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Dedication

 

 

 

 

While the content of this book is really collective wisdom gleaned from fellow motorcyclists and the school of hard knocks, two individuals were instrumental in allowing this book to come to life.

First, it was Bob Carpenter, the editor of Road Rider, who salvaged my first article back in 1972. Bob encouraged me to keep submitting, showed me by example how to write, and then suggested I tackle the “Proficient Motorcycling” series that eventually served as the basis for this book. Thanks, Bob. It’s been quite a trip so far.

Second, my wife Diana has been tolerating my travels, travails, and tantrums since we got married. She accompanied me on many long motorcycle journeys on a variety of motorcycles that weren’t very comfortable; endured more than a few cold, wet, windy days; put up with my motorcycling fanaticism for the past forty years; and kept me moving on this project even when I would rather have gone riding. We got married in a little country church on Bainbridge Island in 1958, and we’re still together. Pretty amazing, huh?
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Preface

I’ve always been interested in how things work. I remember taking apart my new cap pistol when I was six years old, then hiding it when I couldn’t get all the springs back inside. After a few more years of dabbling in things mechanical, I could overhaul the planetary geared hub on my bicycle and respoke wheels. I worked on outboard motors and built a few boats. In college, I took some mechanical engineering courses and learned about machining, casting, and welding before I switched over to industrial design. I started maintaining the family automobiles out of necessity, and when we needed a new house for a growing family, I learned concrete work, carpentry, plumbing, and electrical.

When I started riding motorcycles back in the 1960s, it was natural for me to wonder about the curious behavior of two-wheelers. I realized that riding a motorcycle involved not only the mechanics but also the dynamics of how to control them. My commuting to work by motorcycle eventually extended to thirty years, during which time I absorbed more than a few lessons about motorcycle dynamics as well as the joys and challenges of long-distance touring, group riding, foreign travel, three-wheeled motorcycles, off-pavement riding, motorcyclist rights, rider training, and yes, writing about it all. In the mid 1970s, I started putting down my thoughts on paper, contributing occasionally to Road Rider, a small Southern California touring magazine with a fiercely loyal family of subscribers. I began to offer safety tips at the local motorcycle club meetings, and I taught several “road survival” courses. When the Motorcycle Safety Foundation came into being, I became an MSFCERTIFIED instructor.

The “Proficient Motorcycling” column sprang to life in the May, 1984 issue of  Road Rider, after editor Bob Carpenter asked me to write a six-part skills series, which he intended to publish every other month for one year. I didn’t want to call this a safety column because I didn’t think people rode motorcycles to be safe. I figured readers might rise to the challenge of getting more proficient. So I named it Proficient Motorcycling. Bob immediately decided to make it a monthly column, which I contributed to for several more years. Little did we realize at the time that “Proficient Motorcycling” would outlive Road Rider, capture a few awards from the motorcycle safety folks, stretch out another fifteen years, and start a trend toward the inclusion of riding-skills articles in other enthusiast publications.

By 1991, Road Rider magazine had been purchased by Fancy Publications and was reborn as Motorcycle Consumer News (MCN), a black-and white, no-advertisements, no-nonsense, quick-turnaround, product-oriented monthly. The “Proficient Motorcycling” column jumped the gap from Road Rider to MCN  almost without skipping a beat

MCN editor Fred Rau recognized the value of skills articles and encouraged me to keep the column going. Today, it’s still a popular feature of the magazine. Back in 2000, when I put this book together from years of past “Proficient Motorcycling” columns, I was approaching age 65, and I recognized the column might well outlive me. So I helped train my replacement, Ken Condon. Ken now writes the “Proficient Motorcycling” column for MCN.

When BowTie Press decided to publish the first edition of the book Proficient Motorcycling, no one really understood the potential, and it was made very economically. Everyone was surprised and relieved when the first run quickly sold out. Since then, more than 120,000 copies of Proficient Motorcycling have found their way into the hands and minds of motorcycle enthusiasts. More than a few readers have told me proudly that they lent their first copy to other riders, couldn’t get it back, and had to buy a second copy for themselves.

Considering the enthusiastic reception to the first edition, it’s time for an update, so here’s the second edition—a little bigger, sharper, and better organized. I hope you find it useful.

 

 

Note: contents based on the “Proficient Motorcycling” series as published in  Motorcycle Consumer News and Road Rider magazine, 1981-1999.






Introduction




BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING

I’ve been trying for years to break the taboo about discussing the risks of motorcycling. Motorcyclists know instinctively that the risks of riding are higher than those associated with other vehicles, but there seems to be a general consensus that ignoring the risks will make them go away. Certainly, motorcycle salespeople tend to sidestep the safety issue for fear of squelching a sale. Mainstream motorcycle magazines have focused on the bike as a machine, a lifestyle, or an addictive pursuit, but seldom have there been articles on how to control the bike or how to get through traffic unscathed. And if a motorcyclist is still trying to convince the family that riding a two-wheeler is an acceptable mode of transportation, maybe it would be smart to not bring the risks out into the open. In my opinion, it is possible to reduce the risks of motorcycling to an acceptable level through skill and knowledge, and we really need to get that concept out in the open.

I’m pleased to see that today other authors are starting to talk about riding skills. There are a number of excellent books available, mostly by authors with a background in motorcycle racing. The ex-racers tend to focus on fast cornering and deal only superficially with the business of negotiating the hazards of riding on public roads. My focus is the opposite. I deal primarily with riding tactics appropriate to public roads, with much less emphasis on rapid cornering. That’s why this book includes lots of photos of situations on public roads and fewer photos emphasizing the motorcycle as the center of attention.

Let’s face the risk questions openly and honestly. Yes, motorcycles are potentially dangerous, but whoever is holding the handlebar grips at the moment can significantly change the odds. If you want to avoid pain and lost dollars, you need to understand what the risks are and take positive steps to control any situation to your advantage. The proficient motorcyclist knows what trouble looks like and has the  skills to negotiate whatever happens along. The big payoff is that becoming a really proficient motorcyclist can be immensely satisfying.
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The big payoff is that becoming a proficient motorcyclist can be immensely satisfying.

I’ve tried to keep discussions of motorcycle dynamics simple, but some people may still have difficulty understanding the concepts. Sometimes the dynamics won’t become clear until you take the book out to the garage and do some experimentation with your motorcycle or until you take your machine for a spin and feel what it’s  telling you. You can study this book in any sequence you choose, but the contents are arranged so that one subject leads to the next. It will probably make more sense to you if you start at the beginning and read through to the end.

I’ll try to give you all the no-nonsense information I can, but this is only a book, not a training course. When experimenting on your motorcycle or practicing a skill, please wear your best crash padding. I believe that appropriate protective gear includes abrasion- and impact-resistant full jacket and riding pants, tall leather riding boots, full-fingered gloves, a genuine DOT-approved helmet, and shatterproof eye protection.
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Throughout Proficient Motorcycling  , you’ll encounter some characters whom you may suspect you’ve seen somewhere. Here’s Biker Bob, riding along minding his own business, when suddenly—crash, wham, bam—Bob’s bike slams over on its side in a shower of sparks and shattered plastic. Wait a minute! Who is this guy Biker Bob, anyway? Be aware that most of the characters in this book are fictitious, although many of the situations are based on real crashes and incidents. Think of the tales of woe as myths, which may not be completely factual but are all potential learning experiences. You may even recognize a bit of yourself in these fictional folks. In some cases, I know I’ve played the part of Bob myself. And, please, do us both a favor and don’t get hung up on the names or the sexes.

Consider this book only the beginning of a journey toward becoming a proficient motorcyclist. Take advantage of skills seminars at motorcycle events. Read different books on motorcycling skills. Take a training course, or attend a track school. Mostly, keep yourself attuned to what’s happening as you motor off toward the horizon. There are many other lessons waiting to be learned.






CHAPTER 1

RISK!
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CANYON BITES

It’s a sunny Sunday morning in the Colorado mountains. Perfect weather. Light traffic. The pavement is clean and dry. Motoring eastbound through the scenic Boulder canyon, Norman and Christine are enjoying the ride and the view. Both riders are wearing protective gear, including high-quality full-coverage helmets. Norman is paying attention to the curves, planning good cornering lines, and keeping his Suzuki well in control.

Westbound, four motorcyclists on fast sportbikes are dicing with each other, enjoying their race-bred machines, the excellent road conditions, and the rush of friendly competition at the spirited pace, albeit with little regard for speed limits or double yellow lines. At the moment, Mark is slightly more willing than the others to jack up the risks, and his Honda is pulling ahead of the pack.

Just east of Hurricane Hill, Norman slows the Suzuki for the sharp blind turn through the rocks and leans the bike over into a nice curving arc that should kiss the centerline at his apex. At the same instant, Mark carves into the same turn westbound on his Honda. Mark realizes too late that the curve through the rocks is tighter than he had assumed. He tries to lean the Honda more, but he can’t prevent the bike from drifting wide across the double yellow lines, right into the path of the approaching Suzuki.

Frantically, Norman shoves the grips toward the right to swerve the Suzuki away from a 120-mph head-on collision. Mark frantically tries to get the Honda turned, but the tires lose traction, and the bike lowsides in a shower of sparks and plastic. The sliding Honda clips the Suzuki just hard enough to send it cartwheeling into the rocks. Mark tumbles to a stop, bleeding profusely but alive. A second later, Mark’s buddies carve around the corner and spin through the mess of wadded-up bikes and bodies. Norman dies instantly, his helmeted head ripped from his body. Norman’s wife, Christine, dies an hour later at the hospital. Mark and his buddies all survive.

This is a true story, and I’m not relating it just to gross you out. Similar crashes occur over and over again on various twisty highways across America that are popular with weekend motorcyclists. The term canyon racing comes from California, where the twisty roads leading up the canyons are the playgrounds of aggressive  motorcyclists. The East Coast has its canyon roads, too, including the famously twisty road through Deals Gap between North Carolina and Tennessee, known by motorcyclists as The Dragon.




The Taboo

You won’t hear much about motorcycle fatalities from your local motorcycle dealerships or in mainstream motorcycle magazines. Discussing fatalities has long been a motorcycling taboo. If a rider survives the crash, the experience might provide some bragging rights. But talking about the fatalities tends to take all the fun out of the sport for riders, and for those in the industry it has a chilling effect on sales. In general, motorcyclists and motorcycle dealerships don’t understand how to manage the risks of riding, so it’s more comfortable to avoid the topic. Since the motorcycle industry pays big bucks to the Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF) to solve the problem, the industry attitude is just stay out of their way and let them do whatever it is they do.

Yes, I understand the discomfort of bringing the risks out in the open and talking about them. After all, part of the thrill of motorcycling is challenging the odds. We ride motorcycles partly because they are more dangerous than other vehicles. Perhaps not talking about the risks will hold them at bay. Maybe talking about risks is inviting the odds to strike. Or maybe we just don’t know enough about managing the risks to know how far we’re hanging it out. For instance, all road racers understand the need for crash padding because they intend to ride at 99 percent of their limits, and they know how easy it is to punch through the envelope. But the street rider may also be riding at 99 percent of the risk envelope when entering a busy intersection. If that’s the case, then why don’t all street riders wear quality crash padding?

I believe that if we’re to manage the risks of riding, we need to take it personally. We need to understand what’s happening and figure out what to do to keep our risks in check. So let’s ignore the taboo and talk seriously about what’s happening.


Risk Acceptance 

You’ll encounter lots of other motorcyclists charging ahead aggressively on public roads, seriously captured by a road-race mentality, always measuring their worth in terms of who passed and who got passed. Odds are 10 to 1 the road is clear today, with no sleepy drivers wandering across the centerline and no fresh boulders lying on the road halfway around a blind turn. Of course, on every sunny Sunday on twisty roads across America, a few of those daring riders with a higher risk acceptance lose the gamble. Blind corners are one reason some riders almost always arrive at the biker hangout first. Personally, I’m not willing to gamble my life that the blind curve ahead isn’t blocked by a fallen tree, logging truck, or wandering horse. But, I’ve also ridden with those who don’t share my conservative attitude about gambling my life, and I’ve let them speed ahead.

The point is, each of us has a different level of awareness about potentially hazardous situations and a different risk acceptance. There are a growing number of motorcyclists who measure their self-worth in terms of their own skill and their personal enjoyment of the ride, not someone else’s. As you grow older, it gets easier to accept that riding on public roads must have a very different focus from riding on a racetrack. I’m out to have a good time, which includes not only arriving home with  body and motorcycle parts unscathed but also enjoying the scenery and taking some satisfaction from having the motorcycle well under control.

If you believe the covers of today’s motorcycling magazines, the purpose of motorcycling is to ride as fast as you can and lean over in the curves until your chicken strips and knee sliders get respectably scuffed. Road racers are held up as our heroes, and race-replica sportbikes are what you really should want. Of course, today’s sports machines really are good. If you could roll a box-stock Honda CBR100RR, a Kawasaki ZX-14, or a Yamaha YZF R1 off the showroom floor and into a time machine and transport it back just ten years, you’d have a faster, better handling motorcycle than the big-buck factory race bikes of the day.

And that’s really a dilemma for today’s motorcyclists. There’s this image of me on a high-zoot sportbike, passing every other motorcyclist on the road, half Mike Hailwood and half Joey Dunlop. OK, if I were younger, it might be Valentino Rossi and Kenny Roberts Jr. But I don’t ride the track. The dreamy perfect racer image gets pushed aside by the nightmare of a gravel truck making a left turn out of a hidden driveway, a horse that has escaped from a pasture, a splash of spilled diesel oil, or a rusty pickup truck weaving across the line as the driver flings an empty Jack Daniels bottle into my path.

Sure, I’d like to think of myself as a good rider, but I’d like to stick around for a while longer. I can’t escape the knowledge that public roads are full of hazards that could quickly and permanently end my motorcycling. There are lots of riders who are willing to push the envelope on public roads, but they seem to have very short riding careers. For me, jacking up the risks of a ticket or a crash is unacceptable. I’ve also discovered over the years that what’s important is to enjoy the ride, and only a modest part of that enjoyment relates to speed. There’s tremendous enjoyment in riding a motorcycle at the right speed for the situation, rather than at the maximum speed; getting the motorcycle “in the groove,” and knowing you have more performance in the bank should you need it or choose to use it.


The Fatality Numbers 

In 2005, more than 4,500 motorcyclists died in motorcycle crashes nationwide. What’s even scarier, motorcycle crashes were typically more fatal than car crashes. According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), an astounding 80 percent of motorcycle crashes resulted in injury or death, compared with 20 percent of car crashes. The Insurance Information Institute calculates that the fatality rate for motorcyclists in 2004 was 4.8 times the rate for passenger car occupants per registered vehicle. In 2005, motorcycles accounted for only 2.4 percent of registered vehicles but accounted for 10.5 percent of total traffic fatalities.

The moral should be clear: If you want to survive those entertaining canyon roads—or city streets—you need to not only control your own machine but also control the situation, which includes other drivers and yes, other motorcyclists.


The Long Road Ahead 

Let’s set out on that long road toward managing the risks of riding, starting with a little deeper look into the statistics and your own riding tactics. Then, let’s move on through the topics that seem to be related directly to motorcycle crashes, including motorcycle steering and braking dynamics, cornering tactics, and surviving urban  traffic. I’ll continue the journey with some advice about road hazards I call booby traps, special situations such as riding at night, and sharing the ride with others. You’ll notice that this book focuses on riding public roads, so you’ll see lots of photos of corners, surface hazards, and traffic, rather than glamour shots of motorcycles leaned over into racetrack corners.




How Far Are You Hanging It Out?

I don’t know how you learned to ride a motorcycle, but I taught myself. Back in the mid-sixties, my old buddy Ricochet Red had started commuting to work on a Honda 90 and quickly graduated to a big Honda 160. I tried Red’s 160 and immediately saw the potential for beating automobile traffic on and off the Seattle ferry. Within a week, I found a clean used Suzuki 150 twin for $300.

Of course there weren’t many training courses around in the sixties. Red coached me through a half hour of practice on his Honda behind the grade school one Saturday afternoon. Monday morning, I climbed on the Suzuki and zipped off into rush-hour traffic. It rained that very first day, and I remember squish-squishing around the office as I mulled over the implications of motorcycles and weather. That was the start of my motorcycling education.

Of course, there were people around the office who clucked their tongues at my foolishness. Everyone knew motorcycles were dangerous, and riding a motorcycle to work in heavy traffic had to be high-risk foolishness. There were snide remarks and stupid jokes. One co-worker even approached me, gripped my shoulder with fatherly sincerity, and offered the opinion, “I sure wouldn’t want my son to ride one of those things.” A few days later, when I arrived at the ophthalmologist carrying my helmet, the doctor gave me a twenty-minute lecture on the hazards of riding motorcycles and a five-minute eye exam.

I wouldn’t admit it to anyone at the time, but that barrage of antimotorcycle flak caused me to have some serious doubts about motorcycling. I had a wife, two young children, and a mortgage. And I sure didn’t want to spend the rest of my life in a wheelchair. I recall one day toward the end of the second week when I nearly gave it up. After work, I’d strapped my lunchbox to the back of the bike, put on my helmet, and started the engine, but I was a little reluctant to get rolling. Factory traffic is notoriously aggressive at shift change. I sat on the bike for a long time in the corner of the parking lot, watching cars wedge into the stream and trying to control my rising panic. Eventually, I forced myself to get on the bike and ride home. And I’m still riding. Over the next forty-plus years, I gradually learned some important lessons about motorcycling. The first lesson was that my co-workers and my ophthalmologist didn’t know diddly about motorcycling or motorcycle safety.

Looking back, I have to agree that the basic concern of my colleagues was probably realistic. A lot of people have gotten messed up in motorcycle crashes, and new riders are particularly vulnerable. But what neither my associates nor I understood at the time is that the risks of motorcycling vary significantly from individual to individual. One rider may have a serious crash soon after taking up motorcycling. Another rider may survive years and years without having a single incident.

Is it just a matter of chance that one rider suffers a crash while another rider avoids crashing? Is swinging a leg over a motorcycle just a two-wheeled form of  Russian roulette? I don’t think so. During the years I’ve been riding, writing, and teaching, quite a pile of statistics have been collected. We don’t have nearly as much specific data available as we’d like, but we have a much better idea of the risks now than anyone had back in the sixties.
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Is motorcycling a two-wheeled version of Russian Roulette, or can we really manage the risks?

Let’s take a short, fast ride through risk territory. We’ll give you a little quiz at the end to help you see how you’re doing.


Uh-Oh . . . Statistics 

I am frequently asked for “the truth” about motorcycle crashes, as if someone were trying to hide the evidence. The basic problem with statistics is figuring out how to collect and sort the data. It might seem that it would be a simple task to collect motorcycle fatality statistics from all the states, but the real-world situation is extremely complex. To get the big picture, all the states send in their own results to the feds. But different states have different rules for reporting crashes and fatalities. For instance, California reports motorcycle crashes that occur only on public streets and highways, including mopeds and motorized bicycles. By comparison, Missouri reports motorcycle crashes on public streets and highways plus nonpublic property, including off-highway motorcycles, mopeds, motorized bicycles, and three- or four-wheeled ATVs. Each state has different rules, so we have to temper the national results with a bit of common sense. (Source: MSF Motorcycle Crash Statistics, 2001.)

We do have statistics about motorcyclist fatalities that I believe are reliable. Back in the 1970s, there was a surge in motorcycle fatalities. Then, from 1980 until 1997, the motorcycle fatality totals gradually dropped, just as all other forms of  transportation were getting safer. But around 1997, the trend reversed. Motorcycle sales began to increase, and the fatality numbers started climbing again. It may be helpful to look at the fatality rate as well as the total number of fatalities per year. The rate takes into account the relative number of motorcycles on the road. The most desirable way to calculate the fatality rate would be comparing fatalities with miles traveled, but I’m suspicious of any “miles traveled” number because that has to be a guess. The other way to calculate the rate is by comparing fatalities with motorcycle registrations. I believe registrations are more reliable, so that’s the rate I use for calculating.

In my opinion, if you ride primarily in city traffic, your specific risks are defined fairly well by the Motorcycle Accident Factors Study conducted by the Traffic Safety Center of the University of Southern California, in the late 1970s. The study has become known as simply the Hurt Report, after lead investigator Dr. Hugh “Harry” Hurt. The USC team investigated 1,100 motorcycle accidents that occurred in the greater Los Angeles area over a two-year period and analyzed 900 of those accidents for the report. I had an opportunity to interview Harry several years ago, and I asked  specifically if he felt the report was still valid for this generation’s motorcyclists. Harry suggested that motorcyclists were having the same sort of crashes as in the 1970s but at higher speeds, and on more expensive bikes. So it’s still worthwhile to look to the Hurt Report for clues about today’s motorcycle crashes.
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Let’s also note that the definitions have changed. Back in the days of the Hurt Report, unfortunate events were called accidents—as if no one could predict what was happening or do anything about it. But today unfortunate events are called crashes. We’re getting away from the concept of a motorcyclist being an accident victim because in most situations the people involved can observe what’s happening and take evasive action.

The majority of motorcycle crashes in the 1970s were collisions with other vehicles, mostly automobiles. Seventy-four percent were multivehicle—that is, at least one vehicle colliding with another. Twenty-six percent of motorcycle crashes were single vehicle, as when a bike slides out on gravel in a corner without involving another vehicle.

The important point of this big picture is that back in the 1970s almost 75 percent of motorcycle crashes were multivehicle collisions, and roughly half of those collisions were precipitated by auto drivers. About 25 percent of all city motorcycle crashes were collisions with left-turning cars. The two most common errors motorcyclists made were believing the other driver saw them and not taking any evasive action. For example, 32 percent of the riders who collided with other vehicles rode into a collision without taking any evasive action.

Today, that picture has changed slightly. According to a 2004 report of the National Center for Statistics and Analysis (NCSA), 46 percent of fatal motorcycle crashes were single vehicle, and more fatalities occurred on rural roads than on urban streets. In single-vehicle fatal crashes, the motorcyclist collided with a fixed object in approximately 60 percent of the cases.

Only about one-fourth of all motorcycle crashes in the Hurt Report were precipitated by rider error: for example, the motorcyclist went wide in a turn and sideswiped a car or overcooked the rear brake trying to stop and slid out. That’s a clue that riders didn’t really understand how to control their motorcycles. Apparently, that trend continues. NCSA reported in 1999 that 30 percent of riders involved in fatal crashes didn’t take evasive action. Only 13 percent were attempting to brake, and 9 percent were attempting to steer out of trouble. If there is a lesson here, it is that motorcyclists would benefit from proficient control skills. For years we’ve been able to point the finger at other motorists as being the problem, but today it’s obvious that motorcyclists are responsible for at least half of fatal crashes.


Licensing 

In the meantime, let’s consider the experience and licensing status of riders involved in crashes. In the following chart from the Hurt Report, 1.0 indicates the average of those studied. Numbers higher than 1.0 indicate a greater than average crash involvement.



	Motorcycle License Status 	Involvement 
	Motorcycle 	0.7 
	None (or revoked) 	2.4 
	Auto only 	2.0 
	Commercial/chauffeur 	0.5 
	Learner’s permit 	1.2 


These statistics hint that riders with no license, a revoked license, or only an auto license were about twice as likely to be involved in a motorcycle crash as those with a permit and three times as likely as was a properly licensed motorcyclist. The NHTSA Traffic Safety Facts for 2004 reports that 24 percent of operators involved in fatal crashes nationwide did not have a valid license. Now, it should be obvious that just getting a piece of cardboard doesn’t change a rider’s skill. My suspicion is that it’s a matter of attitude. The rider who doesn’t get properly licensed is exhibiting an attitude that motorcycling isn’t a seriously risky activity. I can see how that attitude would carry over to aggressive riding and ignoring traffic laws. It should be no surprise that 27.4 percent of motorcyclists involved in fatal crashes in 2004 had prior speeding convictions, and 15.2 percent had recorded license suspensions or revocations.

Licensing compliance was actually worse during the 1990s than in the 1970s. NCSA reported that 46 percent of riders in fatal crashes in 1990 were improperly licensed—that is, they were not licensed or their licenses were suspended, revoked, expired, or cancelled. By 1999, license compliance of motorcyclists involved in fatal crashes had climbed back up to 68 percent; better than in 1999, but worse than in the 1970s. Let’s hope that getting a higher percentage of riders properly licensed will have an effect on reducing the fatality rate.


Riding Experience 

Let’s consider risk in relation to riding experience. Does your risk go down as you gain experience? In the following chart from the Hurt Report, 1.0 would be average. Above 1.0 means a higher than average risk; below 1.0 means a lower than average risk.



	Experience Riding in Traffic 	Risk 
	0-6 months 	1.40 
	7-12 months 	0.96 
	13-24 months 	0.93 
	25-36 months 	1.52 
	37-48 months 	0.98 
	48+ months 	0.83 


These numbers show that a rider with less than six months’ experience was almost twice as likely to have an accident as the rider with more than four years. We would expect that. The shocker is that the rider with two to three years of experience was even more likely to crash than the new kid. The lesson here is that riders tend to get cocky when they think they have learned it all—about two years into the learning curve. This is a subject that hasn’t been addressed recently by NHTSA or the other statistics-gathering organizations. I’d certainly like to know how motorcycling experience relates to risk in today’s riding environment, especially with so many riders getting into motorcycling later in life.


Training 

What about training? Did Ricochet Red do me a favor by giving me a few riding tips in the schoolyard? A number below 1.0 would be less risk; a number above 1.0 would be higher risk.



	Training 	Risk 
	Professional training 	0.46 
	School/club course 	0.50 
	Self-taught 	0.90 
	Taught by friends/family 	1.56 


I guess Red did me a favor by limiting his advice to just half an hour. Apparently, riders taught by friends or family were about one-third more likely to crash than those who taught themselves. But the smart ones who took a rider training class were half as likely to crash as we do-it-yourself types. Note that the Hurt Report took place at just about the same time as the Motorcycle Safety Foundation  came into existence. Obviously, a higher percentage of riders have received professional training since 1980, and training coincides with that gradual reduction in fatalities between 1980 and 1997. Unfortunately, motorcycle rider training philosophy changed around 2000, reducing most courses to “minimum national standards” and coordinating training with what the Motorcycle Safety Foundation calls “improved motorcyclist licensing programs.” Is it just a coincidence that fatalities have been increasing since training was reduced to the minimum standard? I honestly believe that rider training helps a new rider get a head start on riding skills, but I’d prefer to see more comprehensive courses available, to give new or returning riders more knowledge about such things as riding in traffic, cornering control, and negotiating surface hazards.


Alcohol 

It isn’t a popular subject to discuss at motorcycle rallies or biker bars, but apparently too many motorcyclists have a serious problem with alcohol. There seems to be a direct link between alcohol and fatal motorcycle crashes. In the Hurt report, 41 percent of riders who didn’t survive the crash had some alcohol or drug involvement. That trend continues today.

We’re not talking about an innocently sober rider getting whacked by a drunk driver; we’re talking about a motorcyclist riding while under the influence and crashing the bike into something. Since blood-alcohol concentration (BAC) is something that can be measured after a fatal crash, we have more and better statistics that point out the seriousness of riding under the influence. The Insurance Information Institute reports the following for drivers and riders by blood alcohol concentration and vehicle type, for years 2000 through 2004:
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Those numbers are embarrassing proof that motorcyclists abuse alcohol more than other road users do. In round numbers, roughly half of all motorcycle fatalities involve a rider under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Somewhere around 10 percent of motorcyclists involved in crashes had been drinking, but drinking riders represent over 40 percent of all motorcycle fatalities. According to NHTSA Traffic Safety Facts for 2004, in fatal crashes, a higher percentage of motorcycle operators had BAC levels of 0.08 g/dL or higher than did any other type of driver.

One big reason why a motorcycle crash turns out to be fatal is speed. The greater the speed, the more traumatic the injuries when the crash happens. Apparently, riders who have alcohol in the brain are much more likely to ride faster than they would while sober. What’s the message in all this? Well, the bottom line is that if you allow yourself to ride a motorcycle after drinking, even after just a few beers, you’re really hanging it out.


Rider Age 

Another statistic that came to the attention of the number-crunchers is rider age. Around 1999, NHTSA statisticians observed an increase in motorcycle fatalities in the forty-and-over age group. The number of fatalities in the younger age groups actually declined. That news got widely reported, and today’s folklore includes the myth that the big problem with motorcycling is older riders. However, when NHTSA subsequently factored in the number of riders in the various age groups, it turned out that the twenty- to twenty-nine-year-old age group is overrepresented in fatal crashes. There are fewer younger riders in the total mix, but the younger riders continued to be more involved in more than their share of fatal accidents, at least up through 1999.

Table 4: Motorcyclist Fatalities by Year and Age Group
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Source: National Center for Statistics and Anaiysis, NHTSA, FARS




Big Bikes Versus Small Bikes 

Doesn’t it make sense that bigger, more powerful motorcycles would be involved more often in serious crashes? The Hurt Report didn’t show that to be true.

Back in the 1970s, apparently larger machines were less likely to be involved in accidents than were smaller motorcycles, especially if you factored in the estimated numbers of machines on the road. Part of the reason may be that in those days, riders moved up to larger motorcycles as they gained experience.

 

	Engine Displacement Versus Accidents 
	Displacement 	Percent of Accidents 	Estimated Machines in Use 
	0-10 0cc 	9 percent 	8 percent 
	101-250cc 	13 percent 	9 percent 
	251-500cc 	37 percent 	26 percent 
	501-750cc 	25 percent 	34 percent 
	751+ cc 	16 percent 	23 percent 


Government and insurance groups continue to be suspicious of the relationship between engine displacement and fatal crashes. The NCSA number-crunchers have observed that larger bikes are showing up more and more in fatal crashes:

Motorcyclist Fatalities by Year and Engine Displacement (cc)
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Source: National Center for Statistics and Analysis, NHTSA, FARS



According to the NCSA numbers, motorcycles 500cc and under have dropped from 17 percent of fatalities in 1990 to 6 percent in 1999. In that same time frame, machines of 1,001 to 1,500cc had increased from 22 percent of fatalities in 1990 to 33 percent in 1999. In other words, larger motorcycles seemed to be involved in the fatality increases. The researchers at first thought they had discovered the smoking gun that would explain the increases in fatalities. But it turns out that it’s just a matter of the demographics. When you factor in the sizes of motorcycles being purchased today, it becomes more obvious that the trend toward bigger displacement bikes being involved in fatal crashes is simply a mirror of motorcyclists’ buying preferences.

What’s more, engine displacement isn’t a good measure of motorcycle performance. There are more than a few 600cc sportbikes around with quarter-mile speeds  of over 120 mph. At the same time, we have some heavyweight cruisers in the 1,500cc class with top speeds of less than 100 mph.

It might make sense to limit novice riders to less powerful machines. In some countries, novice riders are limited to smaller motorcycles, typically 250cc, during their probationary learning phase. Then, after a year or two, if the new rider can show proficiency, he or she can apply for a license to operate a larger bike. That concept would be hard to implement in the United States, where an individual has been free to purchase whatever machine strikes his or her fancy, with no proof of skill level. For tiered licensing to work in the United States, states would need to stiffen up the licensing process, and that would be a very tough sell in the land of the free and the home of the brave.


The Road Rider Survey 

Let’s note that the Hurt Report was conducted in the Los Angeles area, so a large percentage of the crashes were in urban (city) riding. Doing a study in California made sense, since around one-third of motorcyclists in the United States live there. But lots of us live in the country or do much of our serious riding on roads far from the city. Years ago, as a contributor to Road Rider magazine, I wondered how the numbers would compare between California and elsewhere around the country. I got the brilliant idea to do a survey of the types of crashes and incidents Road Rider subscribers had actually experienced. Of course, the Road Rider survey wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as the Hurt Report, but the responses were spread over the entire United States, and it involved about the same number of cases. Among crashes reported to the authorities, readers indicated approximately twice as many single-vehicle crashes, most notably due to surface hazards and wild animals. Where the Hurt Report showed 26 percent of all crashes were single vehicle, the Road Rider  survey indicated 45 percent were single vehicle. That would make sense, since many of those crashes were out in the country, away from a major city.
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It’s interesting that the latest NHTSA numbers show that single-vehicle crashes are hovering around 45 percent of fatal crashes, with multiple-vehicle crashes at around 55 percent—exactly what the Road Rider survey indicated.

The Road Rider accident survey brought something else to my attention. We asked for both reported and unreported incidents. Apparently, a lot of motorcycle crashes don’t get reported. Let’s say you slide out on loose gravel and smash your bike into the ditch. If no one calls the police and you are still mobile enough to ride, would you call the authorities and demand to fill out an accident report? Personally, I wouldn’t want to initiate any reports that might come to the attention of my insurance company. I suspect that lots of crashed bikes get hauled home in a trailer as clandestinely as possible. When we included both reported and unreported accidents from the Road Rider survey, the numbers came out quite differently from the Hurt Report. Single-vehicle accidents accounted for 86 percent of the total.

Note that the Road Rider survey showed a much higher percentage of single-vehicle crashes caused by surface hazards, animal strikes, and cornering errors than the Hurt Report indicated. That would make sense because outside of cities we would expect a higher percentage of those types of crashes. While the Road Rider  survey wasn’t one of those huge, government-funded, university research projects, I think it hints that motorcyclists nationwide face a somewhat different mix of hazards than the Hurt Report showed. Let’s also note that these days the NHTSA focuses more on fatal crashes, although a rider can be seriously injured in a crash that isn’t fatal. That’s why in Proficient Motorcycling I get a lot deeper into hazards such as edge traps and wild animals than the typical rider training courses include.
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Quiz Time 

Now that we’ve rambled through a few of the statistics, put on your thickest skin and tally up your personal score. The numbers are weighted in an approximate relationship to the statistics.



	QUIZ 	ADD POINTS 	SUBTRACT POINTS 
	1. Motorcycle license	10	
	2. Commercial driving license	5	
	3. Learner’s permit, no license	2	
	4. License revoked		10
	5. No motorcycle license		10
	6. Less than 6 mos. experience		2
	7. 25 to 36 mos. experience	5	
	8. More than 48 mos. experience	8	
	9. Taught by friends/family		2
	10. Learned by self		2
	11. Passed novice training course	10	
	12. Passed additional course	8	
	13. No training within last 5 yrs.		5
	14. Sometimes ride after drinking		20
	15. Never ride after drinking	20	
	16. Often ride in city traffic		5
	17. Mostly ride 250 to 600cc		2
	18. Mostly ride 750cc or larger	2	
	19. Can name 20 common surface hazards	5	
	20. Know technique to cross edge traps	5	
	21. Practiced quick stops this year	5	
	22. Not practiced quick stops this year		5
	23. Frequently use countersteering	5	
	24. What’s countersteering?		5
	25. Age between 20-29		5
	26. Age 49 or older	5	
	27. Always wear armored riding gear	5	
	28. Usually wear only denims		5
	29. Always wear full coverage helmet	5	
	30. Seldom wear approved helmet		5



Hey, It’s Subjective 

A total score of 85 or higher is a pretty good indication you’re doing a lot of the right things. On the other hand, if your score is less than 40, maybe you’re hanging it out further than you intended. Sure, sure, I know this is awfully subjective. The point is to be honest with yourself about your motorcycling risk exposure. If you don’t like the questions I stacked up, go back through the statistics and write your own quiz. Wherever you are on the risk scale, I’ll be offering some suggestions about managing the risks.




Fixing the Odds

All right, we’ve looked at an accident, reviewed some motorcycle accident statistics, and taken a little quiz to help you get some perspective on your relative risk. I realize that such exercises may be way off track. After all, statistics are based on averages, and there are very few Joe Average motorcyclists. What’s more, we might also be a little suspicious of accident studies that look at only how and why people crashed. It’s sort of like the patient who went to the doctor complaining of a sore tongue:Patient: “Doctor, my tongue really hurts.”

Doctor: “Does your tongue hurt all the time?”

Patient: “No, but it really hurts when I bite down hard on it.”

Doctor: “Well, don’t do that!”





The statistics based on crashes and fatalities give us hints about what not to do, but they don’t tell us what successful riders do to avoid crashing. The traditional approach to getting a helmet full of knowledge is just to keep riding and riding. Experience, the veterans might suggest, is the best teacher. In other words, just ride far enough and long enough, and life will eventually present you with all the lessons to be learned. That’s probably true, but the trouble is some of the motorcycling errors can ambush you before you learn enough to avoid them. It’s a lot safer and less risky to learn what you can from other people’s mistakes and experiences. That’s why I pay attention to the grizzled old motorcycling veterans when they occasionally drop hints about lessons learned.

I happened to be along one day when the MCN editor was picking up a test motorcycle for a photo shoot. Mostly, he was engrossed in details of the new machine, the fleeting time, the need to find a photogenic location, and the urgency of beating the evening rush hour. The dealer, obviously a veteran rider, was on a different mental plane. He knew I wrote skill articles, and he offered some advice about one small but important detail: adjusting mirrors: “Most people adjust their mirrors so that the view converges behind the motorcycle. I figured out that it is more important to see more of what’s coming up in adjacent lanes. So I adjust my mirrors more toward the sides.” As we rode away with the test machine, I observed that I also adjusted my mirrors far enough outward that I could pick up only a corner of the saddlebags at the inside edges. Big deal! you may be thinking. Who cares how the mirrors are adjusted? Let’s get to the really important stuff!

Well, maybe a helmet full of such small details adds up to the important stuff. Sure, our physical riding skills have a lot to do with keeping the bike under control. But what goes on between the ears is even more important because that’s where we decide what to tell our muscles. Novices start out with the physical skills of mastering the clutch, throttle, brakes, and balance. Veterans understand that motorcycling is really more of a mental process of scrutinizing the situation, evaluating the hazards, and deciding what to do with the motorcycle.


The Noob 

Now and then you’ll exit a restaurant to find someone circling your machine, a little wide-eyed and irrational, perhaps drooling at the mouth. When you hear the typical questions about fuel mileage, engine displacement, and prices, you know you’re talking  to someone infected with the motorcycle bug. Do the newbie a favor by pointing him or her toward the nearest rider training course. If the novice decides to become a motorcyclist, that initial training provides a good foundation for gaining experience.

I wish I could be more enthusiastic about today’s standard rider training courses, but I believe that the quality of training has slumped in many states, with the emphasis having been shifted away from giving the new rider the tools to deal with riding in the real world, more to getting a new rider licensed and ready to buy a new bike as quickly and efficiently as possible. Training sites with veteran instructors seem to do a good job with the latest simplified curriculum. I’ve also heard from instructors who are embarrassed at turning out students who passed the simplified test but obviously weren’t ready for the road. The good news is that some state programs are taking more responsibility for their training courses, and some are even developing their own training to meet the needs of local riders.

Rider training courses can give you a big dose of information all at once. The trouble with knowledge is that it’s a lot like French bread—it doesn’t stay fresh very long. You can gain a lot of fresh information from motorcycle magazines and books. A year’s worth of monthly reading adds up to a healthy dose of information to help stack the motorcycling risk deck in your favor. A lot of motorcyclists miss out simply because they don’t take the time to read what’s available. A number of veteran motorcyclists have told me they clip and save helpful articles in a notebook to study again on cold winter nights. You’d think the veterans would have learned it all by now, but that’s not the way it works. The veterans are still around because they continue to refresh their knowledge.

I used to teach the MSF Experienced Rider Course (ERC), and I was an enthusiastic supporter for a long time, encouraging everyone to take the ERC and take it again every couple of years as a refresher. But the “new and improved” version of the ERC eliminated most of the crash avoidance strategies and control dynamics instruction, and I’m disappointed with the results. If you’re a relatively new rider, take the ERC. In my opinion, the latest ERC will give you an opportunity to practice your control skills. But if you’re an experienced rider, it won’t give you much of what you need.

Fortunately, there are some alternative street riding courses available, including Lee Parks’ Total Control Advanced Riding Clinic, Atlanta Motorcycle Schools Street Smarts course, Bob Reichenberg’s Streetmasters Motorcycle Workshops, and the on-road Stayin’ Safe Motorcycle Training developed by the late Larry Grodsky. There are also a number of track schools that focus on controlled cornering and braking at real-world speeds, including Keith Code’s California Superbike School and Reg Pridmore’s CLASS Motorcycle Schools.

Most important, there are several books about riding skills available, including the MSF’s Motorcycling Excellence Second Edition, Lee Park’s Total Control, and Nick Ienatsch’s Sport Riding Techniques. So perhaps the best “training” for an experienced rider is just to study the books and practice the skills on your own. I’ll provide references for the books and riding schools later on.


Sight Distance 

I often use the phrase “adjust your speed to sight distance.” Let’s be specific about what that means. At a given speed, it takes a certain minimum distance to stop a specific motorcycle. If you expect to avoid that porcupine or those motorcycles splattered  on the pavement just around that next blind turn, your speed must be limited to your stopping distance. For example, let’s say your machine is capable of coming to a stop from 60 mph in 190 feet. If you can’t see any farther ahead than 190 feet, your speed shouldn’t be any faster than 60 mph. If your sight distance is limited to 150 feet, you shouldn’t be riding any faster than say, 50 mph.

Of course, trying to judge distance in feet or car lengths is unreliable. The pavement goes by in a blur, too quickly to make easy mental measurements of distance. The trick is to make time measurements. While you’re riding along, pick out some fixed object ahead such as a signpost, and count the seconds it takes you to get there. Count out loud, “one thousand and one, one thousand and two,” and so on. By taking a time measurement of your sight distance and comparing it with your speed, you can make more intelligent decisions about how far you are hanging it out.

I’ll offer some guidelines:



	Speed 	Minimum Sight Distance 	
	30 to 50 mph 	4 sec 	
	50 to 60 mph 	5 sec 	
	60 to 70 mph 	6 sec 	
	70 to 80 mph 	7 sec 	


Give these numbers a try, and see if you agree with my suggested minimums. If your reflexes are really quick and you can make consistent hard stops without dropping the bike or highsiding, shave off a second. If these minimums make you a little nervous, add a second. The point is to have a method of gauging honestly how your speed stacks up to your and your bike’s stopping performance. If you find that you are consistently entering blind situations at speeds too fast to stop within your minimum sight distances, the message should be obvious: get on the binders and slow down quickly whenever sight distance closes up.

When you are approaching a blind situation such as the crest of a steep hill, is it reasonable to assume that there isn’t a problem ahead, even though you can’t see the road ahead? For instance, let’s say there is a driver on the other side of the hill backing up to make a turn into a driveway. Should you brake just because your sight distance is temporarily limited? Personally, I have seen enough hazards just over a hill or around a corner to be very suspicious. I don’t think it is reasonable to assume the road is clear when you can’t see the road ahead within your stopping distance.


To Obey or Not to Obey 

As traffic grows more congested and aggressive, more motorists are bending the laws. You may find yourself in the dilemma of having to decide whether to increase the risks of a crash or increase the risks of a traffic ticket. For instance, consider those no passing zones marked by double yellow lines. Years ago, road crews were more realistic about the hazards and more frugal with the yellow paint. We could pretty well depend on the double yellow lines warning us of real hazards, such as hidden dips where another vehicle might be hidden from view or side roads where  other vehicles could suddenly pull out. But some road crews have gradually extended the double yellow lines farther and farther, until some highways are double-yellowed from one end to the other. If you’re riding a quick motorcycle, it’s frustrating to hang back behind a creeping motor home or overloaded gravel truck when you can see the other lane is clear and you know you have plenty of zip to get around. More and more of us are giving in to the temptation to just ignore the yellow lines and get on with the ride.
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If you were motoring along at 55 or 60 mph, would you brake for this situation? I don’t think it’s reasonable to assume the road is clear on the other side of this hill, even if traffic on the road has been light. When sight distance closes up, I believe in immediately reducing speed and preparing for evasive action.
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You might be tempted to ignore the no passing lines and get around this slow-moving truck, but before you leap out and accelerate, scrutinize the situation ahead. Are you absolutely certain the truck isn’t about to make a left turn into that side road ahead?

Legally speaking, it’s no more illegal to pass over a double yellow than to exceed the posted speed limit, but the laws of physics are self-enforcing. Being on the wrong side of the road at warp passing speeds is certainly an invitation to a head-on collision if a car suddenly appears from around the corner or a local resident pulls out of a hidden driveway.

You’ll have to decide for yourself when and where you are willing to risk passing over the double yellow. My advice is to never, ever be out in the wrong lane while crossing a bridge, approaching the crest of a hill, rounding a blind curve, or riding through an intersection. But what about a long uphill sweeper where you can see the road eight or ten seconds ahead? And when you come up behind a vehicle waiting to turn left from a busy two-laner, is it smart to come to a sitting-duck stop, or should you swerve over onto the shoulder, pass on the right, and keep moving?

Regardless of the law, before you decide to zip around any slow-moving or stopped vehicle, take a good look at the situation, and try to figure out what’s happening and what’s about to happen. Is there a side road or driveway into which the other vehicle could turn? Is there a tree-shaded intersection ahead from which another vehicle could suddenly materialize? Is the other vehicle going slowly because the driver is about to make a left turn? It’s unwise to pass in any areas where there are roads or driveways along the highway, even if it isn’t a no-passing zone. And before you pass a stopped vehicle on the right, take a good look behind you to ensure that someone else isn’t in the process of zooming around you.


Wandering Drivers 

While around half of all fatal motorcycle crashes are the result of the rider losing control, the other half are collisions. So a big part of managing the situation is to be aware of what the drivers around you are doing. The other day, a mini-van driver who had been tailgating me for several miles finally zoomed on by straddling the centerline. Even though I was maintaining 60 in a 55, I think the close pass was a message, perhaps “you’ve been holding me up long enough,” or “motorcycles don’t belong on the highway,” or maybe just “move it or lose it, biker boy, I got places to be.” While such aggressive actions tend to anger me, they don’t scare me quite as much as drivers who wander over the centerline or halfway onto the shoulder or who change speed for no apparent reason. I can only assume that wandering drivers don’t have their brains fully engaged in DRIVE, or their brains are fogged with chemicals, or they are distracted by a conversation on their cell phones. Whatever the  reason, it’s a scary situation for vehicles hurtling toward each other at closing speeds of 130 mph, separated only by a pair of four-inch yellow lines painted on the pavement.
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It’s not uncommon for motorists to misjudge the radius of a turn and drift over the centerline halfway around a corner.
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Entering a corner from the outside of the turn helps you avoid those Wandering Willies who drift over the centerline.

Whether it’s an act of aggression or a disengaged brain on their part, drivers who wander over the centerline can pick you off if you don’t take action to stay out of the way. If there’s a collision between a motorcycle and a heavier vehicle, you know who’s going to get hurt. On curving roads, there are specific locations where motorists tend to wander out of their lane, whatever the vehicle. You can adjust your line to avoid these areas.

Consider Wandering Willie, who doesn’t understand the importance of entering corners from the outside. Halfway around, Willie suddenly realizes the road is turning tighter than the truck, but by then it’s too late to prevent an excursion into the opposing lane.

Imagine yourself approaching from the opposite direction, and note that Wandering Willie drifts into your lane about two-thirds of the way around. Drivers also tend to cut corners near the apex of their lane, not realizing the rear wheels track inside of their front wheels.


Emergency Reactions Follow Habits 

One of the most important lessons I’ve learned is that emergency actions follow habits. Riding through the high desert of eastern Oregon one night, my headlight beam suddenly picked up the reflection of two eyes alongside the road. I rolled off the throttle and squeezed the brake lever gently. This is deer country, and the reliable tactic for avoiding a deer strike is to stop short of a collision. Those shining eyes were too low to the ground to be a deer, but whether a deer, raccoon, or skunk, I didn’t want to hit it.

When the reflecting eyes suddenly darted toward the pavement, my hand squeezed the brake lever progressively harder, the machine transferred its weight onto the front tire, and my hand squeezed just hard enough to brake the front wheel to the maximum just short of a skid. Twenty feet from impact, the headlight beam illuminated a very large porcupine bobbling out toward the centerline, then changing its mind, making a U-turn, and scrambling back toward the verge. As Porky  ambled off the pavement, my fingers eased off the brake, the suspension stabilized, and my hand rolled back on the throttle.
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On a twisty road, it’s not uncommon for a driver with a wide vehicle to borrow the other side of the road in curves.

What amazes me still is that I don’t recall any decision to brake hard. My right hand just produced a classic quick stop, as if it had been controlled by some animal-sensing device programmed to make a stop in the shortest distance without crashing. Of course, we all carry such a device. It’s located on the bike somewhere between your ears. In an emergency, the brain follows whatever programs have been learned through practice. If you always favor the front brake for normal stops, and you have experienced enough power stops to know what an impending skid feels like, your brain has a quick-stop program available for emergencies.

The moral of that story is that if you expect to have the right skills for an emergency, you must constantly practice the right skills every time you ride. If you expect to be able to handle the loose gravel or the wandering motorist you discover as you round a blind turn, you must practice control skills such as countersteering, smooth throttle-to-brake transitions, and aggressive braking while leaned over.

To put this another way, there really aren’t any emergency maneuvers you can pull out of your bag of tricks when something goes wrong. You can practice special maneuvers, but the only ones that count are the control skills you practice every day as you ride along. And if we assume there are physical habits to be practiced, then there must also be proficient mental skills that we must practice so that they become habits as well.


The View 

The farther you are toward the outside as you enter a turn, the more you can see of what’s coming, whether that’s Wandering Willie, a wild bull elk, or a patch of loose gravel. It’s important to maximize your view, regardless of your preferred traveling speed. The more you can see of the curve ahead, the easier it will be to set up your cornering line.

One common factor in motorcycle crashes on twisty roads is that the riders couldn’t see the entire situation ahead. Out in the country, those right-hand turns present some special problems. The view is more limited than in a left-hander of the same curvature. The smart tactic is to enter a right turn from closer to the road centerline. That provides the best view around the corner, which increases sight distance and puts the bike on a better line to exit without sneaking over the centerline.

Avoiding the bite is not just a matter of motoring slowly down the center of your lane and waiting nervously to take evasive action. The best bite remedy is to practice good habits. If you think about all the points I’ve mentioned, you’ll see a pattern emerge. You need to be in control of the situation as well as in control of your bike. Next time you’re out on the back roads, evaluate your speed habits with a quick sight-distance time check. Practice good habits every time you ride. Position yourself to see and be seen. And don’t be timid about using those big brakes to scrub off speed RIGHT NOW when sight distance suddenly closes up or about swerving away from the centerline when you see an oncoming driver cutting the corner.
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If you expect to be able to stop short of the truck that’s stopped in the road just around the blind turn, you must practice control skills such as braking while leaned over in a curve.
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Entering a right turn from the right
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Entering a right turn from closer to the centerline gives you a better view of what’s ahead.


Body Armor 

Even with the best of licensing, training, and skills practice, some crashes are simply unavoidable. For example, a moose suddenly emerges from the shadows and knocks you off the bike, or an oncoming coal truck swerves over the centerline in a blind corner, forcing you off the road. When you get your chance to crash one of these days, you’ll be hitting the landscape in whatever gear you decided to put on before the ride.
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If today is going to be your day to crash, what do you want between your body and the pavement?

But even if you don’t get to crash, your riding gear has a lot to do with your ability to control the bike. I’ll leave it up to your imagination how I know this, but a couple of wasps dropping into your boot takes a lot of attention away from the task of keeping the motorcycle pointed between the lines. A sunburned neck can make it too painful to turn your head to find that car hidden in your blind spot. A bouncing stone cracking into your shin can distract you from the slippery manhole cover ahead.

So riding gear is more than just uncomfortable body armor worn reluctantly day after day just in case today happens to be your turn to crash. Good riding gear protects against wind, sun, heat, cold, rain, and flying debris. A shatterproof face shield not only protects your eyes from grit but also keeps your face from getting wind chapped. Leather gloves not only protect your palms from road rash during a spill but also keep your knuckles from getting burned by wind and sun and help your fingers avoid blisters. Tall leather boots provide ankle support as well as protection from a hot exhaust pipe or from nasty biting insects.

But if today does happen to be your turn to crash, it would be handy if your gear also provides impact and abrasion protection. Competition-weight leather will slide for something like 80 to 100 feet on rough concrete before it grinds through to your underwear. Cotton denim will rip to shreds in about five feet. Fabric riding suits with armored patches can be almost as abrasion resistant as leather and a lot easier to clean after a few days of high-humidity travel. Of course, we can adjust our gear to the riding conditions. The more hazardous the situation, the greater the need for good stuff. When I’m making a nighttime transit through deer country on my two-wheeled rocket, I’m inclined to wear my heavyweight leathers. When I’m driving my dual sport sidecar rig up on the logging roads, I prefer a two-piece fabric riding suit. 
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Good riding gear protects against the weather and flying debris. Leather is the king in terms of abrasion resistance, but fabric suits with internal armor can provide excellent impact and abrasion protection, as well as water resistance.

Abrasion-resistant gear is a number-one priority to keep your skin away from the pavement, but impact pads in the knees, elbows, and shoulders will cushion the blows and reduce broken bones. Leg and arm injuries can be painful, but chest and head injuries are more likely to be critical or fatal. That’s why some riders wear a spine protector or upper body armor under their jackets.


The Helmet 

The ultimate purpose of a helmet is to prevent brain injuries during an accident. You can crack your leg or your skull and survive, but scrambled brains will bring you to a permanent halt. One really important reason for protecting  your brain is that the brain doesn’t heal itself the way other body tissue does. If you bang your head hard enough to black out for a few seconds, you’ve injured your brain. And a concussion can turn into epilepsy a year or two down the road. So if you intend to get back in the saddle after the big crash, consider the importance of keeping brain injuries to a minimum. Even a $50 helmet that’s DOT approved can provide excellent protection because it’s the crushable foam inside that protects the brain, not the outer shell.
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You don’t really need a real helmet if you are clever enough and skillful enough to avoid crashes. What you wear is your business. But more than a few riders do crash, even when they didn’t expect to. It’s a bad joke to believe that a thin “party” lid with no impact liner will give you any protection when you go down.
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If you find that a full-coverage helmet is claustrophobic or difficult to wear with eyeglasses, consider one of the flip-front styles.

There are lots of statistics on helmet use, and there have been way too many heated discussions about mandatory helmet laws—pro and con. I believe that what you wear while riding is your own business, but let’s be honest about the situation. A fake “party” lid with no internal crushable liner can’t provide any meaningful protection from sharp blows to the head. A DOT-approved helmet will provide reasonable brain protection in the typical street motorcycle crash. A full-coverage helmet can also provide jaw and face protection. According to a German study, the majority of helmet strikes in accidents are to the left and right chin areas. That’s something to think about if you have been wearing a shorty or three-quarter helmet.
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I think I understand the risks pretty well. I have one helmet with a cracked shell right at forehead level, a result of a large stone roosted from a vehicle ahead. I’ve also been hit by various potentially injurious or messy objects, including June bugs, bees, small stones, straw, hail, and seagull poop. Personally, I never go motorcycling without a helmet. My favorite style is full coverage with a flip front.




I Didn’t See You

If you allow another motorist to knock you down, you’ll probably hear the same lame excuse: I didn’t see you. Sometimes an errant driver has looked down at the poor motorcyclist lying miserably crunched under a bent motorcycle and let slip, “Gosh, I didn’t see you. You were coming so fast, and you were wearing black leather, and besides, you didn’t have your headlight turned on.” Certainly there are occasions when the other driver really couldn’t see the motorcyclist, but many veteran motorcyclists have long had a sneaking suspicion that the excuse is mostly a cop-out. When a driver attempts a sudden left turn in front of a motorcyclist and knocks the bike down, do we expect them to say, “I saw you but I was in a hurry and I figured you’d get out of my way?”

This oft-repeated I-didn’t-see-you excuse has led some safety experts to believe that the problem is simply that motorcycles are inconspicuous in traffic. The solution, theoretically, is to be more conspicuous. The suggestions are to wear brightly colored riding gear, add a modulator that flashes the headlight, and maybe screw on a Yosemite Sam Back Off mud flap.

Most of the high-mileage riding friends I know roll their eyes at the conspicuity stuff. “Friends don’t let friends wear pink vests,” they would sneer. Perhaps the veterans have a more realistic understanding of the I-didn’t-see-you myth. Does the  conspicuity stuff really work, or is it more of a magic talisman than a dependable safety device? (Magic talismans are supposed to ward off evil with no effort on the part of the wearer.) Conspicuity devices are based on the assumption that the other guy will get out of your way if he can only see you. The veterans know that avoiding collisions depends on being prepared to get out of the way of the other guy, whether he sees you or not.

[image: 028]

Like it or not, there are some situations in which you have no escape path should another driver wander into your lane. It’s helpful to be conspicuous for the benefit of other drivers.


Inattentional Blindness 

Psychology research has uncovered an interesting phenomenon that relates to the I-didn’t-see-you excuse. It seems that humans are subjected to so much incoming information that one part of the brain serves as sort of a subconscious mental “spam filter.” The filter passes on to the conscious part of the brain only information that corresponds to what the person is concerned about, or what the psychologists call attending to. If a driver is thinking about (attending to) buying a new car, the spam filter will pass along anything related to cars, including automobile dealerships and billboards with car ads. The flip side is that if the driver is not concerned about    something (say, motorcycles), the spam filter may delete the image. So it really can be true that a driver looks right at you and sees you, but your image gets filtered out and never gets to the conscious part of the driver’s brain. That would explain how a driver might not comprehend a motorcyclist wearing a high-visibility jacket and the bike flashing its headlight—or, for that matter, a freight train with a flashing headlight and the air horns blaring.

[image: 029]

Although this rider is highly skilled, he wears a conspicuity vest over his leathers to help capture the attention of other drivers. A retro-reflective conspicuity vest is especially useful for night riding, when the stripes light up brilliantly in the headlights of other vehicles.

[image: 030]

In addition to the headlights, this motorcycle has amber clearance lights in the front of the mirror housings and extra driving lights in the fairing lowers. The array of lights really helps an oncoming driver comprehend the presence of the bike, and the width of the clearance lights provide a driver with clues to more accurately predict its approach speed.

Since we can’t control every situation, we often depend upon other motorists to not run us over, like it or not. Motorcycles are narrower and more difficult to see in traffic. Other motorists don’t always comprehend how rapidly a motorcycle is approaching because a single seven-inch diameter headlight doesn’t really give motorists a clue about your approach speed. So there is a case for motorcyclists to be a little more conspicuous for the benefit of those drivers on the road who are really trying to avoid collisions.

Most important, if you are still in the process of learning the tactics of traffic survival, you really are more dependent on other drivers to stay out of your way, and you should help them out by being as conspicuous as you can. Whatever your experience level, you’ll have to arrive at a level of conspicuousness that meets your needs and fits your limits of sensibility.

If you think it might help increase your conspicuity, here are some suggestions:• Consider lighter-color riding gear such as a tan, silver, or bright blue. Add brightly colored vanity stripes to your darker-colored leathers, or wear a bright reflective vest over your jacket.
• Choose a helmet in a lighter, brighter color or a helmet design with bright stripes.
• When shopping for a new machine or repainting your faded bike, give priority to a bright paint scheme.
• Use amber running lights on the front, as widely spaced as practical.
• For nighttime rides, add reflective tape to the back end of your saddlebags, tour trunk, and helmet. Add multiple red taillights, preferably spaced wide apart.








End of sample
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