 It was some weeks before my Mother confided why she could not understand what a Pig Farmer was doing presenting her son with his first all important trophy.  I explained what had happened and my Father grunted his approval.
The next season I bought a tin can again despite advice from the future ‘er indoors’.  It was Lee Wrights (names again) white Maico.  Red ones came later.  I always thought Lee was a very intelligent rider and if only he had stopped smoking he could have been at the top of his class.  Who can forget his Father if they were lucky enough to meet him.  How wise he was.  Anyway Lee always had a big smile when we met, but I never did find out if he liked me or he was amazed that someone had brought his bloody awful bike after him.

My old Cheney used to bend its front forks from time to time and I always carried a spare set of Stanchions (great bikes).  However the Maico forks were twice as thick and I knew they wouldn’t bend so easily, and they didn’t.  Well not until I hit hard bumps under braking at Mercaston Sandbowl and I went over the top and down a twenty foot bank (you kids don’t know what a great bike is).  The Stanchions didn’t bend, the alloy sliders did.
That settled it.  The next year, when I was better I bought a CCM, an ex factory bike which was set up for a factory rider.  Now I am not name dropping now but anyone who knew Vic Eastwood, would realise that he was about five foot six and ten stone and I was six foot and fourteen stone.  Despite my Father and myself making weekly visits to the CCM factory at Bolton to keep the bike going (fantastic machine), no one ever mentioned that the bike had been totally altered to match his personal requirements and had been thrashed to death.  It didn’t matter, my technical advisor come fiancé told me that when it was running it sounded better than the other bikes.  Incidentally riders of old CCMs will normally tell you that they had to park at the top of hills in the paddock because you could not kick-start these bikes up, in fact it was the fashion to ride without a kick-start lever.  More importantly some half wit talked CCM into fitting these machines with an ignition system which needed charging off your car after each race.  You didn’t need the hill for just the bike your car battery was normally flat as well!
It was on this bike that I probably had my worst fall at Branston.  This was in the day of the open face helmet and face guards clipped to goggles (another useless idea, take you goggles off, squint and loose your teeth, ask Dale Moreton).  All was going well on the day.  The CCM had taken me to two first places in two races and it was still running for the third, very unusual, but no, the chain came off on the first lap, again unusual for a CCM they nearly always came off on the last stage of the race.  Anyway by the last lap I am up to third then disaster I get crossed up going downhill and finish up going down without the bike, feet first with my fantastic faceguard shovelling soil into my mouth faster then a nip could do it on a Japanese game show.
I do not recall which part of the rescue I enjoyed the most.  I was unable to move, no one knew why, but the first aid rolled me on my back.  Whilst in a trance like dream, due to lack of oxygen, they began removing soil from my mouth and nose.  I feared the worse when the first aider stepped back holding a piece of vein which had been forced out of my mouth.  I almost fainted but was saved by someone in the crowd looking on saying ‘look at the size of that worm’.  I didn’t faint but I was sick.

Unfortunately it had been a busy day at Branston and all of the stretchers and ambulances had gone, so I was carried off in a tarpaulin.  I was happy with that, a  

few meetings before a lad that had a broken neck was carried off on a door and bundled into the back of a transit.  I couldn’t be too bad.  Well you know what they say, if everything is going well you have obviously overlooked something
By the time I reached my car I had forgotten all of my injury’s sustained on the track but my tarpaulin induced back injury was giving me severe pain.  My Mom shouted at my rescuers and they left, she pulled off my shirt and said, looking aghast ‘Son you have broken your shoulder’.  I said ‘bloody hell Mom how do you know that?’, the first aid couldn’t find a thing wrong with me other than constant vomiting and sever bruising on the back from the tarp.  She said ‘Well I pulled your shirt off and your collar bone is sticking out six inches’

The final insult was that my technical advisor would not let me go to Burton Hospital which is half a mile away.  I should explain that at this point she was a radiographer in Birmingham and ‘that lot’ in Burton were nowhere near good enough to tackle the job.  That’s why I had to go home, have a shower and then go to Good Hope Hospital.  Her friends couldn’t see her fiancée dirty.
The next year I bought a CZ 360.  I took advice from all I could, my technical advisor had lost interest as next winter we were to be married!  I reasoned that although it was a two stroke every one said they were reliable and cheap to run.  This was important because although at this point I was receiving some money from a sponsor, this didn’t cover our weekly trip to Bolton for CCM parts.
I completed the year on the CZ without injury, it was fantastic, everyone was pleased, I wasn’t, the stupid bike was always broken down, no wonder I never fell off (OK this is it, those were the days).  Gearbox parts, electrical parts, bloody forks again.  I could not fetch the parts, it was too far, my Father had to do this as the nearest and best CZ dealer was over in the East pre A14 days.

Mick Berrill I made you the man you are.

I bought a new bike two weeks prior to getting married.  It came in a box and I hid it in the garage of our new house.  I thought it would make a nice surprise for my technical advisor when we came back off honeymoon.

Bad decision and I don’t think it was because it was a two stroke.

Maico was winning everything, it was the bike to have, it was the only one to consider.  I bought a Montesa.  I might as well have bought that BSA C15.  People stopped talking to me in the paddock, I always got a high number in the start box.  The good point was you could always find me in the programme.  The name stuck out like a Scotsman at a cash point.

The Montesa was good, once you were used to the flywheel constantly shearing off and the rear brake always breaking (note the difference in spelling kids) why did it always do that on the first bend?  I still hold the record for causing the most red flag incidents before a lap was complete in a season.

My technical advisor had now also become team accountant and knowing that the sound was important insisted on a CCM four valve the next year.  I was amazed.  You couldn’t keep a CCM going with two valves, how did you do it with four.  I was right our weekly visits to Bolton began again and were legendary.  Amazingly as well despite all of the development, the four valve was slower than the twin valve.  Never mind, I was glad to be paying for Bob Wrights last gasp to beat these other bikes which were appearing.  I knew the likes of Honda, Suzuki and Kawaski with there flimsy engineering would soon give up in the world of Scrambling.
So now I mounted a concerted campaign in the AMCA four stroke championships.  It should have been called the CCM championship although a couple of guys had Yamahas.  How stupid they were, also reliable and won quite often unfortunately I was dismounted at Birdlip and broke my ribs.  I knew what was coming and refused to go in the ambulance to Bristol and took heavy medication ready for the ride back home.  Unfortunately I fell asleep due to the pills and when I awoke the next four stroke race was due to begin.  My Father asked me if I wanted to watch the race, of course I decided to ride.

I went through the ropes on the first bend, suffered severe rope burns to my neck, remounted and carried on.  I love nostalgia, this memory still gives me a lump in my throat.

Did you know that the handle bar clamps on CCM’s used to break?  No neither did I until that day when I launched myself off from the top of the hill.  Don’t worry I didn’t hurt myself, but I probably would have done if it hadn’t been for those fantastic pills.  My wife wasn’t impressed and refused to take me to hospital.  Two ribs still stick out of my back.

It was time to call it a day.  We were starting a family and I decided to calm down.

I did try a Yamaha 420, it’s probably still running, bloody thing not a real bike.  I broke my leg on that, nearly lost my foot through gangrene.  Can’t understand that, I used the right Hospital.
Now here is the hard bit.

We had three children, Nathan, Ryan and Eloise.  I wouldn’t buy my boys motor cycles, I just wouldn’t.  I am sure you understand.

In August 2000 my youngest son came home with a Moto X bike, he was 17.  A week later my eldest son came home with a Moto X bike as well.  They are quite similar to Scrambler’s.

My Mother and Father had died by this time and our dreams had turned to memories.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to return to all the good times.
I saw the bikes and I got really enthusiastic with the boys then went out in my car.  I needed to be alone for a while.  Yes I cried.

The boys go well.  I give them all the advice they need to get on.  How can they fail having such a wonderful Father like me that won every race I rode.  Funny thing memory.  I have told them anyone can ride fast, the good guys ride fast and stay on.

I wish someone had said that to me but then thinking about it I have two sons, one listens and one doesn’t, which is which?
The trouble is experience is something you don’t get until just after you need it.

Funny thing is just after the boys started racing I bought a bike, a CCM with a Rotax engine.  Fantastic bike, twenty years too late.  Then I bought a Husaberg with an electric start!  This Moto X is OK but I miss the smell of Castrol R a must in Scrambling.
Something’s never alter, although I ride really slowly in the Juniors now and I hope I keep out of the way.  It is hard when you have not ridden for twenty five years.  I am so happy that I haven’t lost my old touch.  I broke my other leg in 2003.  I try to convince everyone that although the early bird catches the worm it’s the second mouse that gets the cheese.

So where does that leave me.  Well I have two sons that are mates at the weekends.  A daughter with a social circle most girls would die for.  A wife, Vanessa, who has become very supportive, quiet and understanding.  My wife and I have rekindled some old friendships and made some new ones.  To anyone who knew Vanessa from earlier times I use the description quiet in a very loose and comparative term.

I rejoined Burntwood Barracudas along with my boys.  It’s hard to explain how it makes you feel to walk away from something like this all those years ago knowing that it’s all over, but then returning and seeing how things are now.
It’s fantastic that Joe Bailey, the land owner at Branston, still supports them after over 30 years.  Dale Moreton and Denis Robins have been active members over all the years I was missing and I take my hat off to them.
I was lucky enough to help organise a 30 year reunion at Branston in 2004 and I think we all agree the day and night celebrations went well.  I wish I could have ridden but the surgeon wouldn’t take the frame off my leg.  Still at least Bernie Andrews rode and he waited until the next day to go to hospital after sustaining a heart attack at the meeting.

Well times change and we moved to Wolverhampton Club just in time for their 50th year anniversary.  I thought I would take it easier but no I’m secretary again.  Never mind they are a great bunch of lads, yes even Mike (the track) Penn.  Why do successful clubs attract people like this?

By the way, the answer to the question at the start of the article.  The answers are many and numerous i.e. we love the sport, we love the people, we love the AMCA (do I become a Director now Don?) they are all correct.  We want to do it right, we are proud of our club or even someone has to do it, but I have noticed something else over the years, something greater than the sport we are proud to be associated with.  It’s something you can knock down but it always comes back and what’s more it’s simple and most people I meet in moto X have it.

We Love Life.
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