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CHAIRMANôS MESSAGE: 
 
 
Motorcycling is a pastime full of variation. Since the inception of a motorised two wheeler, 
anyone wanting to be part of a world in which you arenôt cossetted in a cocoon of steel and 
glass opted for the open road on a motorcycle.  This gave rise to various interesting 
characters that frequent the annals of motorcycle history.  From the Tourer, to the Sportster, 
Stunt rider and more recently the Adventure rider (read Martin Davis) our brothers and 
sisters take to the roads, tracks and countryside on all forms of two or three wheeled 
moped. 
 
Our own society and movement has a very specific bond with motorcycling and the older, 
the better.  However as we age, we need to inject newer blood into our movement to keep it 
going.  This predicament isnôt unique to VMC as all hobbies and pastimes are struggling to 
keep their ñinduction portsò above water these days. 
 
It is essential to bring younger enthusiasts to our gatherings, both to introduce new blood 
and get the generation who inherited their parentôs motorcycles to bring them into the 
fold.  Your ideas on how we can do this will be most welcome; also getting together from a 
social perspective and riding more as a club can make our movement more visible.  In this 
regard, the committee will plan regular club rides, over and above the main Regularity and 
Commemorative events, while encouraging all members to get out there and ñexercise the 
steedsò. 
 
I sincerely hope that over the summer months, VMC becomes visible (without being TOO 
controversial) and upholds our dictate to keep the machines of the past rolling for all to see. 
I wish you all a wonderful run up to Christmas and the festive season. 
 
Keep the shiny side upward and the rubber on the road. 
 
Ken. 
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Upcoming Events 

 

Please send any event info or comments to the Chairman, the Editor or any committee 
member.  Contact details are available on the last page of Kickstart. 
 
 

Calendar for 2016 

November 2016 December 2016 

5 November Ford Heritage Day VVC Club 4 December 

Ride in Memory. Cullinan. 
The Lemon Tree??   08:00 
am Founders Hill.  10:00 
am Bapsfontein. VVC Club 

6 November CMC Club Meeting CMC Germiston 12 December 

VMC Chairmanôs 
Christmas Party. Last 
VMC Club Night for the 
year. VVC Club 

21 & 22 Nov Fairest Cape Tour Goudini Spa    

27 November 

Annual VVC year-end 
Bash.    Ride / Drive to 
Kenjara Lodge ï Cradle of 
Humankind. VVC Club    

28 November VMC Club Meeting VVC Club    

      

January 2017  

      

      

      

 
 

From the Treasury 
Subscription increase  
Unfortunately, due to the sliding value of our currency, it is necessary to review subscriptions from 
time to time.  While we would like to retain our subscriptions at a constant level for as long as 
possible, it is now necessary for an increase. In view of this and due to the pressures experienced 
by many pensioners, we have included a discount. 
The new fee structure, applicable from 1st July 2017 is as follows: 
Joining Fee R50 
Full membership  R300 
Country membership  R220 
Discount for over 70ôs  50% 
Discount for over 80ôs 100% 
Family membership (no discount applicable) R20 
  
Discounts only apply to members with at least 5 years of continuous membership. If you qualify 
now for a discount or will shortly qualify, please send me your ID number or birth date. This 
can be done by email to treasurer@vintagemotorcycleclub.co.za  or via SMS to 082-650-9880.  

Logger Purchase 
We have a new batch of loggers in stock for sale to members. Due to an unfavourable exchange 
rate,  the price has increased. 
These will be sold to members either at a subsidised price for first time buyers or at our cost price if 
this is a second logger purchase. Prices are: 
First time buyers R500.00 
Normal price R750.00 
   
Please refer any queries to me at treasurer@vintagemotorcycleclub.co.za 
Peter Vlietstra 

 

mailto:treasurer@vintagemotorcycleclub.co.za
mailto:treasurer@vintagemotorcycleclub.co.za
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The 2016 Velocette Owners Club of SA Re-union 
 
The first weekend in October saw 24 members gather in Fouriesburg for the 24th annual re-
union of the Club. While past re-unions, especially those in Fouriesburg, have seen many 
more members with up to 30 Velos attending, this year only 15 Velos made it, together with 
members and friends riding a BSA, several BMWôs, a couple of Kawasakis and a Yamaha 
or two. No doubt the current economic squeeze had an impacté.. 
 
The club was first mooted at the 1972 Buffalo rally in the Eastern Cape town of Bathurst, 
when 9 Velo riders at the rally decided to get together on an annual basis. This led to 
informal gatherings at several different venues before the club was officially structured and 
the first formal re-union took place at the PK le Roux dam in November 1989, with 12 
founding members attending. The twelve were Darryl-Moresby-White, Gordon Keith, Alan 
Harris, Paddy Mahaffey, Jan Minnaar, Ralph Nugent, Bill Averre, Des Truter, Sholto  
Rothbart, Stuart Fergusson, Chris Dean and Jack Cuyler. Castrol sponsored the gathering. 
Regular re-unions took place thereafter at various venues including Tomôs Place, Verwoerd 
dam, Zastron, Aliwal North, Tweespruit, Clarens and for the past 14 years at the 
Fouriesburg Country Inn. In 2005, the centenary of  Veloce, (the manufacturers of 
Velocettes), some 60 members with 38 Velos attended a memorable event at Fouriesburg. 
It took the town several days to recover! 
 
Fouriesburg is an ideal location, being reasonably central to the core of Velo owners who 
hail from the Eastern Cape, Natal, the Free State and Gauteng. In addition, one of the best 
biking rides in the country is from Fouriesburg to Clarens, with a burn on to  Golden Gate 
and to Kestell thrown in. The ride on the R26 to Bethlehem and also down to Ficksburg are 
both very scenic and fairly quiet, so from a riding point of view, there is little to beat 
Fouriesburg. Add in the friendly atmosphere and reasonable rates at the Fouriesburg 
Country Inn and the scene is set for a super social biking gathering. Of course, if you are 
riding a Velo, so much the better! 
 
This year we had two Saturday rides, a 15 km coffee run down the R26 to the Shumba 
Valley caravan park, a 16km loop down to Caledonôs poort and then back to the Inn for 
breakfast. Later in the morning we rode the 45 km up to Bethlehem for a good lunch at the 
historical Park hotel and back again in time to watch the South Africa ï Australia rugby 
before our traditional spit -braai at the Innôs lapa. A good Sunday morning breakfast and we 
all headed for home, another great weekend for the memory bank. 
 
If you felt a bit sad at not being part of this re-union, why donôt you join us next year? You 
need not be a Velo owner (although this is recommended!), but if you enjoy the cameradie 
of social biking in ideal surroundings and on great roads, this is an ideal gathering.  
 
Book 29,30 Sept and 1 October in your 2017 diary and contact Kevin Robertson, 
kwv.robertson@gmail.com or 0833213234 nearer the time. 
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BURT MUNRO 
 
 
Continuedé. 
 
Part 2: 
 
 

 
 
 

For this year, I have made the new cylinders and pistons to the largest bore ever; it is now 
3.192ò x 96mm giving 60.54ci.  For eight years I have carved out new rods, cylinders and 
pistons and cams, and worked full time on either my 1936 Velo or the Indian.  For ten years 
I worked 16 hours a day in the shed and was told to slow up a few years and now work 
seven days and about 70 hours per week.  The flywheels I have made from 5ò axle 
hammered out under steam hamner.  I have just finished the pistons.  I had these eight 
heat-treated for the first time.  Crank in 1928 Scout turned down to 3/4ò and then sleeved.  I 
made this from oil hardening steel and squeeze on and pull up with standard nuts.  I leave 
the taper on one end and then make another taper with 3/4ò hole in it to fit drive side 
flywheel.  The rods of course now have bigger eye and smaller rollers.  The main shafts 
right up to about three years ago were standard, about 13/16ò with four sets of caged 
genuine Indian rollers 1/4 x 5/16ò running on the shafts.  Well, as speed mounted up over 
the years I got visions of them breaking and in 1957 I had a new pin, crank-pin that is, given 
to me in Springfield on a visit to Indian factory.  This I fitted to the timing side with big-end 
bearings.  Then the drive side looked so thin.  I looked around and had a spare gearbox 
mainshaft.  So I ground the four outside splines off it and made up two drive shafts from it, 
then had them re-hardened and ground locally.  I bored out the taper in flywheel in my 3 İ ñ 
Myford lathe.  By the way I completely made my new cylinder heads on the same lathe.  
The only change is to cut about 1 ıò off gap in bed for flywheels.  This probably weakens it 
a bit, but I still work it every day and since it was new 22 years ago.  I am on my second set 
of back gears, worn out about 12 years ago and my third lead screw is now badly worn. 
 
Cams I have made my file and saw since 1926, but now have built a cam grinder and make 
them in pairs.  I spent 800 hours in 1963 making the engine into a four cam set-up.  After I 
time them I pin them to the 1/4ò hole in the standard cam-wheels on the Scout.  Cam 
followers are filed from axle steel and I make a fork to take 3/4" x 1/4ò rollers running on 
needles and an oiler to keep a good flow from the 1933 Indian oil pump I had given to me in 
1956.  This I modified to pump oil to the big end, and was when I made my steel flywheels. 
 
The 1920 Scout frame and my third streamliner shell are still in USA.  The first full shell I 
built took me five years to hammer out of sheet aluminium.  I could only work at it when I 
had my bike ready for testing, then if it blew up I would work on the engine until running 
again, and then hammer away again, or suddenly think of some new scheme to get more 
speed.  Of course these brainwaves often made it slower or just more blown parts.  By the 
way, I have read of E Fernihoughôs death and perhaps I can offer a reason for him running 
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off the road that day.  I have several times had similar experiences caused by a side wind of 
only two to three mph.  If one is travelling at over 180 as on most occasions with me, the 
bike steers over to one side but I start to steer it back at once.  But I have had it go 12 feet 
over the outside of the black line before getting it back to centre of track.  This I have known 
to take about a mile from start of swerve to be back on centre of track.  If this were on a 
road of course there is no chance of survival. 
 
The first shell I took to Bonneville in 1962 was the second built.  The first one of aluminium 
was too hard to ride, too neat a fit and I had great difficulty getting the gears.  So I modified 
it and used it as a mould for number two of fiberglass.  I had my first run at Bonneville in 
1962 and was ordered to have a test run with officials following in a car.  It veered from side 
to side at all speeds.  I said to myself I may as well ship it back home they will never let me 
run a thing like this.  When they came up and said ñHandles okò.  I said what!  They 
repeated handled good!! 
 
For the next five or six years I had some of the worst out of control rides on record.  The 
worst was for five miles late in 1962, when in an effort to stop wheel-spin at 160mph, I built 
a 60lb lead brick and bolted it in front of rear wheel.  By the time I got to the three mile 
marker the top of the shell was swerving five feet and wheel marks were five inches wide 
and snaking 30 inches every 200 yards, measured and lined-up later.  Well, when you 
figure you can only die next skid you try anything, so wound it all on for another one and a 
half miles and when I found out it would go on that way forever I rolled it back and stopped.  
When the gang arrived and found me laughing they wanted to share the joke.  I said I was 
happy to still be alive.  The clue is to sit up and let the body strike the air.  This shifts centre 
of pressure back behind centre of gravity.  I learned this the hard way.  Lead brick should 
have been in front of the front wheel and shell higher off the ground.  At rear, air packed 
until tail and lifted weight off rear wheel, thus causing wheel spin. 
 
More specs.  I have mods in clutch, the standard Raybestos plates are long gone and I 
have 17 standard steel plates, hardened and ground.  I fit 24 standard clutch springs giving 
a pressure of 1360 pounds on the pressure plates, and the standard thrust race and 
withdrawal screw haul this free for freeing and gear changing.  I have a left hand lever and 
wire to operating arm and a small foot assist lever on the clutch worm shaft.  I only use this 
for low gear engagement during test runs without shell.  Over the years I made four chain 
drives having finally ground helical teeth off clutch body and filed out 46 half inch pitch teeth 
by hand and now run a three row chain on a 22 engine sprocket and still the 46 clutch 
sprocket.  Renolds in London told me 15 years ago this would be impossible and would 
never work but it has run in there for the last 35 years or so in 10 SAE oil. 
 
The gearbox is original but I was unable to get new sliding dog and was visiting an old 
acquaintance in Sydney in 1948 who had bought out Mr Bidenôs stock of Indian parts.  I 
bought a set of 1916 Power plus Indian gears, lay shaft cluster and sliding dog.  The cluster 
I shortened 3/8ò and have run on them this past 22 years. 
 
Cylinders I usually make from very old city gasworks pipe, cast-iron condemned because of 
very large pits.  I manage to get short lengths without too deep marks and because of the 
thickness about 1/2 to 5/8ò, I can have enough thickness for a base.  The barrels are old 
pistons melted in a small pot on the two gallon can furnace I use for melting down for 
making pistons.  The muff casting I turndown in the Myford, bore undersize then heat up 
with a blow lamp and drop onto liners.  Pistons I redesign every year and make about half a 
dozen or so and take them with me to USA for spares.  Some years I have used every one 
and even welded up burned-out there.  When Jim Enz and his wife wanted to help me with 
fuel I said I would like to try alcohol and they brought me five gallons of best brand Mickey 
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Thompson alcohol.  Boy it sure was the best piston burner!  I guess it had Nitro or TNT in it.  
Every run the pistons vaporized.  No alloy heads on my heap. 
 
Carburetor is 1942 Indian Chief.  I have sawn a cut full length on top of it, bent it out and 
welded a piece of brass in gap and run it in normal position with a T shape manifold made 
from 1 3/8ò steel rubbing.  I have tuned five carbs for my bike since 1927 when I swapped 
the Schebler H for a Schebler De Luxe, and all the others I have tuned and modified have 
been De Luxe Scheblers as fitted to the Indians made later than mine. 
 
This year since arriving home from USA five months ago, I have put in 560 hours on the 
Munro Special.  The main jobs were two new alloy rods ï two weeks, two new cylinders and 
barrels ï one week, eight new pistons and much work on old dies for same ï three weeks.  
I am making two new sets of cams for this year.  Making a 180 degree Bosch mag into a 42 
degree by making new brass cam ring.  From old ball race the two cams were made, filed 
and timed accurately then quenched in oil.  As this 20 year old magneto rotated backwards 
I had to make up a drive different from standard.  This I finally got working by taking out the 
two idler pinions, and fitting a big cam wheel from a late model Indian.  This has four teeth 
more than my engine and by cutting 1/8ò off base of mag and cutting into cases a little and 
jamming it back and boring new holes and tapping out in same.  I finally got the drive fixed.  
I also made a moveable shaft to run the large pinion and thus get a close tooth adjustment. 
 
Since finishing the work describing above I had been testing at the beach and been out 17 
times and had 11 blow ups.  These consisted mostly of broken pistons of older designs.  I 
was testing out a steel rod and a new carb I had made these last two or three years.  I ran it 
on 20 to 1 to test the rod, then built better pistons and ran three in it, one after the other, 
until I had one that should stand up to 13 to 1.  As soon as I lowered the compression to 13, 
the rod which had stood up to all the broken pistons finally shattered tope end when I was 
accelerating hard in top at 5,500.  I took it down, the new piston was in many pieces, pin 
broken in half, cylinder scored and split at skirt and hammered out wedge shape and locked 
in cases.  One rocker arm broken, one twisted, one push rod broken, one buckled.  Other 
breaks were the cam follower I had made from magnesium four or five years ago, another 
rocker and pushrods bent and both valves bent. 
 
Development goes on all the time and has been full time these last 22 years.  I would like to 
make another dohc set up.  I still have the one I made and ran in quarter-mile grass track 
races about 1951.  This fitted on front cylinder and rear was blanked-off.  It was just an 
exercise as everyone was talking double knockers at the time.  It is only lately I have had 
ideas to try to fit-up one for the rear as well but have so far failed to get time.  I pulled the 
head off this morning and am starting two new rods from DC6 propeller.  I hope to find it 
strong enough.  It was sent to me from Auckland as I cannot get the 70-70 or 20-24 alloys 
in NZ.  I like to improve design every year in the cams, carbs, (just finished a new one 
yesterday), conrods, pistons and sometimes valves and guides when they were a little and 
cylinders. 
 
Many of my photographs were destroyed when my house burnt down, so much of the work 
on my machine was not recorded.  (The preceding paragraph is not in the original Beaded 
Wheels copy but cam from another source and is interesting). 
 
It is almost impossible to give a true picture of the time I have spent on my cycles.  The last 
22 years have been full time and for one stretch of 10 years I put in 16 years every day but 
Christmas. 
 
I have booked a berth on the SS P & O Oriana for USA on June 15 but will not go if I cannot 
pass the doctor. 
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Burt Munro. 
 
 

 
 
Burt never again competed at Bonneville due to declining health but to this day his Indian is 
the fastest the world has seen, 190,07mph at Utah in 1967. 
 
 
 
Reference: 
Burt Monro.  (No 283. December 2006/January 2007).  Beaded Wheels. 
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Library Corner 
 
While looking for some books to purchase for the library, I was surprised to find that over 
the past few years the number of books that dealt with WW1 and WW2 motorcycle 
involvement in the conflicts, has grown enormously. A few years ago one of our members 
(before his demise), Roy Reaney was very much into things military and also was an 
ñexpertò on the Boer War but It seems that today there is not the interest (well, at least from 
our members) in this area. It is unfortunate, as reading some reviews of books on the 
subject it would appear to be very interesting and enlightening on the exploits of both 
motorcyclists and the motorcycle manufacturers. If we do have anybody interested in this 
area of motorcycling please let me know so that I can keep a look out for suitable books 
with this theme. 
At the Clubôs Saturday social meeting, I had a request for information which, no matter how 
hard or where I looked, I could find no answer. The question referred to the method of using 
the ñticklerò on a 1960 - 62 Norton 99 de Luxe as with the bathtub on the bike you no 
access to the carburettor. Apparently there was a cut out in the bathtub that could be used 
for a device for operating a tickler but no parts were found for the aforementioned device. 
All the Amal parts lists that I had in the library did not show anything remotely suitable and 
the same happened when I looked in the parts book for the Norton 99 de Luxe although as 
with all parts books from AMC there is a distinct lack of pictures or part numbers for various 
items. I am sure they used the same parts list from the early 1950ôs up until their demise in 
1968 as all the pictures of parts remained the same even though the actual part changed 
significantly over that period. After asking around on various motorcycle related forums I 
was informed that there was a specific part for this purpose and was shown in the Jubilee 
parts list (although none of the Jubilee parts lists in the library show it) and on the Amal 
parts list on the Burtons web site which also had a picture of it. True to form that particular 
part, Amal part #363/055 and 056 are no longer available ï Sorry Colin. 

 
 
Another puzzle came up during the month while trying to get one of Mr Turnerôs 
motorcycles running correctly.  How is it that previous owners or repairers can make so 
many mistakes on one machine? Perhaps I have now found out how!! While trying to make 
head or tails out the MonoBloc carburettor it was found that there are so many variables 
with identical looking Amal parts that anybody trying to use various spare parts, knocking 
around in the spares boxes, could end up with a totally inoperative and leaky carburettor. 
Fortunately having a decent, illustrated parts list for the various MonoBloc carbs made 
accumulating the correct parts (for this particular carb) possible and so the eventually rebuilt 
carb was fuel tight and functional.  
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Remember the library has a vast stock of these parts lists so there is no excuse for any 
member to be without the proper instructions and parts lists. 
 
For once I managed to get time to sit in the library and have a look at some of the older 
magazines that we have and quite a revelation it was.  The magazines in question was the 
1970ôs editions of Motor Cycle Sport, a magazine that I had not bought or borrowed during 
my youth ï I really missed out as it seems to be a very good and well written magazine.  
What caught my attention was the quality and talent of the contributors which in no 
particular order were Titch Allen, Bruce Main-Smith, Phil Vincent and many other well-
known journalists.  In the particular magazines I look at on this occasion were the January 
to June 1970 editions and amongst the pages were articles on Velocette, especially the LE 
(more of which anon), the bikes used by the hacks at the various motorcycle journals in the 
40ôs, 50ôs and 60ôs and various, sometimes contentious, articles by Phil Vincent. I think that 
I have espoused previously regarding the Velo LE and to me what a waste of effort it was 
and the Titch Allen article began to put it into perspective. At first I thought that his opinion 
was a glorification of Bertie Goodman but as the article progressed his tone changed to 
something similar to my feeling regarding the machine. Apparently the fundamentals of the 
ñEverymanò motorcycle was laid down by ñIxionò in 1929 and while recovering from an 
appendix operation during the war, Bertie Goodman managed to design the Velocette 
version of the ñEverymanò motorcycle. This was then taken a few steps nearer to fruition 
during the latter period of the war but as with any 15 year old design philosophy it was 
doomed to rapidly retreat into obscurity. To cut a long story short, although the initial 
premise was correct, the world had moved on and what was required by the post WW2 
motorcycle public was not what Velocette or ñIxionò had envisioned. With an engine that 
although was cutting edge at the time, it was unable to be significantly enlarged to give a 
power level that would give the user a feeling of safety and reliability amongst the post war 
vehicles on the road, a large portion of its potential customer base was lost. Obviously in 
one short paragraph I have not been able to clearly state the case but I would suggest that 
anybody interested should have a look at the particular copy of ñMotor Cycle Sport ñof 
January 1970. 
 
An interesting article by Bruce Main-Smith at approximately the same period was an expose 
of the bikes used by the hacks of the various Motorcycle magazines during the post war to 
late 1960ôs. Apparently many of the bikes, used by the journalists, were of such bad quality 
that they were frequently back at the manufacturers for some form of remedial action and 
usually not only once. Bikes that were reliable were greatly sought after and once in 
possession of certain journalists were kept until it was time for a change. As we now know 
none of these ñproblemsò were actually reported on in the various magazines. Again a read 
of these articles from MCS would be very informative for anybody interested in the life and 
times of motorcycle riders post war. 

 
Regards 

Bob Harpin 
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Book Review - PRIVATE OWNER by L.R Higgins 
 
This would have to be on the ñMust Getò list of Velo people interested in the racing efforts of 
the Velocette factory and riders of KTTs amongst other things. 
 

 
 
It is the insight into the racing career of a private owner, a rider who really never quite made 
the top ranks in the sport, but who in essence are the ñbackboneò of the sport, for without 
them filling the grids at the myriad of meetings around the world, there would be no 
motorcycle racing. 
Apart from his own experiences, Higgins writes about the other riders of the major race 
meetings of his time with details of each race meeting, with lap times, some photos and 
who won what. 
It certainly compliments the few other books written of the era, results wise. 
Les Higgins wrote the book and it was published in 1948 by G.T.Foulis & Co. Ltd, of 
London, UK. 
As he relatesé.òThis is not the story of the successes of a works rider but that of a private 
owner, who went a racing for the sheer joy of it.ò 
He was a schoolboy in 1924 and first saw motor racing along the promenade during the 
Herne Bay speed trials- bitten by the bug, he purchased, in 1929, a new OHC Velo to ride 
on the road and plan his entry into racing. He purchased used racers during the 1930s ...a 
KTT Mk.4 and then a Mk.5, supporting his ñhabitò from his weekly pay packet of 57 shillings 
and finally bought a new Mk.7 KTT in 1938, although this meant he had to enter the IOM TT 
to gain delivery of the bike, something he hadnôt planned and he was dubious over it. 
 

 
 
He raced, largely without major success but eventually obtained some support from a 
motorcycle dealer in 1947, one George Bryant known as ñthe Rider Agentò. 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_206TETOgLd0/SJGs14-vLUI/AAAAAAAAAp0/z7pVUmNyaB4/s1600-h/Private+Owner-1.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_206TETOgLd0/SJGtWcuIs-I/AAAAAAAAAp8/8VWm5EBAGpk/s1600-h/Les+Higgins,Mk.7+KTT+,+1939+IOM+TT,Keig+1939-A9-1a.jpg
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What happened to Les? I wrote enquiring of him in 1972 and his son replied to the effect 
that he was killed in a car accident around this time, returning from one of his several trips 
to northern Scotland to study bird life, another of his passions. 
 
He also wrote several other motorcycle oriented books, and "Britainôs Racing Motorcycles" 
is one of them, also published by Foulis in 1952. 
Quite hard to obtain and expect to pay around £25 for a copy and it probably won't have the 
dust cover as illustrated. Occasionally I see them offered on EBay. 
Les is pictured on his Mk.7 KTT, although this is at the 1939 IOM TT races in which he 
finished 29th in the Junior TT at 73.39mph average speed, with a fastest lap of 30m 12s. 
Glancing through the ACU Stewards report of the race reveals he won a bronze replica and 
£20.... to get this the report says.... 
"To the entrant of every motorcycle other than the first six to be placed, that completes the 
course outside 9-8ths but within 6-5ths of the winnerôs time: A Bronze Replica of the Tourist 
Trophy and £20" 
The print is an S.R.Keig print code.1939/A9.... I believe Bill Snelling in the IOM, trading as 
Amuree publications, email amulree@mcb.net. Has the rights to S.R.Keig's photographic 
archives. 
 
Talking of these archives...when in the IOM for the TT in 1974, I haunted S.R.Keig's shop in 
Circular Road, Douglas...they let me look at all their glass plate negatives, using these up to 
about 1939. They were well organised, but little known, although they had a catalogue of 
their negatives from which I had copies made of all the Velocettes up to about 1951..... 
Gold dust now..... 
 

 
 
The other shows Les , again in 1939 from a small sepia print I acquired years back and 
judging by his leather coat blown open, it was quite windy... 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

mailto:amulree@mcb.net
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_206TETOgLd0/SJGt6VQiQ2I/AAAAAAAAAqE/zFObq52VrcI/s1600-h/Les+Higgins,+IOM-1.jpg
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The post-war Sunbeams - an alternative history  
by Peter Bird 
 
One so very often one reads something to the effect that "BSA's post-war Sunbeam was 
Earling Poppe's re-design of the BMW R75" - Robert Cordon Champ. The same author 
writes in his renowned (and often regarded as authoritative) 'The Sunbeam Motorcycle' 
(Haynes Publishing) "Although the machine (the S7) that Poppe produced for the Directors 
was emphatically not a copy of the R75 it was certainly strongly based on the BMW and 
included that machine's telescopic forks, wheel, tyre and brake design and sizes, frame and 
running gear layout, pancake dynamo, shaft drive, clean handlebars and inverted levers." 
Personally, I am not convinced by that. 
Undoubtedly the BMW has some brilliant, if very complex design engineering but before we 
accept that the Sunbeam S7 was a rip-off of the German BMW, let us look closer to home 
and to other influences, and again put things in context. 
The first Sunbeam S7s, now commonly referred to as the early bikes, were introduced at 
the end of 1946. This was a period of extreme post-war austerity and national debt. Britain 
and the Empire was all-but bankrupt and the government directive to industry was to 'export 
or die'. Petrol was to be rationed for four more years yet and what was available was of 
poor quality, which necessitated low compression ratios.  The first post-war London Earls 
Court 'cycle show' was not to be until October 1948. 
The mighty BSA group had owned the 'Sunbeam Cycles' name (including the motorcycles) 
since November 1943, having acquired it from AMC (Associated Motorcycles) ostensibly 
because they (BSA) wanted the prestigious Sunbeam bicycle brand name to compete with 
Raleigh bicycles.  Back in 1937, AMC had bought the rights to Sunbeam from Noble 
Industries (later known as ICI chemicals), which in turn had acquired the interests of a 
consortium of investors, who had bought John Marstonôs Ltd in 1920. Some say that ICI 
bought Sunbeam just to learn the secrets of their first-class enamel finishing. 
Aside from supplying BSA rifles and machine guns, along with thousands of tons of 
munitions throughout the war, BSA also supplied over 60,000 folding bicycles, a similar 
number of military bicycles and over 125,000 BSA girder-forked (mainly) M20, 500cc 
motorcycles to the war department. That was more than any other supplier to any war 
department in the world. They justifiably claimed that ñone in four was a BSAò. 
However, these motorcycles were not a favourite with the men. Although of an almost 
identical specification to the Norton, critics said that the M20s were heavy and slow and had 
poor ground clearance. Others said that it was less than reliable. None of these are 
endearing features if you are a despatch rider on debris strewn roads, under fire. The 
Norton model 16 of 490cc felt a little more powerful, possibly because it was taller and just 
a little lighter. Norton were a preferred supplier to each of the services before the war and 
so their bikes were much better proven in the field. Norton's Big 4 of 630cc was more 
powerful for sidecar work, while the Matchless 350cc G3L (especially in its later war-time 
version with telescopic forks) was an altogether better bike than BSA could offer. 
D-Day, on June 6th 1944, had seen the Allied armies regroup and push back into Europe, 
along with the Americans, in the European theatre. They, had of course, been in the 
Pacific* and in North Africa** working their way up via Sicily to Italy, taking Rome, also in 
June 1944. Very soon thereafter, the course of the war showed every sign that it had 
turned.  The hostilities would, possibly very soon, end.  And then, almost overnight, any 
outstanding order for munitions, weapons or vehicles would be cancelled. [* Pearl Harbour 
Dec 7th 1941.          ** from 11th May 1942] 
On the back of lucrative war-office orders, Birmingham Small Arms had gone from being a 
band of gunsmiths (working together to mechanise production and to compete against 
cheaper imports) to an industrial world power in 80 years.  In the 1880s BSA began to 
manufacture bicycles. In 1903 the company's first experimental motor-cycle was tested. 
Their first prototype automobile was produced in 1907 and in 1910 BSA purchased the 
British Daimler Company for its automobile engines.  By the Second World War, the BSA 
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group already had sixty-seven factories and employed tens of thousands of workers, either 
directly or indirectly. These captains of industry were both savvy and pushy (enough at least 
to have earned their chairman, Bernard Docker, a knighthood). [Extraordinary modern 
history that most of us are unaware of: Timeline of the British Army] 
BSA may have been the world's biggest bicycle and motorcycle manufacturer but, as a 
munitions company of old, they had frequent experience of post-war situations. They would 
be left with numerous factories with tens of thousands workers and a dire civilian market 
economy.  So, in the midst of this turbulent war, with their cities being bombed, the Group's 
management had to anticipate and plan for survival. After the Great War, the world and the 
United Kingdom too, crashed head-first into the great depression. Each country was 
struggling with this, even before incurring the even greater debt of the 2nd-world-war.  This 
time around, how would the country recover and its industry survive?  
Certainly BSA would have anticipated the market's need for cheap everyday transport, 
bicycles by the million and tens of thousands of motorcycles, both with and without side-
cars.  Yet the harsh reality was that their motorcycles had no edge over their competitions. 
In fact, they were already dated. Tied in to their War Office specification, their 500cc M20 
was too big for a (1940's) commuter bike and too small to pull a family sized chair.  
Conversely, Triumph already had their Edward Turner designed 500cc Speed Twin (since 
1938) which was a sweet little vertical twin that showed a lot of potential and looked great. 
AMC had their more advanced Matchless G3 and Norton had the 16H and Big 4 which 
were ready and well proven for pulling heavily laden sidecars. Ariel had recently been 
bought* by BSA, along with Hudson and Sunbeam, but other companies like Panther, 
Royal Enfield, and James were all going to be vying for these same markets. BMW and the 
other German and Italian brands were equally successful in top level competitions before 
the war and so it wouldn't be long before they would be back and nipping away the market. 
In short, BSA were in danger of being caught with their pants down. 
[* BSA bought-out numerous engineering supply companies, as part of their financial 
control over supplies and technology. The fact that they bought three cycle or motorcycle 
companies during the Second World War reflects their never having lost sight of what 
happens when a war ends.] 
They needed to buy time to develop something to dissuade the buying public (the soldier 
with accumulated war-pay)  from spending with the competition until they (BSA) had 
something as good to offer, which (underwritten by corporate wealth) they might offer 
cheaper. Although founded on their model range offerings, these speculations are further 
supported by the wording in their 1944 advertisement 1st Announcement "é to spur 
interest é to keep the ball rolling é Sunbeam inaugurates a Forum on Designò 
In what might be regarded as an inspired pre-launch publicity campaign through The Motor 
Cycle  magazine, BSA succeeded in keeping their name in the motorcycling press (when 
they had no new bikes to show) and built up an unprecedented level of anticipation and 
intrigue for their stunning all-new post-war machine. They kept this up for two years and, in 
fact, the new model Sunbeam appears to have been (possibly deliberately) postponed, as 
the first bike wasn't released until Dec 1946. [Frame and engine number : S7-101   
(21.12.1946)] 
Clearly, this 'forum' was aimed at having motor cycling enthusiasts all talking and sharing 
design ideas, with the Sunbeam name as a backdrop to every conversation. Excellent 
marketing. It is noteworthy that, at the start of this forum in November 1944, the preamble 
states ñthe masterpiece is under lock & key.  Behind closed doors. Replete with a crop of 
big surprises. Waiting for the ceasefire to sound and production to begin ", which sounds to 
me like the design and pre-production development was well under way,  if not all but done. 
But it was radically different so BSA felt the need to re-educate the public into thinking 
about design rather than tradition. 
BSA group's flamboyant chairman Sir Bernard Docker * (knighted in 1939) liked big news 
and was justifiably proud to furnish the silky silent Daimler limousines for Royal processions 
(the BSA group still owned Daimler motor cars.  Daimler also made the 'Scout' armoured-
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car). From a company supplying limousines to a niche market, it is a very small step indeed 
to speculate that to escort the Daimlers, BSA may have flag-shipped the prestigious 
Sunbeam brand, and specifically the extraordinary S7 for such a stately role.  Look again at 
the Sunbeam S7 and consider how it might so easily have been conceived for a role as 
escort to State processions. 
[*  Sir Bernard and Lady Norah Docker (her 3rd marriage in 1949) were avid socialites and, 
aside from their yacht and other lavish lifestyle appendages, especially commissioned a 
series of  Daimler limousines. These limousines were also supplied to Royal families 
around the world. The first of half a dozen or more 'Docker Daimlers ' was a DE-36 Hooper-
bodied convertible which dominated Daimler's stand at the 1948 Earls Court British Motor 
Show. The massive convertible was dubbed 'the Green Goddess' by the motoring press, in 
tribute to its special  jade green  paintwork, a remarkably similar colour to the s7-deluxe 
introduced just months later.  Following its début showing, the car was put into the service 
of Sir Bernard and Lady Docker.  'Green Goddess'] 
As it transpired, things did not go to plan. Apparently the police escort bikes for the South 
Africa Royal Tour ñvibrated so badly as to be un-rideableò* 
BSA had hoped to cap their brilliant marketing campaign with providing not only Daimlers 
but also the police escort motorcycles  for King George VI's 1947 Royal tour of South Africa 
(17th Feb - 25th April 1947 ). And of course, the hoped-for spin-off would be to supply 
Police forces, Embassies & top ranking dignitaries and Royal families around the world. 
King George and Queen Elizabeth (later of course to be most affectionately known as the 
Queen Mum) were extremely popular with the people, having resolutely stayed for most of 
the war at Buckingham Palace, whose grounds had been bombed nine times. Together, the 
Royal couple had visited severely bombed areas in London's East End and other sites in 
the country. In 1940, the King instituted the George Cross & the George Medal, which 
unlike the Victoria Cross was to be awarded for acts of bravery by citizens.  And then, 
having served in the Navy during the Great War, including the Battle of Jutland, he was 
keen to visit servicemen and women in the field.  In 1939, he went to France to inspect the 
British Expeditionary Force and, in 1943, to North Africa, after the victory of El Alamein.  
Just 10 days after D-Day, in June 1944, the King visited his Army on the Normandy 
beaches. Later that same year he was in Italy and then the Low Countries, meeting and 
encouraging the troops and the wounded. Unsurprisingly, Buckingham Palace was a focal 
point for VE (Victory in Europe) Day celebrations, on 8th May 1945. 
The Royal family were also great Ambassadors for Britain and the Empire. Even before the 
war, King George VI paid state visits to France (in 1938), and to Canada and the United 
States in 1939 (just three years after the abdication of his brother, King Edward VIII in 
1936). And, as such, he was the first British monarch to enter the United States. And so, the 
first post war overseas visit in 1947 to South Africa, accompanied by the Queen and their 
daughters, Princess's Elizabeth and Margaret (the first time a monarch had undertaken a 
tour with his family), was very BIG news, not only to the British public but to the Empire, the 
allies, and to the watching world at large. 
 [* ñvibrated so badly as to be un-rideableò?  At the time the details were lost in amongst 
other news. Many authors attribute the later bike's rubber mounted engine to have been a 
quick-fix cure to the problem.  But perhaps that is just another one of those stories that get 
passed around, because some people believe that the rubber mountings had been 
designed from the outset by Erling Poppe, but was dropped for production. C.1927-30 
Erling Poppe worked with John Wooler, who long previously (1911) had patented an 'anti-
vibratory' frame. 
Why would any 25hp, short stroke 500cc twin, with just 6:1 compression, that had taken two 
years to develop and an important enough bike to specially prepare and then ship all the 
way to South Africa, should have ñvibrated so badly as to be un-rideableò?  After all, 
Triumph's 500cc twin didn't, nor did any production big-single, nor even did the long-stroke 
1000cc v-twins that needed a valve lifter to start. In fact the contrary was reported by 
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Graham Walker in the Motor-Cycling 1946 road-test. He made a point to emphasise just 
how easily one might ride the Sunbeam at walking pace - slow enough for a precession? 
But then, some time ago I'd spoken to the son of a very early S7 owner, who reported of his 
father's bike, which did suffer quite a bit of vibration until a rear mudguard stay came adrift. 
Then the bike was transformed to being a nice smooth bike, despite its still solidly mounted 
engine. 
I'd suggest that the early S7 engine (which has a more aggressive cam-profile than the later 
engine) had a vibration frequency in harmonic sympathy with cycle parts and in particular 
with the rear mudguard. This might have been perfectly acceptable or even quite good for a 
civilian bike at normal road speeds, in the context of other bikes of the day.  For the South 
African Royal tour, it is possible that police equipment was fitted onto that mudguard in 
place of a pillion seat. 
It is perfectly plausible that the resonance amplified what was only a slight vibration into 
something awful. Possibly like having a heavy jelly wobbling out-of-control on top of the 
mudguard. The local police, with no experience of even having ridden the new Sunbeam, 
experienced an extreme case of 'the tail wagging the dog'.  So it might have been 
impossible for them to ride a dignified straight line, in State Procession, at speeds of 5 to 15 
mph.  If I am correct then the problem was not with the Sunbeam S7 itself but with the 
mounting of that equipment.] 
 

 
Sunbeam s7-deluxe fitted with radio equipment c.1951 
 
Still, the somewhat ingenious marketing gambit to produce a motorcycle especially for the 
role of escort to State Processions was lost and with it the publicity that would have been 
worth millions. 
However, my own '53 Sunbeam S8 (also with straight sided mudguard valances) has a 
pillion seat mounted to the rear mudguard. This seat sits on 4 coil springs, which I can 
confirm does (somewhat annoyingly) resonate in sympathy with the engine vibration. The 
bike feels notably nicer with a pillion rider.  Start your own bike up, ease her off the centre 
stand and note the wobbling tail light. Many British bikes (of any engine configuration) have 
the same problem. 
Interestingly, around this same time, the S7's rear mudguard design was changed before 
the 1947 catalogue (see below), from having a valance to not having one. Whereas, in that 
same catalogue, the engine remained solidly mounted. Because model years ran from April 
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to March, this catalogue would most likely have been used from April 1947.  The mudguard 
stays were redesigned with more substantial brackets for the S7-deluxe. 
P.S. to be there in time for the Royal Tour, the 25 or so 'escort Sunbeams' must have been 
shipped to South Africa some weeks before the very first S7 was officially despatched from 
the factory.  However, they don't appear to be listed in the company's despatch records, 
which probably indicates that they were works bikes. This in turn lends weight to the theory 
that they were especially built for that specific task. But of course, with their having not been 
used, some, if not all, were subsequently sold on. 
 

 
1947 UK brochure 
 
And that next big media publicity stunt was:   
The Opening Ceremony of the first post-war London Earls Court Cycle Show 1948,  when 
Sir Bernard Docker (Chairman of Birmingham Small Arms) presented National war hero, 
Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery (Commander of the Allied Forces in Operation 
Overlord) with BSA group's  flagship motorcycle :  a Sunbeam S7. Although as it was just a 
few weeks before Monty's 61st birthday, he would probably have preferred a Daimler. 
And so, finally the Sunbeam S7 was properly launched 
Badged under the Sunbeam name, the S7 was deliberately targeted at the connoisseur of 
fine motorcycles, a limousine of the motorcycle world, and a Gentleman's motorcycle, when 
the word 'gentleman' still meant upper class and very exclusive, when riding a motorcycle 
was next best thing to being a fighter pilot. It was never expected to sell in huge numbers 
but by association it was an ace up the sleeve of any BSA salesman. It brought many an 
inquisitive motorcyclist into BSA's showrooms when their main model range lacked lustre or 
innovation. 
Undoubtedly, many who saw the Sunbeam for the first time remembered it as being 
something very special indeed. Anything so exclusive is intriguing so an aspiration to own 
one would stick with many of them, to the benefit of BSA's showrooms, for a very long time 
indeed.  Even today (in 2014)  it amazes me as I ride one or other post-war Sunbeam 
model and meet people,  just how many know the  Sunbeam to be a 500cc in-line shaft-
drive twin.   
The Sunbeam S7 was, if nothing else, a brilliant marketing coup. 
The design of the post-war Sunbeam S7 was attributed to Erling Poppe.  "Who was he?" 
you might ask. In motorcycle design, the big names of the era were Bert Hopwood, Val 
Page, Freddie Clarke, and Edward Turner. But they were busy. Erling was the eldest of 
three sons and one daughter of Peter August Poppe (1870-1933) from Norway.  In 1897, 
Peter Poppe, backed by a wealthy gentleman, Mr Alfred White, moved to Coventry, 
England as co-founder of White and Poppe Ltd., an engine and motor-car manufacture.  
By-the-way, Alfred White's father was a Director of Singer bicycles.   Peter, an engineer by 
training, had been with Norway's government munitions department. As fortune was to have 


