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Introduction

Thank you for purchasing this book. And congratulations on taking the initiative to make your riding as safe as it can be.




One of the things that people may say upon picking up a book such as this is: “I’ve been riding for years. Why would I need to read a book about riding?” This is not surprising. My experience has been that many people don’t realise what they don’t know. Such was the case with me when I first started to investigate how I could become a better rider. After all, without having been exposed to higher rider training, or having any clear idea of what exactly is a better rider, how can one know?




To try to shed some light on this, I’d like to relate a story about my first foray into advanced motorcycle training. I hope that it will demonstrate the huge difference between someone who “just rides”, and someone who actively studies and perfects their road craft.




What I am about to relate contains many references to skills and techniques that may not mean much to the reader at this point, but which will be covered in depth in this book. My hope is that it will demonstrate how much can be gained from an active study of proficient riding.




I had been riding daily for at least fifteen years in my native England (and thought I knew all there was to know about riding) when I decided to enter training with a view to pass the Institute of Advanced Motoring’s motorcycle test. The IAM training is essentially the same training that a British police motorcyclist undergoes. The training I was about to undertake consisted of a year-and-a-half of one-on-one work with my “observer”, and culminated in a two-hour “pursuit” test with a police Class A motorcyclist following me on the road while we were in radio contact.




I had arranged to meet one of the senior members of the local group one evening, and, to help with location, he was to guide me to their headquarters. At the appointed time, I arrived at the location, and met with my guide. He was riding a 750cc Honda, and I was riding my 1,200cc Yamaha. Possibly, I was quietly pleased that my motorcycle seriously “out-gunned” his in terms of raw power. I was a young buck and very confident. One thing that I haven’t mentioned yet: it was pouring with rain. It was England, after all.




So, after a brief introduction, we set off. Now, I just mentioned that I was riding a hugely more powerful motorcycle than my new acquaintance, and that I was very far from a “newbie” when it came to motorcycle riding. I was also about half my new-found friend’s age.




Here’s the thing though: I couldn’t keep up!




Now, it was obvious that my new friend was in no way trying to lose me. I could see from his riding that it was effortless. He in no way appeared as if he was riding fast. He was no doubt completely unaware that, behind him, I was frantically pulling out all the stops in a desperate attempt to avoid losing face. I was accelerating too much while trying to keep up, and therefore was braking too much in the many corners and before the many roundabouts. I was nervously taking the bends at a speed with which I really was not comfortable in the rain. In short, I was way out of my depth.




Yet, this older gentleman in front of me had all the appearance of someone out for a leisurely Sunday ride. His ride was one fluid motion. He simply glided through everything he came up against with the ease of an artisan. And I didn’t see his brake light come on once! He seemed to be able to predict other drivers’ actions before even the drivers themselves knew. He seemed to have an almost magical ability to be at the right place at the right time so that the traffic seemed to open up for him. It was almost as if everything was getting out of his way! Traffic lights would miraculously change just as he approached them. Long lines of traffic would amazingly offer a perfect gap for him to enter just as he reached them. It was a magical thing to behold. I was mesmerised and humbled.




So, what was it that this “magician” was doing that so resoundingly confounded this rider? Overall, he was riding with remarkable smoothness. He was able to ride with such consummate smoothness because he had at his command all the techniques which we will cover in this book.





  	Because he had excellent — and finely tuned — observation he was able to see hazards so much sooner than I could.




  	He was able to see so much further up the road because he was demonstrating good positioning. 

  	Because he was demonstrating such excellent throttle sense, he largely obviated the need for braking.

  	Because he was making the best of observation links, he was able to predict most happenings before they even transpired.

  	He could plan his ride because he had so much more information to work with. This gave the impression that the traffic, traffic lights and such were submitting to his command.

  	Because he had all these techniques under his command, he was effortlessly making progress. It was not about speed.






It was a very humbling experience, and one which showed me just how little this “experienced” rider knew about riding. From that day forward, I resolved to actively study the art of riding well, and to be the best I could be. Further, it introduced me to the great pleasure that could be derived from honing my riding skills as best as I could.




My hope with this book is to share some of that experience; to help other riders reap the benefits from superior road craft, and, most importantly, to do my humble part in helping to keep my fellow riders safe.





About this Book

This book is intended for a rider who has been riding a while; or for many years; or at least has passed the riding test in their own country. Although there will be some more basic subjects covered, it is assumed that you have a working familiarity with your machine, and have at least some experience under your belt. Its aim is to take over from the basic abilities that are generally required for a motorcycle license test, and offer ways to further your education; to hone the skills that any motorcycle rider requires to a much higher degree, and to present more advanced techniques to help you become more efficient, smoother, make better progress, and ultimately safer.




This book is divided into two main sections. The first section — control — covers some more basic facets of riding, such as braking, steering, balance, etc. before moving onto the second, larger section — proficiency — which introduces the more advanced techniques which are the main focus of Motorcycle Mastery.




This book introduces a system for efficient and safe motorcycle riding, and examines many particular facets of the riding experience —  showing you how to apply the system to every situation you may find yourself in as a rider. My focus, of course, is on safety first. As an added benefit to safer riding, and better observation, you will find that you will also begin to make better progress when riding.




I would advise taking the book in “bite-sized” chunks. There is a lot of information to digest. Certainly too much to digest in one sitting. Not only is this book designed to be a thorough read, it is also meant to serve as a reference book for the future. Of course, if you wish to read this book cover-to-cover in long sittings, much as you would a novel, that is certainly one way to do it. In this case though, I would advise you then to return to the beginning, and read a chapter at a time, then give yourself some time to apply the techniques while out on the road, before coming back to the next chapter to repeat the process. In short, this book is best “digested” in bite-sized chunks — giving yourself time to apply what you have read to real-life riding experiences. Taken this way, I am sure that it will enhance your riding experience — and safety — immensely. That is our goal.




Regarding road orientation: As I now live in the United States, I have written this book with all diagrams oriented for countries that drive on the right. Of course, I do not mean to leave our left-driving people out, but I hope you will find that making the mental transition will be effortless for those who do.


PART ONE

Control


CHAPTER ONE

Motorcycle Setup and Basic Control

In this first chapter, I’d like to cover some basic operational advice to bring us all “up to speed”, as it were, before we enter into more specific and involved subjects.




Machine Setup and Controls

It is the desire of this book that we turn ourselves into the most proficient, polished and adept riders we can be. It stands to reason that any expert in their field ensures that their tools fit them perfectly; that their tools are adjusted for optimum ease of use. An expert’s tools need to figuratively disappear so that he or she can concentrate on the job in hand. It makes sense that we try to achieve the same objectives with our machine.




Brake, clutch and gear levers should be adjusted so that they are in easy reach, and can be constantly covered. You will sometimes find people advise that your ride with the balls of your feet on the pegs. While that may be considered an ideal in some circles (I have heard it discussed in racing circles), our objectives are different. We need all controls immediately at our command without having to adjust anything about our position to reach them. Accordingly, our feet are placed such that the foot peg rests in the arch of our foot - enabling us to cover the brake lever constantly (see diagram), and easily operate the gear lever without strain. Achieving this may require that we adjust the position of the levers so that we can comfortably maintain this position without it putting undue strain upon us, and without actually pressing the lever/pedal unconsciously as we ride.
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Incidentally, while we should aim to avoid changing gear while banked over as much as possible, it is worth bearing in mind that we don’t want the gear lever set so low that we could risk hitting the ground with our left foot while gear shifting up in a turn. Some race machines, in fact, are set up with the gear lever operation reversed for this very reason. We just need to ensure that we can “cover” it comfortably without it being too low.




Many modern bikes have adjustment for the hand levers to enable us to alter the distance between the lever and the handlebar. We should adjust these so that we can comfortably cover these levers also.




Mirrors should be adjusted so that they can be easily seen without having to shift your position or move your head excessively. Many people do not use their mirrors enough, and this is something we shall be working on. It makes sense to make them as easy to use as possible.




Stopping Position

I will be covering braking in a later chapter, but I wish here to talk about temporary stopping - such as at traffic lights. Which foot down? In gear or out of gear? It seems that there are as many opinions on this as there are models of motorcycle, and the various methodologies will be debated until the end of time. The truth is that no standard should be used merely because it’s the “right thing to do”, or the way that you have been taught. In other words, just like every aspect of riding, any technique should be considered with a view to the current situation.




Having said that, I will outline my preferred method. Although it is the method that I was trained to use, I don’t use it by rote, but with proper consideration of the reasons, which I will outline. My preferred method is:

Right foot down. Out of gear. Left foot covering the gear lever.  Right hand on the front brake.




The reasons for this are:





  	You have two brakes, but only one gear lever. With this position, you have access to brake, clutch and gear lever without having to do any convoluted shuffle.

  	Machine — and rider — sympathy. You are not straining your hand holding the clutch in, and not putting wear on the motorcycle by sitting with it in gear.

  	You are in a position to very quickly put the machine in gear should an emergency arrive, and you need to “bolt” to safety.






You can either put the machine into neutral after you come to a stop, or gently slip it into neutral just as you come to a stop. I tend to do the latter.




Now, I understand that the beginner classes in your country may teach a different method. In fact, I tried to do some research as to which method various driving standards agencies use in various countries, and it seems they change their thinking so often that it’s quite difficult to ascertain what is the current recommended method!




Now, there are a couple of situations where the ideal I outlined above may change:





  	If there is a steep camber to the left. In other words, if the camber of the road means that it’s much further for your right foot to reach the ground than your left. In that case, it may be wiser to put your left foot down. Whether you continue to sit with the machine in gear at that point, or do the “shuffle” to put it into neutral would depend on how long you envisage sitting there.

  	If you are stopping on a hill. A good, controlled hill start (which we will cover in chapter 2) requires that you use the rear brake while setting off. Clearly, if this is the case, you need your left foot on the ground. Personally, in that instance, I still stop with the right foot down, but adjust to left foot down prior to the hill start and after having put the machine in gear.

  	If you can see that your stop will be momentary. In that case, either foot down will do as you won’t be taking the machine out of gear.






Before we leave this basic subject, I’d like to cover a couple of points about stopping at traffic lights and junctions.





  	Don’t pull right up to the vehicle in front. Leave yourself a gap so that you can bolt for cover if a vehicle coming from behind looks as if it is going to hit you. Actively prepare your escape route for this eventuality occurring.

  	Your mirror work should be exemplary. Particularly for riders in the US, who are not allowed to safely filter between the traffic, you are in a very precarious position at traffic lights. It is necessary to keep a very good eye on your mirrors while you are stopping and while you are stopped.

  	When coming to a stop, look straight ahead. Your head comprises about 8% of your body weight, and is the highest point — furthest away from the centre of gravity. One of the golden rules of riding is to look where you want to go. If you are looking to the side, or down, when you come to a stop, it is very likely the bike will follow!






Mirrors

It is generally not appreciated that it is often as important to know what is going on behind you as in front of you.

Make a point of working on the use of your mirrors — for it is very often overlooked. Here is something to work toward: at any time, you should be able to answer this question without taking another look in your mirrors: “What is behind me, and what is beside me?”




Indeed, one of my early trainers would take me out in a car, and at various points, would reach up and cover the rear-view mirror. He would then ask me details (number, colour, proximity, and so on) about vehicles beside and behind me.




Could you definitively say which (if any) vehicles were behind you or beside you at any point during your ride? If not, then a concerted effort to improve your mirror work should be considered. Such information will be priceless in an emergency situation.




And this brings us to the first of many mnemonics which will crop up in this book: MSM (Mirror, Signal, Manoeuvre).

Before any manoeuvre, we should check the mirrors to see what is behind us. Then, if it would benefit another road user, give a signal. Then, finally, perform the manoeuvre.
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I will be talking about this again later in the book, but, for now, try to get into the habit of running this mantra through your head. “Mirror, Signal, Manoeuvre”. Check on yourself often. Are you doing this every time, and in this order? A manoeuvre includes starting off, braking, changing lanes, turning, and so on.




Finally, when waiting at junctions, it is a good habit to employ what I call the “U Sweep”. What this means is that as you are waiting at a junction, and looking between left and right, drop your eyesight to take in the mirrors as you sweep from left to right. Your eyes are tracing a wide “U” pattern. This technique gives you a very good view of three directions (left, right and behind) in one sweep.


CHAPTER TWO

Braking

Before we get started about braking, I’d like to talk briefly about general stability on a motorcycle.




It is always worth bearing this in mind: A motorcycle is at its most stable when travelling at a constant speed in a straight line.




Why is that important to remember? Well, it’s because anything that causes us to deviate from that ideal condition is going to rob us of some stability. It is something we obviously can’t avoid, but it is worth keeping in mind so that as we are riding, we are continuously trying to keep the machine as near to that ideal as possible. 




With that in mind, let’s move on to the brakes:




How much braking should be done by each brake?

The optimum ratio in the dry is: 70% front, 30% rear.




The reason for this is that, as you apply brakes, most of the weight of the machine and rider will be transferred onto the front wheel. This translates to better braking efficiency with the front wheel. 




Conversely, weight will be taken off the rear wheel as we brake. This will make the rear wheel more prone to locking up. When the rear wheel is locked up, most of the traction will be lost, and the rear of the machine will want to “overtake” the front. Take it from me, keeping the rear wheel at the rear is a very satisfactory state of affairs! 




Does this braking ratio alter when it’s wet?

Yes, it does. When the roads are wet, this ratio should shift to 50/50.
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Application of Braking

How you apply the brakes is crucial to your safety. If pressed to come up with one word that describes the very best way to keep safe control of your machine at all times, it would be: “smooth”.




Everything we do on a motorcycle should be done smoothly and progressively. That includes braking, accelerating, turning and shifting gears. There is no surer way to upset your bike than giving it sudden, erratic input. This smoothness becomes even more crucial in wet conditions.




Let me talk about how this smoothness applies to braking:




It is necessary that all brakes have slack in them. You can feel this on your bike as the free-play that can be felt when you first squeeze the lever or touch the brake pedal. When braking — even in an emergency situation — it is important to first take up this slack before we start to progressively apply more braking pressure. This is sometimes called “setting up” the brakes.




This will help us to avoid locking up the wheels because it allows the weight which will be transferred to the front of the machine to provide the front tyre with better traction before we start to apply more and more braking pressure. It also allows time for the suspension to do its job — and the suspension has a very important job to do in keeping your wheels on the ground.




Further, the front brake should be applied momentarily before the rear. So, with all this in mind, let’s look at the sequence of events which should take place — in order — when braking. Of course, this all happens hopefully in a fraction of a second:





  	Front brake is “set up” by taking up the slack.

  	Actual braking power starts to get applied to the front brake. 

  	Rear brake is “set up” by taking up the slack.

  	Actual braking power starts to get applied to the rear brake.






Cadence Braking

Ideally, and with time allowing, we should practise cadence braking. This means that we are not applying full braking force when we are beginning to brake, but rather gradually increasing braking pressure until the best pressure is reached, and then diminishing that pressure towards the end of our braking. In a graph form, it would look something like this:




[image: Image]

For example: we are approaching a set of traffic lights 100 yards (or metres) ahead, which have changed to red. Cadence braking would involve beginning to apply light pressure to the brakes initially. Then, beginning to apply more and more pressure until the majority of our retardation has been effected. Yet we are still, say, five cars’ length away from the traffic light where we will stop. At that point, braking pressure is let off progressively. You will find that, as you slow, the pressure needed to maintain the same degree of retardation will become less and less. Consequently, we apply less and less braking pressure. This will result in us coming to a very smooth stop at the light while applying very minimal pressure to the brakes.




Cadence braking encourages earlier braking, and ensures that we come to a very controlled “no fuss” stop.




When to avoid braking

You will remember me talking earlier about a motorcycle being at its most stable when travelling at a constant speed in a straight line. We can see that the very act of braking is taking us away from that ideal.




With that in mind, it would be prudent to avoid compounding things that take away from that ideal. One sure way to compound this is to apply braking while cornering. This really should be avoided.




A tyre has a finite amount of traction available to it. You can see in the following image that much of that traction is being used to turn the motorcycle.
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If we exceed that available traction (say, by braking), the tyre will give way — often with disastrous results.




When we are braking in an upright position while going in a straight line, virtually all of that traction is available for our braking. When we are turning, a large percentage of that traction is being used for the actual turn. You can see that asking for more traction for braking purposes could easily cause the traction limit to be exceeded. For this reason, braking is to be avoided while turning the bike.




When entering a corner, it is important to have all your braking done before you start the turn. You should enter the turn at the desired, safe speed to negotiate the turn, and then gently accelerate out of the turn.




Aside from pushing the limits of your traction, braking while cornering will also cause the bike to want to “sit up”, and will create a tendency to go straight. Going straight in a curve isn’t the most efficient way to get where you want to go!




If you find yourself in an emergency situation while taking a turn, and the road allows, consider sitting the machine upright, doing your heavy braking, and then leaning back into the turn.




In this situation, keep your eyes on where you want to go. Do not be tempted to look nervously at where you may be heading. I have seen many riders fixate on their potential landing spot when they get into trouble, and, sure enough, that’s exactly where they land! See the later chapter about Hazard Fixation.




What should I do if I have a wheel lock up?

Firstly, don’t panic! Easier said than done, right?




It is worth remembering that if a wheel locks up, it is not a forgone conclusion that you have a date with the asphalt. It is just a very nicely worded invitation! You can avoid it if you don’t panic, and take preventative measures in a calm, smooth way.




If a wheel locks up, let go of that particular brake, then smoothly re-apply it. If it locks up again, rinse and repeat. Keep calm, and there is a very good chance you will recover. You may find yourself repeatedly having to release and re-apply the brakes. Just keep doing so. It is your best option.




I remember, many years ago, approaching a line of traffic which had suddenly stopped. The road was wet, and this particular area was offering terrible traction. Every time I applied the brakes, the front wheel locked and tried to skip out from under me. I must have release and reapplied that brake seven times, with the same thing happening, as I got nearer and nearer to the back of the car in front. However, with this repeated release and re-apply, I was able to bring the machine to a stop. Had I have tried to rely on the rear brake alone, I would have surely hit the car in front. Had I not have released the brake every time it locked up, I would have been on the ground in short order. Keeping a level head, and releasing/re-applying that troublesome brake saved the day.




Braking on loose surfaces

Inevitably, we will sometimes find ourselves riding on very loose surfaces. Gravel driveways or large patches of gravel on the roadway, sand or riding over grass — particularly downhill. In these circumstances, the slightest application of the front brake can quickly lead to the front of the motorcycle stepping out from under us.




At such times, it is better to rely on the rear brake alone. Especially at low speeds, we can generally tolerate longer periods of progress with the rear wheel locked up than we can the front.




Of course, if the situation allows, we can release the rear brake and re-apply as outlined in the previous section.




About ABS Brakes

ABS, which stands for Anti-Lock Braking System, was previously the domain of higher end motorcycles, but they are starting to appear on more economical models.




Personally, I am a big, big, fan. ABS works by continually monitoring the relative speed of the wheels. If the system detects an out-of-the-ordinary speed differential between the wheels, or an impossible to achieve change in rotation speed, it starts to do precisely what I outlined above for dealing with a lock-up situation.




The difference is that the computer can modulate the braking far faster than we possibly could. It can also detect a lock-up situation well before we can, and will often start to modulate the braking even before a lock-up has occurred.




There is, however, one important point about motorcycles equipped with ABS brakes: Just as it is important to actively practise braking — and emergency braking — on your machine, you should also practise braking if your machine is fitted with ABS.




Studies have shown that in a huge number of motorcycle crashes, it was found that the rider didn’t brake as much as they could/should have because they were afraid of locking up the wheels.




It is important that, if you have ABS brakes, you train yourself to brake to the fullest in an emergency situation, and let the ABS do its job. For this reason, I will periodically practise hard braking — to the point where the ABS is working — on my ABS-equipped machine.




Engine Braking and Throttle Sense

In this section, I’d like to examine the processes we go through during the course of our regular riding when we need to adjust our speed downwards, or stop our machine.




It used to be accepted wisdom that engine braking was a recommended method for slowing your bike. Now, many organisations recommend the mantra: “Engine for accelerating — brakes for slowing.” Which is correct? I think the confusion arises around the issue that both have their place.




To examine this further, we will consider the three main circumstances in which you will wish to slow your bike, but first we need to add another element into the equation: being in the right gear.




Later in this book, you will be introduced to the system for safe motorcycle riding. One of the elements of that system is ensuring you are in the right gear at all times. It is just as important while slowing to ensure that you are in a gear so that you could then accelerate if needed. Imagine coming to a halt — or nearly to a halt —, and then seeing that a following vehicle is bearing down on you at a great rate of speed. Clearly, it will not help you if you are in fifth gear!




With that in mind, let’s examine those three circumstances under which you would wish to slow your machine. They are:





  	An emergency stop (such as when a vehicle suddenly stops in front of you).

  	A controlled, non-emergency stop (such as when coming to a stop at a red light).

  	Adjusting your speed without coming to a stop (such as when entering a slower speed limit area).






Let’s examine these in order:




1. Emergency stop

This one is quite clear. No engine braking. When performing an emergency stop, the process outlined at the beginning of this chapter for normal braking is followed - except, of course, that it is followed a lot quicker, and the braking pressure is much more — possibly until just short of the point in which you begin to lose traction. However, with our added consideration that we need to make sure we are in the correct gear at all times to be able to smartly accelerate if needed, we need also to be down-shifting.




In this scenario, no engine braking is used. We use the front and rear brakes to effect maximum braking. We pull in the clutch, and keep it in. At the same time (or at the latest, as we are coming to a stop), we click down through the gears until we can go no lower. We don’t have time to think about counting the gears. We just keep clicking until we can go no more. This leaves us in first gear, with the clutch pulled in ready to smartly accelerate should we need to.




Incidentally, remember our 70/30 and 50/50 rule for braking mentioned earlier? This still applies in an emergency situation. However, upon heavy braking, your front wheel will be loaded even more than in a regular braking situation, and your rear will be carrying even less weight. For this reason, we have to be very careful that the rear does not lock up. This ratio of front-to-rear braking could shift to as much as 90/10 or greater. However, for as long as that rear tyre is in touch with the ground, it will be providing some braking force. For that reason, we still use both brakes in an emergency situation. There is another important reason for this: When acting in an emergency, we don’t want to be doing something markedly different from that which we do in a non-emergency situation. We don’t want to have to sort out: “Well, I use both brakes for normal riding, but just one for emergency.”




Although leaving the clutch engaged during an emergency stop would, theoretically, add some engine braking, I consider that the amount it provides is negligible, and is too unpredictable for an already unstable rear wheel. 




To reiterate: For an emergency stop, clutch goes in and stays in, and both brakes are used to stop the machine. As soon as is possible, we down shift as much as necessary to get into a gear in which we could sharply accelerate should we need to.




2. Non-emergency stop

This is the situation in which you are coming to a controlled, non-emergency stop, such as when coming to a stop at traffic lights, or a junction. It is also the scenario where a grey area exists. There are quite a few questions regarding this kind of stopping — especially when you consider the requirement that you should be in a gear that allows you to smartly accelerate again should you need to:





  	Do you just hold the clutch in, brake with the brakes until stopping, and then “block-shift” down to first gear , or do you sequentially go down through the gears as you are slowing until first or neutral is reached?

  	If you sequentially go down through the gears, do you let the clutch out between gear shifts - thereby employing engine braking?

  	If you let the clutch out, do you simply release the clutch and “drag” the engine up to speed, or do you rev the engine to match the speed in that gear?






That’s quite a few variables. Let’s try to simplify. I hope you will find that each conclusion logically leads us to the next:




Remembering that you always want to be in a gear with which you have usable engine power should you need to accelerate again at any point as we are slowing, it stands to reason that it would be useful to sequentially go down through the gearbox as our speed decreases, (as opposed to stopping, and then “block-shifting” down to first gear).




Personally, I consider that trying to guess the suitable gear for the current speed as you decelerate without any feedback from the engine is asking too much of the rider. The answer to this is to connect the gearbox to the engine as we go through the gears (by releasing the clutch). Now, this in essence means that we are using some engine braking. How much engine braking we use depends solely on how much we are using our brakes at the same time.




This only leaves the question of how we release the clutch between down-shifts. Our options are to simply “drag” the clutch until the engine comes up to speed, or we can use the throttle to momentarily match the engine speed before (or as) we release the clutch. 




Let’s answer this final question by considering what happens if we get it wrong: If we misjudge the timing when simply dragging the clutch, and release it when we are going too fast for the currently selected gear, there is a real possibility of locking up the rear wheel. We are adding an unpredictable braking force to the rear wheel when we are already braking with the brake. This is not an ideal scenario. We are also putting extra wear on our clutch components. Alternatively, if we “blip” the throttle to match the required engine speed when releasing the clutch, two things could happen: If we don’t apply enough throttle, then the engine will apply more braking to the rear wheel than is ideal. However, it will not be as much as if we simply didn’t use the throttle at all. There will be far less chance of locking the rear wheel. If we apply too much throttle, then we will experience a slight “lurch”. However, this is highly unlikely to be enough to cause any issues with traction. In short, I believe that using the throttle to bring the engine up to speed as we release the clutch provides the best balance between the two scenarios.




Of course, if we get it right the majority of the time (as we will), then we will effect a smooth transition down through the gears, with no undue braking or acceleration forces being applied to the rear wheel by the engine, and we will always be in a suitable gear should we need to accelerate again.




So sum up, the method I advocate — when coming to a non-emergency, controlled stop — is to use the brakes to do most of your braking, but to sequentially shift down through the gears as you do, and to effect this down-shift by matching the required engine speed to the gear by momentary “blips” of the throttle as you release the clutch.




Now, should you find that at some time all of your braking is being done by the engine, be aware that you are not showing a brake light! If you have following traffic, consider touching a brake just for this purpose.




3. Adjusting your speed without coming to a stop (such as when entering a slower speed limit area).

This third scenario is much simpler than the last. It is purely the domain of engine braking. Slight and gradual drops in speed can, and should, be effected by simply modulating the throttle. Indeed it is precisely this efficient use of throttle modulation which introduces: Throttle sense.




Throttle Sense

Throttle sense could be defined as the intelligent use of our throttle to better time our progress and avoid greater control inputs. Having a well-developed throttle sense brings many advantages, some of which I will outline here:





  	Better Stability

  	Better Hazard Avoidance

  	Better Visibility

  	Increased Fuel Economy

  	Less Wear on Your Motorcycle

  	Less Rider Fatigue






You will remember from the beginning of this chapter that a motorcycle is at its most stable when travelling in a straight line at a constant speed. In many ways, our aim in keeping our machine at its most stable is to stay as near to that ideal as possible. Clearly, braking takes us further away from that ideal than merely decelerating with the throttle. Therefore, any time we can use slight adjustments of the throttle to alter our speed, rather than braking, we are staying nearer to that ideal. We are also putting less wear on our machine, bettering our fuel economy and generally making things easier for ourselves because we are having to brake, accelerate and change gears less.




This is, perhaps, best demonstrated with a couple of examples:




When approaching a red traffic light, how many people do you see racing up to the light, and then harshly applying their brakes to come to a stop? Not only is that wasting fuel, but it is putting undue wear on their vehicle and making their machine unnecessarily unstable.




When approaching that traffic light, careful observation will allow us to simply ease off the throttle and coast towards the lights – only applying the brakes momentarily before we come to a complete halt. Even more careful observation and application of throttle sense will many times allow us to time our approach to the junction so that we don’t even have to stop.




Here is another example which ably demonstrates using throttle sense to increase safety:




[image: Image]




In this scenario, if both vehicles are travelling at roughly the same speed, then they are going to meet at the junction.




This, clearly, is a potential hazard. It is a simple matter to either ease on the throttle, or back off to make sure you don’t converge on the junction at the same time. Personally, in this situation, and if I see the vehicle while it is still a good way off, I would gently ease on the throttle to get ahead of the junction before the car arrives. This is throttle sense.




A similar situation arises when approaching curves in the road. If you find yourself braking to set yourself up for the corner, you are likely going too fast into that corner for regular street riding. Well-developed throttle sense would allow you to ease off the throttle in time to arrive at the curve at exactly the right speed to negotiate it. This is something that comes with practice and experience.




When I was in initial training, my observer would sometimes take me out to a country road and tell me: “OK, I want you to ride from here to (some point three to five miles away), and I don’t want to see your brake light once.”

Of course, the point wasn’t simply to avoid the brakes at all costs, but to cultivate good, reasoned throttle sense. If they didn’t see the brake lights, then I was clearly reading the road far ahead, and was demonstrating good throttle sense.




Here are just a few more examples where throttle sense comes in to play – enabling us to avoid taking more “immediate” measures:





  	Approaching the brow of a hill (using throttle sense to slow to the speed required to negotiate the hazard. Always ride so that you can stop in the distance you can see to be clear)..

  	Travelling beside a car in their blind spot (using throttle sense to either accelerate, or decelerate to get yourself out of the blind spot).

  	Approaching a reduced speed limit (easing off the throttle at precisely the right time so that you arrive at the speed limit sign at that speed).

  	Preparing to pass another vehicle (modulating the throttle to back off to get a better view, and to put you in the right place for your passing manoeuvre).






See if you can come up with some others of your own.




As you progress through this book, and particularly as you begin to apply some of the more advanced techniques in the “Proficiency” section, you should begin to see much more of the road ahead, and around you, as you ride. This enhanced view will allow you to apply more throttle sense in your riding, as you will begin to see hazards much earlier. The end result will be that your riding will become much smoother, and smooth riding is safe riding!




Hill Starts

Although this chapter is about braking, it seems a logical place to address a subject that seems to be a cause of concern for many riders. That is: moving off on your bike when you are facing upwards on a hill.




I see many riders holding the machine from rolling backwards with their front brake, then attempting the tricky manoeuvre of quickly releasing the front brake so that they can roll the throttle while releasing the clutch to move off without too much rolling backwards. I’d like to offer a better method:





  	Hold the bike still with the front brake.

  	With your right foot on the ground, pull in the clutch, and place the machine in first gear. Keep the clutch in.

  	Transfer your feet so that you are now holding the bike upright with your left leg. Place your right foot on the peg, and apply the rear brake.

  	Release the front brake. You are now holding the machine still using just the rear brake.

  	Now, smoothly use the throttle while releasing the clutch, at the same time releasing the rear brake as the clutch “bites”.






You will find that, with just a little practice, you will be able to effect very smooth starts while on a hill — with the minimum of fuss — and no rolling backwards!


PART TWO

Proficiency


CHAPTER THREE

Following Distance and Riding Speed.

One of the major things you should begin to notice as your riding improves is just how much more you can see — and how much sooner you can see it. That, after all, is one of our major objectives. Three things have a huge effect on how much you can see, and how soon you can see it:





  	Positioning.

  	Following distance.

  	Speed.






Positioning is a rather involved subject which we will be covering in much detail later in this book. For now, let's take a look at the other two which, it turns out, are linked. There is one golden rule to follow for every second that you are riding:




Always ride so that you can stop in the distance you can see to be clear.




See how important that is? It earned bold, italic and underlined. Seriously, this one can literally save your life, so it's well worth committing to memory, and reminding yourself often. Let's look at this in a little more detail:




What dictates the distance you can see to be clear?

Well, the obvious one is any vehicles in front of you, but there are many other things that can affect how much of the road ahead you can see. Here are some of them:





  	Curves in the road.

  	Hills.

  	Weather.

  	Your own eyesight.

  	Foliage (bushes, trees, etc…)

  	Your headlight at night.






It is easy to see how a sharp curve in the road can severely restrict the distance you can see to be clear, but what is often overlooked is that many other factors can contribute to such reduced view. Imagine riding over the crest of a steep hill. There comes a time when you cannot see much of the road ahead at all (just before we reach the crest). When any factor limits how far we can see ahead, we need to adjust our speed so that we can still stop in that distance we can see to be clear.




How much distance do I need to leave when following another vehicle?

This varies due to a lot of circumstances. Different bikes will have various optimum stopping distances due to variations in braking efficiencies. This will also vary according to how well you know your bike, how efficiently you can bring it to a stop, and your braking techniques. It is important to know and practise emergency stopping on your own machine. However, here is a very useful tip for monitoring your following distance: At any given speed, a good rule of thumb is to leave a two-second space between you and the vehicle in front.




The Two Second Rule

Here’s how it works: As you are following other vehicles, take note of a landmark that the vehicle in front passes. This can be a tree, a traffic cone, anything that you can reliably see when that vehicle passes it. As soon as the vehicle in front passes that marker, start saying to yourself: “Only a fool breaks the two-second rule.” You should not pass that marker yourself until you have finished saying that mantra. Don’t rush. Don’t see the marker coming towards you too quickly and hurriedly finish the sentence. Say it at a normal, conversational pace.




Using this simple rule of thumb, you will find that you are allowing a good distance between yourself, and the vehicle in front. See the following diagram.




[image: Image]




Does this change when it is raining, or the roads are wet?

Most definitely! You should allow double the following distance when the roads are wet. Simply say: “Only a fool breaks the two-second rule” twice, and you should not pass the marker until you have finished.




After a time of doing this, you will find that you will naturally start allowing a good following distance, and just an occasional check will confirm that you are.




The advantages to allowing a safe following distance are huge. The obvious one is that if the vehicle in front stops quickly, you will be able to safely stop with ease before your bike becomes a very expensive ornament for the vehicle in front. Some of the not-so-obvious advantages include:





  	You will get a much better view of what is happening up ahead. An experienced, safe rider is mostly taking notice of what is happening two, three or more vehicles ahead.

  	You will stand more of a chance of avoiding debris on the road and even the scourge of a motorcyclist’s existence — the road alligator. These are the treads that have become detached from vehicle tyres, usually trucks, and can be particularly nasty for a motorcycle rider.

  	If you are planning a passing manoeuvre (covered in depth later), you will be able to glean much more information, and so be able to better plan that pass.

  	If you have following vehicles, and you need to stop in an emergency, you will be in a better position to control your braking so that you don’t become an expensive ornament on the front of that vehicle!






So, the next time you are out riding, practise the two-second rule. You will find in no time that you will automatically be leaving a good following distance.




Stopping in Traffic

Very often, we find ourselves in stop-and-go traffic, or waiting at traffic lights. This situation is exacerbated in the United States where riders are not allowed to safely filter between the traffic.




Many motorcycle crashes occur when the bike is hit from behind while waiting. For this reason, it is a good idea to follow these guidelines:





  	Leave a good gap between you and the vehicle in front, and consider stopping to left or right of centre if that seems to leave a better option for escape.

  	Prepare an escape route in case of emergencies. If you leave enough gap, you can often bolt into the space between cars ahead of you in an emergency.

  	Keep a careful watch of your mirrors for vehicles coming up behind too fast. This should be done while you are slowing and stopping for the light, and also while you are stopped.










CHAPTER FOUR

Signalling and Signal Reinforcement

Signalling

Well, how much can there be to say about turn signals, right?




As it turns out, quite a lot. The humble turn signal provides a lot more than just bling-bling and, when used correctly, it silently and efficiently announces our intended way through the urban jungle. When used incorrectly, it is an invitation for disaster just waiting for a gullible victim to fall for its glittering deception.




But first, let me step back a little and remind you about a crucial routine we should follow each and every time we perform any manoeuvre:
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There are a few of points to remember about MSM:





  	The order is crucial. Sadly, we see instances all the time of people jumbling up the order. One of my favourites is the people who swing into a filter lane at a set of traffic signals, come to a halt, and then switch on their turn signal. It’s a little late my friend, and now you’re in the filter lane, we’ve got a pretty good idea where you’re going! Then there are the people (I’m sure you’ve all seen them) who are already half way through their lane change when they switch on their turn signal (if at all).

  	A manoeuvre isn’t only a turn. It can be braking, coming to a halt, setting off or performing a pass.

  	A signal is informative only. It’s not a request, and it’s not permission. Again, sadly, we see people all the time who think that a signal is a tacit right to do what they’re about to do.

  	One signal per manoeuvre. Don’t signal a right turn, then, knowing you’re going to turn right again in a while, just leave that signal on. Cancel it, and start another at the appropriate time.

  	You need to allow time for other road users to see your signal. Clearly, a signal is there to convey intention. For this to be useful, it has to be presented early enough so that other road users can see it, and react to it. Try to get into the habit of putting your turn signal on early enough so that you can at least count three flashes before any change in direction is made.






The “Life Saver”

It is prudent, just before you perform a turn or lane change, to take a quick glance over your shoulder for vehicles that may be hiding in your blind spot. Although good use of mirrors should mean that you are always aware of all the vehicles around you, this last-minute should check has proven beneficial enough to earn itself the name: “Life Saver”.




Here are a couple of examples of the application of MSM:

Changing Lane Left

Mirror: Before anything, you check your mirrors to make sure you knew exactly what is around you.

Signal. Having established that it is clear to change lane, you switch on your turn signal. Now, wait! For a lane change in moving traffic, I always count three flashes of the turn signal before I do anything. Quick shoulder check: The “Life Saver”. Somebody who is very good with their mirror work, could consider skipping the shoulder check, but there is no harm in performing it — and it often saves the skin of even the most experienced rider.

Manoeuvre. Make the lane change.




Braking in preparation for stopping at a traffic light.

MSM still applies:

Mirror. Before you perform any manoeuvre — and that includes braking — check your mirrors to see who is behind you, and assess the risk that braking will create. If you have vehicles following too closely behind, you won’t want to apply forceful braking until you are sure that the following vehicles have started their braking.

Signal. Your signal is your brake light. Just because it’s automatic, remember it’s still a signal. There may be instances when you might consider reinforcing that signal. More about signal reinforcement later.

Manoeuvre. In this instance, the act of breaking runs simultaneously with the Signal part (your brake light). Keeping this in mind, remember you can start light braking earlier as a way to make that signal (the brake light) happen earlier if you see heavy, close traffic behind you.




Let’s get back to the humble turn signal:




A signal must be given early enough, but not too early. You must also be mindful of what signals (excuse the pun) you are actually giving, and how they could be misinterpreted.




As an example, an invitation to disaster could be approaching a right turn you are about to make, but there is a car waiting to exit a gas station just before the junction (see diagram):
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Your turn signal could easily fool the driver into thinking that you’re entering the gas station. Out he comes… ouch! Sometimes it’s prudent to leave that signal a little later.




Conversely, you could also be intending to turn into a gas station on your right, but there is a vehicle waiting to exit the junction just before it (see diagram).




[image: Image]




In this instance, the driver could easily misinterpret your signal as an intention to turn into the road he is waiting to exit. It would be prudent to leave that signal until after you have passed this vehicle.




It goes without saying the possible consequences of leaving a signal too late, but here’s a conundrum for you: Say you’ve just made a left turn — with following traffic, and you need to make another left turn into a forecourt (see diagram below). Your signal is rendered useless because it has already signalled your first left turn, and there hasn’t been enough time to cancel your signal, and start another.
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What to do? This leads us nicely into:




Signal Reinforcement

What do you do in the above circumstance? You consider reinforcing that left signal with an arm signal. You have just made the left turn, you want to immediately turn left into the forecourt, you leave your signal on and then reinforce it with an arm signal. This will indicate to the drivers behind that you are making another left turn, and it will definitely get their attention! Clearly, careful inspection of your mirrors would be called for here, and don't be afraid to simply abort the second turn if you are not sure that the drivers behind have seen your intentions.




Here is another example where you may consider signal reinforcement:
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In this instance, my intention is to turn right into the smaller road — not the larger road just beyond it. Clearly, it would be quite natural for the drivers behind to assume from my signal that my intention is to turn onto the larger road. There is a danger that the following drivers could run into the back of me as I unexpectedly make the sooner turn.




In this instance, I would consider reinforcing my signal with an arm signal. The very fact that I am executing an arm signal will alert the following drivers that something unusual is happening, and hopefully prompt them into extra care.




As an exercise, think of other instances when a signal reinforcement could be useful.




So, it turns out that the humble act of signalling is a bit more involved than it would at first seem. It is certainly not complicated, but, like everything else about good riding, it deserves actual, logical thought.




False Signals

Before we leave the subjects of signals and signalling, I would like to talk about how we deal with signals from other road users.




Signals from other road users can take the form of electronic turn signals fitted to vehicles, things such as headlight flashes, or arm/hand signals.




Well, it turns out that sometimes, the very best thing to do with another road user’s signal is to ignore it!




Let’s look at some examples of potentially false signals from other road users, but before we do, I would like to give you one sage piece of advice that can literally save your life:




The only thing a flashing turn signal proves, is that the bulb is working!




What this means is that we should never make our decisions about whether it is safe to perform a manoeuvre based solely on another road user's signal — no matter what form that signal may take.




Here is just one example:




[image: Image]




You’re waiting to turn left out of a junction. There is a car approaching from the left with its right turn signal on.

Are you safe to go? No, no and NO!




That car driver could have left that signal on from a previous turn, or could even be intending to turn right after the junction. So, we will wait until we actually see the car begin its turn before making any move.




Invitations to Disaster – The “Unofficial Signals”

These are the hand waves, the headlight flashes, the nods, the “waving you past” or any other motion that a creative mind can come up with. We see this all the time, and it’s very tempting to do it ourselves — and to act on it when others do it. But, beware! They can be invitations to disaster.




It’s important to remember that we — and we alone — are responsible for every action we take when out on the road. This reminds me of the saying: “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”




Let me demonstrate this with a scenario that happened to me while I was writing this book. If I had simply acted on the drivers well-intentioned gesture, It would have led to a very miserable day:
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I was attempting to exit left from a gas station, which was very close to a busy junction with traffic lights. A well-intentioned driver stopped short of my position, and, using an “unofficial” signal, waved for me to come out.




The prudent thing to do in this situation is to thank the driver, but assess the situation as if no such invitation has been given.




Fortunately, this is exactly what I did, and edged out using extra vigilance precisely because another road user had invited me to make a manoeuvre.




Sure enough, there was a driver creating his own filter lane (using the divider before the filter lane has actually started), and was bearing down at a great rate of speed. Had I have simply taken the driver’s invitation, it would have been a disaster.




(Incidentally, about two months later, I passed this spot, where the police were dealing with the scene of a crash. I had the opportunity to speak to the driver of the antique truck that was sitting smashed in the middle of the road. Sure enough, exactly the same scenario had played out — but the driver had responded to the well-intentioned signal of another driver).




This is just one example of many where it can be seen that an invitation from any other road user that it is safe to execute a manoeuvre is worth precisely the paper it’s written on!




If another road user “invites” you to perform a manoeuvre, take that as a trigger to practise extra vigilance, for it is a hazard in itself.




Similarly, we should resist the temptation to give other road users (or pedestrians) “invitations to disaster”. The only proper use of flashing headlights and sounding of horns is to alert other drivers of your presence. The only proper use of hand signals is to signal your intention to vary from your current course.




As strange as it may feel, if you decide that you would like to let another driver out of, say, a junction, simply stop or slow, and make eye contact. Resist the temptation to act as their “eyes and ears”, or to make any other indication that it is safe for them to go. It is their responsibility to decide to make the manoeuvre, and theirs alone.




Similarly, I have sometimes seen a practice that makes me nervous when people are riding in groups. One of the riders will commence an overtake — a pass, and will hold his or her arm up to signal to the riders behind that it is safe for them to follow. In my opinion, this definitely comes under the category of “invitation to disaster”. To me, that would constitute a hazard and cause me to make the decision to not pass at that point.




Again, every move you make should be of your own volition, and only made after careful consideration in the absence of any “invitation” from another road user.




This may take a little effort to break some well-ingrained habits, but it will pay dividends in keeping you safe, and that’s what this is all about!


Get the Book

Get the Full Book




If you have enjoyed this excerpt, the full book is available in digital formats for all e-readers at just $9.99. Please follow the links below:




EPub (worked with most e-readers, and computers):

http://http://localhost/MotorcycleMastery/#Links




Kindle:

http://http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00PJKY0CA/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B00PJKY0CA&linkCode=as2&tag=gp03ab-20&linkId=PIHZ4EE7VGWO5NW3




IBooks:

http://https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/motorcycle-mastery/id940973113?mt=11




Barnes and Noble Nook:

http://http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/motorcycle-mastery-advanced-techniques-for-the-smart-rider-alan-hearnshaw/1120754565?ean=2940150502543
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