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editorial

Nick Farley, Editor 

When sending articles for 
publishing in this magazine, 
please send images (with 
captions) as separate JPEG files.

Images should be in colour in 
as high a resolution as possible, 
preferably the original size 
in which they were captured. 
Please do not place images 
inside Word documents as this 
will significantly reduce the 
quality of the images.

Views contained within this 
publication are not necessarily 
views of the Editor, the KAMG or 
the IAM.

The Editor claims no liability 
for correctness of information, 
printing or typesetting errors.

The Editor cannot guarantee 
sunshine on club runs.

Magazine design and layout 
by John Gardiner.

PS. Don’t fo
rget 

to drop me a 

line about
 your 

adventures. Y
ou 

just might inspir
e 

others to f
ollow 

in your tyr
e 

tracks.

Shirtsleeve Sophie
There seems to have been a bit of a police theme to the last two magazines 
and it continues this month with a review of a new book about the Special 
Escort Group of the Met Police. I’ve long admired the way the SEG rides and 
this book provides a fascinating insight into its history and training. (See 
page 16) There’s also another interesting piece from Dave Willson about 
his time as a Met Police rider. This time it’s about being one of the police 
riders that shepherded the Tour de France through Kent when it started 
in London in 2007, and in which we are introduced to the cool Sophie, a 
French motorcycle rozzer – rozette? If, as I am, you are a fan of the Tour de 
France you must have marvelled at the way the French police motorcycle 
riders escort the Tour. They, and the TV camera bikes, perform hair-raising 
descents of the Alpine passes in their efforts to keep up with the cyclists. 
Riding two-up, fast, down a narrow, steep, twisting, mountain road with no 
crash barriers, can be quite ‘exciting’ for we normal tourists, yet sometimes 
the cyclists in the Tour get up to speeds of 60mph on these descents and 
the escort and TV motorbikes have great difficulty in keeping up with 
them. Cyclists, as we know, are all quite mad and I well remember a cyclist 
in the Dolomites a few years ago screaming past me and a coach as we all 
approached a very tight, steep  descending hairpin. I squirted past the bus 
on the following short straight and caught up with Luigi on his bicycle. But 
when I overtook him I couldn’t lose him down that steep pass until we got to 
a longish stretch of open road. Quite mad.

Whether you are chasing a cyclist or being chased by one, riding a 
motorbike in the high mountains of Europe is one of the great pleasures of 
biking. There is nothing like being on an empty mountain road, in the sun, 
9000ft up above the world. It’s something everyone should experience and 
yet, according to last year’s KAMG survey, about half of KAMG members 
don’t take their bikes across The Channel. (See page 24)

The AGM
Next month’s club night will be the AGM. And once again we are asking 
for people to step up and join the committee to help run the group 
and to organise events and ride-outs. In particular we are looking for 
someone to take on the role of Publicity Officer. I have been plugging this 
hole inadequately for a couple of years, but I don’t do Twitter, Instagram, 
Facebook, WhatsApp or anything else that has possibly been invented in the 
last ten minutes, and the Publicity Officer should know about these things. 
KAMG needs someone who is a Twitterphile, an Instagrammarian and a 
WhatsAppist. Are you that person? If so, please come forward. We also need 
somebody, or  some bodies, to help run the raffle on club nights, and we 
need a treasurer too. 
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calendar of events
March
Sat 2nd Trainee observer classroom
Sun 3rd Social/ Training run to Manston  9am
Sat 9th  IDCAM see page 30
Mon 11th Committee meeting
Sat/Sun  16/17th  Peterborough training weekend
Mon 18th Area Team meetings
Thurs 28th Group night/ AGM
Sun 31st Social/Training ride to Rye

April
Sat 6th Machine Control Day see page 30
Sun  7th IDCAM see page 30
Mon 8th Committee meeting
Tues 9th  IAM skills day
Sat 13th Pork Pie VII begins
Sun 14th Easter Egg run to Parkwood School
Thurs 25th Group night
Sun 28th  Social/Training ride to Shoreham airport 9am

May
Sat 11th  IDCAM see page 30
Sat 11th  Fire bike day
Sun 12th  Green badge ride-out. Needs an organiser. 

Contact a committee member.
Wed 15th  IAM skills day
Thurs 16th  Fish and chip run. Needs an organiser. Contact a 

committee member.
Sat 18th Day trip to France – Dunkirk. Contact Ian 

Burchell.
Sun 19th  Lanes of Kent commemorative ride. Contact 

Steve Riches.
Mon 20th Kent skills day
Sat 25th Start of Vianden Tour 2019
Tues 28th IAM skills day
Thurs 30th Group night

*Note that if the temperature is below 3°C the ride will be cancelled. 
All dates and times are subject to change but are correct at time of going to press. 
Please check on Tracker before attending any activity for up to date information.
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Test Passes
Since the last edition 

A warm welcome to the 
Group’s new members

and existing ones

Gillian Kidd receiving her 
Advanced Rider qualification 

from Joe Mair

Derek Maynard receiving 
his Advanced Rider (First) 
qualification from John Lemon

Catrina Davis receiving her 
Advanced Rider qualification 
from Colin Underwood

It has been a cold few months with several ride-outs 
and tests having to be cancelled. I shall be glad to have 
some warmer weather, but we are still in the winter 
months, so look out for those 3°C mornings. Last 
minute and afternoon ride-outs are still welcome so use 
our social media tools to keep up to date with what’s 
happening.

We shall soon be having our Annual General Meeting 
and we are looking for some more members to join 
the committee and help to keep the group running 
efficiently. Please step forward if you have some time 
to help out. Facebook and social media administrators 
familiar with latest IT skills would be most welcome 
along with the normal committee positions. Many of 
us having been doing this for a long time and we are 

happy to welcome new blood. So keep the enthusiasm 
fresh and give us your time and ideas. 

The KAMG calendar is full and  bursting at the seams for 
2019 so there is no excuse for you not to join us in the 
training events and social rides throughout the year. 
Familiarise yourself with our Tracker system and sign up 
for as much as you can . . . . . . . . . every day is a learning 
day, and our volunteer Observers and training team are 
keen to pass on their knowledge in order to keep us all 
safe and upright on the roads out there.

I’m looking forward to another successful year in the 
saddle.

Tina Underwood 
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Adriano and 
Albertino Abreu 

Mangers of Mickey’s on 
Bluebell Hill. 

Open 06:30 till 21:00 
for 6 days and Sundays 

close at 20:00
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One of the highlights of my 15 years as a police motorcyclist 
came in 2007 when I was selected for the team to police the 
Tour de France cycle race when it started in London. The 
year before I had been on the team that policed the Tour of 
Britain cycle race, which, as it turned out, was a good dress 
rehearsal for the main event the following year. Escorting 
a cycle race is completely different from any other type of 
escort, whether that be the Queen, the mast of the Cutty 
Sark, or 50 tanks of the Household Cavalry, to name a few 
of the escorts I’ve done. When an escort is done well the 
wheels of the vehicle being escorted don’t stop rolling and 
you can get from one side of London to the other without 
stopping. This is possible because the police riders, usually 
four in number, talk to each other and if they come across 
a busy junction or other problem they can slow the convoy 
down to allow themselves time to clear it. The difficulty 
with a cycle race, where you’re closing the roads ahead of 
it, is that you can’t slow it down, it is a race, after all, and 
the race speed dictates how fast you work. I can honestly 
say that escorting a cycle race is the most exciting, fraught, 
nerve-racking, dangerous and exhilarating thing I have 
ever done on two wheels. It takes about 20 riders and you 

concertina out in front of 
the race closing junctions, 
rather like a caterpillar. 
This means that you are 
stopping at every junction, 
albeit very briefly, but if the 
race is averaging 30mph, 
and sometimes as fast as 40-
50mph, and you’re having 
to stop at every junction, 
you can imagine how fast 
you need to ride between 
those junctions. You’re either bouncing the throttle off 
the rev limiter in each gear or braking so hard you’re 
digging a trench in the tarmac. I was one of only about 
50 officers in the country trained in this technique and, as 
you can imagine, that training was long and hard. At the 
start we were crap, and were being caught by the vehicle 
representing the race, but, as in all things, as we trained we 
got better, we started to gel as a team and by the time of 
the Tour of Britain race, we had it pretty well sussed.

The Tour of Britain came and went without a hitch with the 
old adage “train hard, fight easy” coming into play. Then, 
at the beginning of 2007, training for the Tour de France 
started in earnest. For this event we would be working 
with the Presidential Guard of the Gendarmerie. These 
are the elite of the French police motorcyclists, and if you 
wonder how good they are then watch their display team 
on YouTube. They’re much like the Royal Signals White 
Helmets display team. Our introduction to them was a 
visit from their captain who came over to brief us. Things 
were quite relaxed once we realised we were all on the 
same wavelength, but he did comment on what a bunch of 
mickey takers the route planners were by sending the race 
around Trafalgar Square and over Waterloo Bridge.

The Tour de France is the world’s biggest sporting event. It 
lasts three weeks and each year it starts in a different host 
country. In 2007 it was starting in London and as all eyes 
were on the capital, Ken Livingstone, the then Mayor, had 
told the Met Police that they could have all the resources 
they wanted, money was no object, just don’t #### it 
up. Well, we took him at his word and as our Honda Pan 
Europeans and BMW RT1100s were getting a bit long in 
the tooth 50 new bikes seemed like a good starting point, 
and a short while later we duly took delivery of 50 brand 

new BMW RT1200s, the first in the Met. We got these one 
Monday morning with instructions to bring them back 
on Wednesday for their first service. This prompted trips 
around the UK to put the necessary miles on the clock. 
Wales, Cornwall, one officer even went to see his mum in 
Scotland. Having run the bikes in and having got them 
back from their first service, the next thing was to learn the 
route. Stage One wasn’t a problem as this was going to be a 
short prologue time trial around the city centre. Stage Two, 
however, was going to be a 120 mile route from London to 
Canterbury meandering through the Kent countryside. We 
were excused normal police duties for a couple of weeks 
with the express instructions to learn the route until we 
knew it like the backs of our hands.

Day one briefing from our Inspector:
“OK lads I don’t care how many times you ride the route or 
how you do it, just make sure you know it by 7th of July.”

Day two briefing:
“Pete, Matt, don’t set off any more speed cameras while in 
Kent. I’ve squared it up this time, but you know they don’t 
like the Met hooning around their ground.“

Day three briefing:
“I ****ING told you ****ERS not to set off any more 
cameras, there’s a limit to how much I can square up.“

Day four briefing:
“Right the next one of you ****ING sods to set off a 
camera is off the team.”

But by now we’d learnt where all the cameras were so the 
fun was over. In reality we could argue that come the day of 
the event we would possibly need to ride parts of the route 
at high speed so that’s why we were using our exemption 
from speed limits. With regard to the legality of police, 
and for that matter, fire and ambulances, exceeding the 
speed limit, the law states that the driver/rider is exempt 
if the vehicle is being used for a police purpose, and there 
is a case where a judge has said that training is a police 
purpose. By the end of two weeks we had all learnt the 

route, which incidentally was irrelevant as the whole route 
was to be on closed roads so it would be impossible to go 
the wrong way without smashing down a metal barrier and 
killing half a dozen spectators. Route learnt, bikes cleaned, 
boots polished. There was nothing left to do but wait for Le 
Grand Départ.

The day prior to the race we rode down to Dover to meet 
the Gendarmes as they came off the ferry, and when they 
arrived we were each paired up with a Gendarme to look 
after for the next couple of days. I was partnered with 
Sophie and it soon became evident that she spoke as 
much English as I spoke French, which wasn’t a lot. But 
we managed to communicate just fine, I didn’t even have 
to resort to that English thing of just saying the same 
thing louder when someone doesn’t understand you. We 
escorted them back up the M2 to their hotel next to the 
Dartford crossing where we left them for the night. Next 
morning we picked them up nice and early and escorted 
them up to Westminster for the start of Stage One of 
the race. This would be the short prologue time-trial of 
about five miles on closed roads around central London. 
The cyclists start at minute intervals, one at a time, and 
race against the clock. It’s a way of introducing the whole 
field to the viewing public with the best riders starting 
last. The role of the police rider is to ride about 50 yards 
in front of the cyclist. You have your front blue lights on 
and you’re there to protect the cyclist, warn the public 
that they’re coming and to make sure the way is clear. 

Policing the Tour de France
Dave Willson gets very hot 
while Sophie stays very cool



RIDERS  213  February  201910 RIDERS  213  February  2019 11

had the experience. Our job along with a contingent of 
Gendarmes was to police the publicity caravan. A cycle race 
like the Tour de France is a strange beast. It’s the biggest 
sporting event of the year, seen by millions live and on 
TV, but the reality of seeing it live is that in order to get a 
good viewing slot you arrive about two hours before the 
race itself is scheduled to pass. You stand around bored, or 
maybe watching its progress on your phone, and eventually 
a couple of cars appear to inform you that the race is on 
its way. Then suddenly the cyclists appear, travelling at 
about 30mph, and they flash past in a couple of minutes, 
and that’s it, it’s all over. The support vehicles that follow 
the race take longer to go by. Anyway, to keep spectators 
entertained whilst waiting, a vast publicity caravan travels 

in front of the race. This consists of about 200 vehicles 
made up of all sorts of floats and other whacky vehicles 
advertising various products. These cars, bikes, trucks and 
buses trundle along throwing out free gifts and stopping 
briefly to sell souvenirs. 

The caravan is about five miles long and takes about an hour 
to pass any given point. The skill in policing this caravan is 
to control the pace at which it moves. In an ideal world the 
end of it should pass by a spectator about 15 minutes before 
the race itself arrives. If it gets too far ahead of the race the 
spectators get bored again. That’s all well and good, but it 
would be absolutely disastrous if the race actually caught up 
with the back of the caravan. Like most things in life the key 

Now you may think that riding 50 yards in front of a cyclist 
is easy. It isn’t. You see, a BMW RT weighs about 250 kgs 
while a bicycle weighs about five kgs and, as a result, the 
bicycle will have a far shorter stopping distance, and will 
outbrake you into every corner. Conversely, you have 
much better acceleration out of the corner. You can’t get 
too far ahead of the cyclist because if you do it’s pointless 
your being there. However, if the cyclist catches you up he 
will get an unfair slipstreaming effect as you shelter him 
from the wind. This will lead to all sorts of protests from 
rival teams, with accusations of cheating. As advanced 
motorcyclists we have 360° vision, but most of our vision 
is forward. Well, for the eight minutes it took the cyclists to 
complete the route, I’d guess I spent about seven minutes 
looking in my mirrors. The technique that worked best 
was to accelerate away from the cyclist on the approach 
to the bend and then wait for him to catch me up on the 
exit. We took it in turns with the Gendarmes, alternating 
with them, and by the end of the stage we’d each led 
about six cyclists around. Prior to the start our sergeant 
had been banging on about not letting the cyclists catch 
us, threatening us with expulsion from the squad if it 
happened. Needless to say only one person allowed this 
to happen. Yep, you guessed it, the sergeant did just that. 

You won’t be surprised to hear he didn’t kick himself off of 
the team. The day over and it was back to the hotel with 
the Gendarmes.

During that day the temperature had risen to 86°F and whilst 
lining up next to Sophie awaiting our turn to escort a cyclist 
I looked across at her sitting on her FJR, in boots, jodhpurs, 
short sleeve shirt, open face helmet and sunglasses. She 
caught my eye and must have read my mind because in her 
best “Allo allo” English she said “Aren’t you hot in all that?” In 
this nanny state where health and safety has gone mad, I was 
required to wear a ridiculous amount of clothing. I had boots, 
leather trousers, black T-shirt and a bullet proof vest that is 
made up of 25 layers of Kevlar in a canvas cover, front and 
back. On top of that I had a black motorcycle jacket with full 
armour, and on top of that I also had a high visibility jacket 
with full sleeves. The law requires anyone in this country who 
works in the carriageway to wear a full high visibility jacket 
with three reflective stripes on the sleeves. Obviously I was 
topping it all off with a full face helmet and leather gloves. 
As I felt the sweat dripping down the inside of my leathers I 
weakly tried to defend my position by enquiring, “But what if 
you fall off?”

“Why would I fall off ? I’m an advanced police motorcyclist 
with the elite Presidential Guard of the Gendarmerie.” 
Well, clearly they do fall off and the day after returning to 
France one of their number was forced into a ditch by a 
cyclist. I know this as I saw it on television, but it got me 
thinking. Am I better off wearing more protection than 
Sir Lancelot, yet not concentrating because I’m hot, and 
uncomfortable? Or am I better off ditching some of the 
protection and being able to concentrate fully as I’m more 
comfortable? Just food for thought. Also, while on the 
subject, I do a lot of cycling myself and the other morning 
I was cycling down Wrotham Hill, my speedo was saying 
48mph and I was wearing lycra. The next day I went down 
the same hill at the same speed but because I was on a 
motorcycle I was wearing boots, leathers, helmet etc. Again, 
just food for thought.

Day two of the Tour dawned hot and sunny as we collected 
the Gendarmes from their hotel and escorted them back 
up to Westminster for the start of the stage. We arrived nice 
and early as the guvnor had arranged for a photographer 
to attend and take some official photos. The French loved 
this, as being stood on Westminster Bridge there were 
lots of opportunities for photos with iconic sites in the 
background such as the London Eye and Big Ben. Even 
though it was early morning the Gendarmes were looking 
cool in shirt sleeve order and I was already feeling the 
first trickles of sweat making their way down the inside of 
my leathers. It had been decided previously that only the 
Gendarmes would actually work with the cyclists as they 
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to doing this well is good communication and that means 
there’s lots of radio chat between the people controlling 
the race and those looking after the caravan. At one point 
our caravan split in two when a float stopped for too long 
selling souvenirs. Sophie and I were instructed to ride from 
the second half of the caravan up to the rear of the front half 
to see how big the split was. We were also told to not spare 
the horses. Now in my time I’ve ridden with some very good, 
very fast riders, but “sacré bleu!” could she ride a bike. I know 
that she was on an FJR, which is faster, quicker and better 
handling than an RT, and it’s also better built, more reliable, 
more comfortable, better looking with better after sales 
service from dealers, but I’m getting off the point, and my 
point is that I blame my bike for struggling to keep up with 
her. I was ragging the arse off of the RT. On the bends I was 
scraping the foot pegs, exhausts, panniers, everything, in an 
attempt to stay with her. But the truth is she was a very good 
rider. Having ascertained how big the split was we waited for 
the second half to catch us. This was incidentally being led by 
a group of London taxis so I was able to explain the problem 
to them and have them follow me at a steady 40mph while 
Sophie and her colleagues encouraged the French drivers to 
keep up. This involved much shouting, arm waving, whistle-
blowing and banging of fists on car roofs. We eventually 
got the convoy back together again and we rolled into 

Canterbury about half an hour before the race. Perfect.
The riders came across the finish line a short while later 
and after the usual tea and medals it was time to pack the 
Tour de France up as a whole and escort it back to Dover 
where they were going to get their various ferries across 
the pond. As you can imagine this was the biggest escort 
of the lot. As well as all the vehicles that made up the 
caravan, we had all the teams and their various kit, their 
vehicles and paraphernalia, plus the press, the medics, and 
the Gendarmerie themselves. I think the convoy consisted 
of several hundred vehicles. Quite a site trolling down the 
M2. We arrived in Dover and everyone was dispatched to 
their ferries, which left only one job to do and that was to 
say goodbye to Sophie and her colleagues. Even though 
we’d only known and worked with them for a few days it 
was with some sadness that we said our goodbyes and did 
the usual round of souvenir swapping. When I first joined 
the Met you had to sign for every piece of kit and uniform 
you were given and you had to pay for anything lost or 
damaged. As the years went by regulations were relaxed 
which meant it was possible to get your hands on a spare 
helmet or two to swap for a kepi and various badges. Finally 
it was back on the bikes for the ride back up the M2 to the 
smoke, and that, as they say, was that, a once in a career 
and possibly a once in a lifetime event. 

Ever been to Swindon? No? Lucky you. Recently I’ve found myself 
doing a lot of riding and driving in places that were strange to 
me; places like Swindon and Reading, for example, and also West 
Yorkshire – you know, Bradford, Leeds, Keighley, Halifax and such 
like. And in navigating my way round these foreign parts I have 
been struck by how incredibly stupid and confusing our road 
systems can be to the stranger. There is no consistent protocol for 
road markings, and the direction signs in towns are badly sited 
and often non-existent.

The main problem, it seems to me, is the bloke in every council 
office who thinks that sloshing a bit of white or yellow paint on the 
road surface is all that’s required to control, limit or direct traffic. 
It never occurs to him that words or lines painted on the road can 
only work as traffic controls and directions if they can be seen, 
and painting them on the road surface means that very often they 
can’t be seen because they are covered up by the very traffic they 
are meant to control and direct. For thirty years or more I drove 
into central London every day to work, and for longer than that I 
have been riding and driving around London and I know where I 
am going, but I have always wondered how people who are new 
to the place cope with the maze of seemingly random white lines 
daubed everywhere. When you know where you are going you 
automatically position yourself in the right lanes 
at roundabouts and junctions, you don’t think 
about it, it just happens. And the big advantage 
of that, apart from actually getting to where you 
want to go, is that you have all of your faculties 
concentrated on riding or driving. However, 
when you have to spend half of your available 
brainpower working out where to go and trying to 
change lanes because you are in the wrong one, 
the chances of knocking the unlit cyclist off his bike 
rise exponentially.

Finding yourself in the wrong lane at traffic lights 
when there are filters left or right is a pain and an 
embarrassment, and you have all been there, don’t 
deny it. Let’s say that at one set of traffic lights the 
nearside lane goes straight ahead and the offside 
lane is for turning right only. OK, you sit smugly in 
the nearside lane and go straight ahead, BUT just 
50 yards up the road, at the next traffic lights, it’s 
just the opposite – the straight ahead lane is the 
offside lane. The nearside lane, which you are now 
in, has a separate filter left which you don’t want. 

You are now decidedly in the wrong lane. What to do? Do you wait 
until you can go straight ahead or do you filter left even though 
it’s not the route you want? The local van driver behind you gets 
very agitated if you don’t go left when the filter arrow is green 
and will make his feelings known, and that might influence your 
decision. On a motorbike you can sometimes finesse your way 
out of this situation but in a car there’s no chance. I know that all 
you Masters with Distinctions will tell me that we shouldn’t get 
into this situation in the first place because we should have been 
looking so far ahead and noticed the lane change marked on the 
road from several miles back, you might even believe that’s true, 
but , admit it, in the real world when it’s night and it’s raining and 
it’s rush hour and you’re searching desperately for a sign that 
might just hint that you are going in the right bloody direction 
for Huddersfield, the fact that the straight ahead lane changed 
from nearside to offside in the last 50 yards might escape you. Of 
course, the know-it-all locals who are surrounding you couldn’t 
give a monkey’s about your wrong-lane plight. The van driver on 
your right isn’t going to let you in as he busily texts to his mates 
in jail to let them know what time to expect the next drugs drone, 
and the horn thumping gent in the Jaguar behind clearly thinks 
you should just get out of his bloody way. And he’s right. It’s 
very frustrating when you are the Jaguar man and you know the 

a good reason not a good reason not 
to go to swindon . . .to go to swindon . . .
   . . . if you needed one
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The five second warning that you are about to enter another world.
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way and the dingbat in front of you doesn’t. When I’m driving in 
London and I sense the hesitancy of a stranger in front of me I try 
to be understanding, but it is difficult sometimes. The bloke in 
the council office who is responsible for painting the signs on the 
tarmac, would probably argue that the correct lanes are clearly 
marked because he thinks that putting a couple of arrows on the 
road answers the problem. It doesn’t. They are covered by the 
traffic. Anyway, it’s dark and it’s hissing with rain. And if we have 
to rely on white lines and yellow boxes to find our way round and 
avoid fines the least the councils can do is keep the paint fresh, 
but they don’t.

My point is this: there is no way that years of experience of having 
driven up to a million different junctions can prepare you for 
the next junction you happen to meet in some unknown part of 
the country, and that, in my opinion, is stupid. There should be a 
standard protocol for laying these things out so that junctions in 
Halifax should follow the same rules as junctions in Maidstone or 
London. Indeed, each junction in Halifax should follow the same 
protocol as all other junctions in Halifax. This shouldn’t be a game 
that only the locals can play. We cannot be expected literally to 
read the road in order to navigate our way through towns that we 
don’t know. There need to be better signs, in prominent positions, 
and the layout of junctions and roundabouts should follow 
a standard protocol so that we know what to expect and our 
experience of stopping at a million or so junctions or roundabouts 
can reliably be applied to the next one we meet wherever that is, 
but all the experience and IAM qualifications in the world won’t  
help you if your next roundabout is in Swindon.

Let me tell you about a roundabout in Swindon. It is officially 
called The Magic Roundabout, which is a little piece of Swindon 
council whimsy, and you don’t want to meet this monstrosity for 
the first time on a wet night in heavy traffic. At this roundabout 

you travel anti-clockwise. Yes, anti-clockwise. Well, actually that’s 
not quite true: this lunacy is really five mini roundabouts placed 
round one big roundabout. In each of the mini roundabouts you 
do travel clockwise, but you transfer from one mini roundabout to 
the next moving either in an orthodox clockwise direction or in an 
anti-clockwise direction, I think, but I could be wrong. I certainly 
went anti-clockwise. Anyway, if you make it through to the centre 
roundabout you definitely find yourself travelling anti-clockwise. If 
you study the accompanying aerial shot you may be able to figure 
it out. When you are in this circus you find traffic coming at you 
from directions and places where conventional wisdom says they 
had no right to be. This ridiculous creation means that everything 
you’ve learnt about driving over many years, can be thrown away; 
everything you know becomes irrelevant and you’ve got about 
five seconds to learn the new rules on the hoof. Ah, but never 
mind, all is well, because Swindon council’s bloke has painted lots 
of white lines, arrows and hatched lines on the road to help you 
so you can’t possibly go wrong, can you? Why they needed to go 
to all this trouble just to cope with a simple junction of four main 
roads I can’t say. And that’s my point: why was Swindon allowed 
to create a roundabout which obeyed none of the rules which we 
have learnt through instruction and experience? Why is there a 
maverick roundabout like this anywhere? Why is there no common 
set of rules about how to build roundabouts? 

You come upon this ridiculous roundabout without warning 
and suddenly find yourself in it with traffic coming at you from 
directions that you would not normally expect. Fortunately, I met it 
mid-morning on a dry sunny day when some of its white paint was 
visible and traffic was light. But why should we have to contend 
with stupid road planning like this? I’m sure that the Swindon locals 
cope with it very well, just as I don’t have to think about using the 
frequently stupid and irrational London road systems which I am 
used to, but why should we have to “cope” at all? Why are these daft 

systems there in the first place? And is it my imagination or do they 
do better in Europe? I don’t seem to have nearly as much trouble 
navigating strange cities in France or Spain as I have trying to 
interpret the tangled road systems here. Just imagine what Swindon 
council would do with the Arc de Triomphe ‘roundabout’ – twelve 
roads leading into it and not a traffic light or white line in sight. If it 
was in London it would be festooned with umpteen unnecessary 

traffic lights and if it was in Swindon it would simply implode. 
In Paris it works on the simple French protocol of devil take the 
hindmost. A very good system in my view.
NF

See the Arc de Triomphe traffic in action:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2RCPpdmSVg

Quite a lot of helpful white paint on the Magic Roundabout

Not a traffic light or white line to be seen round the Arc de Triomphe. Perfect.
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This fascinating book, Escorting the Monarch, is the story of 
the Special Escort Group (SEG) written by Chris Jagger, who has 
worked in counter terrorism and is now Professor of Intelligence 
Analysis at Madrid University, and, importantly, is the son of a 
retired SEG officer. Some years ago I was driving home from 
work down Park Lane when the traffic was halted and a convoy 
that seemed about a mile long, comprising an endless stream 
of American cars as big as battleships, ostentatiously escorted 
President Clinton on a journey through London, and I thought 
what a ridiculous fuss to make about getting an important 
bloke safely from A to B. Far from being secure this seemed to 
me to draw attention to the fact that ‘he’ was on the move and 
this is where he was. Contrast that with the way in which our 
own Special Escort Group operates. If you ride, drive or walk in 
London with any frequency you will surely have come across the 
SEG at work. They may be escorting the Queen or some other 
high ranking bod or they may be protecting some bullion, but 
they are unobtrusive. I have been in the front line at junctions to 
witness their work many times; they appear from nowhere, control 
traffic at the junction and seconds later they and those they are 
escorting are gone. There is a minimum of fuss and interference 
with the traffic and it’s all over in moments. They also look pretty 
damn cool as they do it too. That’s not to say that they can’t also 
put on the big posh show when required: for example, Princess 
Diana’s funeral procession from Westminster Abbey to Althorp in 
Northamptonshire, when their precision was seen on television by 
millions around the world.

However, it’s not until I read this book that I realised what a 
chequered history the SEG has had and how uncertain its 
continued existence has been at times. I had always imagined 
that such a unit would be a standard part of the London police, 
and it was a surprise to me to find that this was not so. The SEG 
has had to fight to justify its existence. Now, of course, it is a 
permanent unit with its own base and permanent staff, but that 
was not always the case. It started on an ad hoc basis with riders 
being drawn from the traffic police as and when required and 
it’s interesting to see some of the pictures from the 1950s with 
the coppers dressed from head to toe in low-vis black and riding 
‘invisible’ dark red Triumphs.

What is interesting, given the book’s title, is the fact that the 
Queen was one of the last people to be persuaded to use the SEG 
regularly, although she is certainly a confirmed admirer and user 
today. Other members of the Royal family quickly realised what an 
expert, efficient and valuable unit the SEG is, and clearly many of 
them have a close relationship with the group. The foreword, for 
example, is written by HRH Prince Michael of Kent who is a keen 
motorcyclist himself and who appears to have endured some 
alarming incidents when being escorted by other police in foreign 
countries. In fact, the group’s relationship with its charges is one 
of the highlights of the book. Right from the beginning it seems 
that they have been able to strike up a direct relationship with 
whomever they escorted, a relationship that went beyond being 
merely escort outriders, and there are numerous stories of how 
Princess Diana, Margaret Thatcher, President Bush, Prince Charles 
and Nelson Mandela, amongst others, responded to and reacted 
to the SEG riders who escorted them. Fascinating stuff.    
NF

The Custom Café in Bexhill was featured in 
an article in the South East Biker magazine 
a while back and I had been intending to 
pay it a visit for some time as it’s always 
good to have a new place to head out to. I 
finally managed to get there at the end of 
last year and liked it so much I have already 
been back a couple of times. As my first 
trip was in the middle of December I was 
a bit chilly by the time I arrived and placed 
my order for coffee and a smoked cheese 

burger. Although mine was the only bike 
in the car park the place was quite busy 
and whilst the coffee arrived quickly I was 
quite happy to sit and read one of the bike 
magazines that are available for customers, 
not too worried that the burger was taking 
a little longer. I was very pleased to see 
that the magazine included a review of 
the latest FJR1300 and gave it top marks. 
As an FJR rider I wouldn’t have expected  
anything else.

Anyway, time marched on and still no 
burger, so I asked how long it would be 
and found out that somehow the ticket 
had not been sent to the kitchen. The 
mistake was soon rectified and Caroline, 
the owner, was most apologetic and 
insisted that I had coffee and a brownie on 
the house. The brownie was excellent and 
they can forget my burger every time if I 
can get free cake. Subsequent visits have 
seen me sample the bacon and egg roll 
and salmon Nicoise, both were very good 
although the service was, unfortunately, 
very efficient, so there have been no more 
free brownies!

The café is open seven days a week, 
including Friday evenings. They also have 
jam nights on some Thursday evenings 
and when the weather improves these 
will be held outside. There may be a 
KAMG ride there some time during the 
year, so keep an eye on Tracker. The 
Custom Café is located just outside 
Bexhill on the A259 Barnhorn Road, 
postcode TN39 4QR. Just up the road is 
the cheapest petrol station I have seen in 
a long time, so you can even save money 
when you go! They do have a website 
(https://thecustomcafe.co.uk/ ) but it is 
still being developed and the best source 
of info is to visit their Facebook page. 

escorting 
the monarch
The story of the 
Special Escort Group
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Low-vis SEG officers with Valentina Terishcova the Russian cosmonaut 
and first woman in space. (©Mayor’s Office of Policing  and Crime)

Escorting the Monarch By Chris Jagger.  
Published by Pen & Sword History. Price: £19.99

BIKING BITESBIKING BITES
The Custom Café 
at Bexhill
Paul Jessop
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The Pressure of Finding the 
Correct Pressure
The handbook for my bike says that the tyre pressures should be 
36 and 42psi, which always seemed quite high to me, so I started 
digging. Now, in case you’re thinking of doing this yourself can 
I suggest that you don’t, unless you want to end up a gibbering 
wreck, rocking gently in the corner whilst sipping soup through 
a straw. My first port of call was the interweb. I found a site where 
you type in the make, model and year of your bike and it confirms 
your tyre sizes and it came up with pressures of 32 and 35psi. 
Whoah! That’s a big difference, and a tad confusing. Maybe the 
tyre manufacturer could help. I’m running Michelin Road Pilot 3s, 
so over to Michelin’s site. Well, they came up with 36 and 39. OK, 
now it’s getting really confusing. As a last resort I turned to Carpe 
TDM. This is the Yamaha TDM owners’ site. Well, having asked the 
question I was bombarded with so many differing responses that 
all my research left me to conclude was that the front should be 
between 32 and 36psi and the rear between 35 and 45psi. Hmmm. 

Now just to complicate things further, what about weight. 
Michelin say that the average man – can I still say “man” in 
these enlightened times? I’m using it as in mankind, not man or 
woman, are we even still allowed to say “mankind”? It was good 
enough for Neil Armstrong, and there is a shop in Bluewater 
called Menkind – but I digress; Michelin seem to think that the 
average person weighs 11st. Oh how I laughed, they should 
come along to a KAMG club night. But what about when we 
have a pillion and luggage and probably have 25 to 30 stone 
loaded on the bike. We all talk about upping the preload on 
the suspension in these circumstances, but shouldn’t we be 
adjusting the tyre pressures too and if so by how much? Sit on 
a balloon and you squash it, increasing the size of the contact 
patch. You can overcome this by blowing it up but eventually 
if you keep adding pressure and/or weight it will go pop. The 
same forces are acting on your tyres. Are they designed to cope 
with these loads? The maximum that a car is allowed to weigh is 

3500kgs, with your average car weighing about 2000 to 2500kgs, 
and it’s an offence to exceed that gross weight, or the individual 
axle weights. Something to think about next time you load 
up the family for your holidays. Car tyre manufacturers design 
the tyres with this in mind and the maximum load for a given 
tyre is actually written on the tyre wall. Have a look if you don’t 
believe me, and spookily it’s usually half the max weight for a 
given axle, commonly about 600kgs. Now take a large touring 
bike two up with luggage and the weight must be about 500 
to 700kgs. Hmmm. Let’s move on to temperature: years ago 
some clever person invented multigrade oil so that when we 
rode from southern Spain to the Arctic Circle we didn’t have to 
change oil to cope with the differing temperatures, and we all 
know that on the track riders drop their tyre pressures three or 
four psi because their tyres get hotter, so until someone invents 
multigrade air should we be doing the same? I’m afraid my 
employer doesn’t adopt the three degree rule so when I ride 
and the temperature is minus 3°C, should I be using the same 
pressure as when I’m riding in a 30 degree summer heatwave? 
Probably not. 

To summarise I believe that recommended tyre pressures are there 
for the general public who don’t give a lot of thought to their 
riding or driving, but I think that with a bit of experimentation 
you can find the correct pressure to give the best compromise 
between grip and tyre wear. However, if you get stopped by plod, 
don’t show them this article and call me as an expert witness when 
your tyres are 10psi below the manufacturer’s* recommendation. 
The guidelines for the police are that if you are 10% above or 
below the manufacturer’s* recommendations you’re committing 
an offence. Amazing the things you think about lying in the bath. 
Happy riding. 

*And is the manufacturer in Dave Willson’s case Michelin or Yamaha? Ed.

Dave Willson 
ponders in the bath

Heavy landing at 
Ballaugh Bridge 
(picture by Geoff Curtis)
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occasional glimpses of the Wash on our left as we passed through 
Titchwell and Wells-next-the-Sea. At Weybourne we turned south 
back towards Swaffham where we stopped for tea and doughnuts, 
or in some cases (Tina) ice cream, before heading to Thetford and 
our chosen hostelry. There  we enjoyed a very sociable evening, 
and as the newbies Sue and I were made to feel most welcome.

After a very good night’s sleep (yes, it was one of those hotels) 
Sunday morning saw us rise to a glorious autumnal morning 
with clear skies and a temperature to match. A hearty breakfast 
was had by those so inclined and by 8.30 we were in the car park 
wiping off the heavy morning dew. By nine o’clock we were on 
the road, heading north before turning due east into the low 
autumn sun on the B1108 through Watton. The sun continued to 
be a problem for most of the morning as we headed south east 
through Attlebrough and then east again via Pulham Market and 
Pulham St Mary’s and Halesworth. It was then a detour north 
to Beccles for a fuel stop and a quick stretch of the legs. After 
that it was a short hop to Southwold, a lovely little costal town 
with a picturesque harbour where a welcome cup of coffee was 
consumed sitting outside the Harbour Café in the warm sunshine. 
I think most avoided the ‘Teacake Special’ for fear of spoiling 
the Sunday Lunch that we were promised wasn’t “too far away”. 
By 12.15 we were on the move again south, skirting Sizewell to 
Thorpeness before once again heading inland via Woodbridge, 
avoiding Ipswich (well wouldn’t you?) to Preston St Mary’s and the 
Six Bells and a most enjoyable lunch.

Inevitably, after lunch everyone wants to get home. After all the 
farewell handshakes, hugs and kisses we were on the homeward 
leg traveling via Sudbury and Dunmow to the pretty village of 
Finchingfield, where we rejoined the first leg of our outward 
journey, this time travelling south to re-join the M25 at Junction 
28. We waved goodbye to Colin and Tina before negotiating the 
Dartford Crossing in busy Sunday afternoon traffic and Sue and 
I waved goodbye to everyone else as they took the A2. Thirty 
minutes or so later we were home having had a most enjoyable 
weekend of riding, eating (lots!) and socialising.

Thank you to Steve and Debbie 
for organising everything 
and to Tony Young for acting 
as sweeper (I’m sure the new 
Africa Twin is nicely run-in 
now). Also thank you to Colin 
and Tina Underwood, John 
and Sue Gardiner, Joe Mair, 
Trevor and Dawn Shearsmith, 
Matt Barnes and last but by no 
means least Matt and Nicky 
Pounds for making us feel part 
of the group. Which only leaves 
the question: would we do it 
again? The answer to that is 
that we certainly would.

Come to where the action is . . .
Come to Catalonia!

Our rural, off-grid Finca is the perfect base from which to explore this beautiful area of Spain
Trail bikes available for guests. Discounts for IAM members. www.catalanadventure.co.uk

On trails... On track...

On tarmac...
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Have you ever thought to yourself, why ever did I say yes to that? 
Well, that’s where I am right now as I find myself writing this 
report. I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Colin and I’ve been 
riding bikes since I was 16 and over the last ten years or so have 
intended to take the Green Badge test, but having time available 
has always gotten in the way. Last year I thought to myself that 
if I don’t do it now I never will. I joined the KAMG as an Associate 
in September 2017 and somehow managed to pass my Green 
Badge test on Easter Saturday 2018 thanks to the guidance of 
Steve Riches. During the debrief sessions Steve would usually tell 
me about the last or the next Pork Pie run, or whatever else he was 
planning. (Oh, and did you know he’s also been to Norway…...?) 
Well, having been on the Easter Egg run and a couple of the Fish 
and Chip runs, I thought we should try one of the infamous Pork 
Pie ventures. So, Sue and I signed up to go on Pork Pie Six. 

The group met up at Thurrock Services on a fresh Saturday 
morning and consisted of sixteen people mounted on ten bikes, of 
various ages, shapes and sizes. As the new kids on the block (I use 
the term loosely you understand) numerous introductions were 
made and once everyone was present and correct, and Debbie 
had taken the attendance-register, we were off at 8.30am sharp. 
It was hard not to feel a little intimidated as the group numbered 
one examiner, seven national observers and just two of we 
humble green badge holders. Steve had made it clear that this was 
a planning weekend for Pork Pie Seven and, as such, arrangements 
were possibly going to be a little loose in places, but then as one 
of Steve’s associates I know how he likes to make things up as 
he goes along. I also knew that we’d find ourselves on some very 

narrow twisty lanes at some point and if there was gravel down 
the middle, so much the better.

I believe the first leg will be quite familiar to those who’ve Pork-
Pied before. Inevitably it took us on to the M25 to Junction 28 
before turning off and heading through the Weald Country Park 
at Brentwood. We then started to head north skirting Kelvedon 
Hatch and on through Ongar. We continued north skirting 
Dunmow as best we could and picked up the B1057, ultimately 
arriving at a garden centre in Sturmer just before 10 o’ clock for 
a well-earned coffee and sausage roll, or cake in some cases. The 
morning was bright, but some of the lanes were quite slippery 
in the shadows and there was plenty of dew on the surrounding 
fields.

After suitable sustenance and bathroom breaks, we were back 
on the road and heading towards Bury St Edmunds. Here we 
encountered a road closure which meant we went into town 
rather than bypassing it as planned, but Bury is a very nice town 
if you ever get the chance to visit. I’d recommend if your partner 
enjoys retail therapy, as mine does, that you go by bike – the lack 
of available space to store purchases can be very advantageous 
to the bank balance. No time for us to stop on this trip though 
(thanks, Steve) as we headed almost due north through Elveden 
Forest to Blandon, where we picked up the main road to Swaffham 
and then it was north west until East Winch. Here we turned right 
towards Gayton and headed to the seaside resort of Heacham 
where we stopped at Norfolk Lavender for a very enjoyable lunch. 
I must confess, I was starting to wonder what we were on – garden 
centre for coffee and a lavender farm for lunch; I know I’m getting 
old (after all I’ve bought my first BMW) but this might be going 
a step too far. However, Norfolk Lavender was a great venue and 
we thoroughly enjoyed ourselves, they even supplied us with 
a parking area for the bikes inside the grounds. Before we left, 
we had to turn around in quite a tight space and Colin gallantly 
turned Tina’s bike for her, however I was a little taken back at his 
reaction to requests from others for the same service. Hmmm, now 
what were his exact words?

We really couldn’t have asked for better weather, the sun shone, 
the dew had gone, and the roads were dry and most of us started 
the afternoon wearing fewer layers than the morning. We followed 
the north coast road heading east towards Cromer getting 

Pork Pie Six 
. . . or is it sixteen?
In which Colin Billings finds no pies 
and no pork but plenty of cake
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A2 Motorcycles are a Yamaha Premier dealership 
in Gravesend, Kent, selling large quantities of 

used and new bikes.

We also offer repairs, services and MOT’s on all motorbikes 
and have a team of knowledgeable mechanics with many 

years experience repairing bikes.

Our sales team, have over 30 years knowledge within 
the motorbike industry and will always offer a friendly 

personal service. They will advise you on what bike will be 
best suited to YOU, always offering an informative, honest 

opinion.

We are a leading supplier of Brand New Yamaha 
Motorbikes with brand new models kept in the showroom.

Part exchanges are available as well as competitive finance 
rates.

We are located 50 Singlewell Road, Gravesend, Kent, DA11 
7PW and are open Monday – Friday 8.30pm – 5.30pm, 

Saturday 9.00pm – 5.00pm and we are closed on Sundays.

You can contact us via Email: at 
sales@a2motorcycles.co.uk
info@a2motorcycles.co.uk
www.a2motorcycles.co.uk

or call us on 

01474 320200

To blip or not to blip, that is the 
question? Whether tis better to 
match the engine revs to the road 
speed, or suffer the slings and arrows 
of an outrageous locked up back 
wheel? We all know the theory, and 
being advanced riders we all blip 
the throttle when changing down to 
match the engine revs to the speed of 
the back wheel, thereby making for 
a smoother gear change, and in the 
worst case scenario avoiding locking 
up the back wheel and inducing 
a skid. Or in these enlightened, 
electronic times, causing the traction 
control light to blink away like a 
demented fairy light. So we all blip 
don’t we? No, I didn’t think so. Well, 
I do it religiously, and by that I don’t 
mean that every time I change down 
I say “Dear Lord help me to match the 
engine revs etc”, I mean that I blip the 
throttle on every single downshift 
without exception. This isn’t because 
I’m the greatest rider in the world, 

far from it, or even the best rider in 
KAMG, (When Paul McCartney was 
asked if Ringo Starr was the best 
drummer in the world, he replied that 
he wasn’t even the best drummer in 
the Beatles.), it’s because I was taught 
by the police where it was, ironically, 
drummed into you, and if you didn’t 
do it you would be marked down for 
lack of smoothness. 

Why am I banging on about this? 
You may well ask. Well, two years 
ago I bought a secondhand Yamaha 
TDM900, and it came fitted with 
Michelin Road Pilot 3s that, although 
in good condition, had obviously 
seen some use. Since owning the 
bike I’ve ridden about 10,000miles, 
so it’s fair to say that those tyres have 
probably now done 12 to 13,000 
miles, including about 50 laps ragging 
it round Brands, and they’re still 
going strong, although they are now 
getting to the end of their life. So I was 

wondering whether I am getting good 
tyre wear because I blip the throttle? 

Let’s think about it for a moment: every 
time we change down there is a battle 
royal going on between our engine and 
the back wheel; as you let the clutch 
out the engine is trying to slow the 
back wheel down whilst, conversely, 
the back wheel is trying to speed the 
engine up. This battle may not be 
extreme enough to cause a skid or for 
your traction control to get its knickers 
in a twist, but it must surely cause tyre 
wear as the tyre struggles to maintain 
grip. Not much tyre wear I’ll grant you, 
but how many thousands of times do 
we change down in the life of a tyre? 
The other thing to consider is that while 
General Tyre and General Engine are 
battling it out, the poor foot soldier that 
is your chain, or if you’re one of those 
people that doesn’t ride a proper bike, 
your shaft drive (sorry couldn’t resist), is 
taking a right mullering. 

A year ago I was talking to some 
KAMG members about how I was 
struggling to adjust my chain as 
I couldn’t undo the bolt holding 
the brake caliper to the swing arm. 
They then seemed surprised to hear 
that I hadn’t adjusted my chain for 
5000miles. Well, guess what, I’ve now 
done another 5000 and I haven’t 
adjusted it since. So to conclude, and 
I’m sure some of you are wishing I 
would, that’s 13000 miles from a set 
of tyres, and adjusting your chain 
once every 10000 miles. If this sounds 
good to you try making a habit of 
blipping, it’ll make you a better rider 
and it may save you a few coppers.

Is this just a Blip?Is this just a Blip?
Dave Willson doesn’t adjust his chain very often
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If you are aiming for the Pyrenees and don’t want to take three 
days to get there, go by ferry from Portsmouth to Santander in 
northern Spain. I have done this a couple of times and it’s a very 
good way of getting ‘There’ very quickly. Or, if you are aiming 
for the Alps or Austria try the Bikeshuttle which takes your bike 
overnight while you fly to Geneva and pick your bike up next 
morning. (www.bikeshuttle.co.uk) I haven’t done this myself but 
reports of the service are good. In other words, either make the 
most of the journey on the good and far from dull, empty N and 
D roads of France or bypass them altogether using an overnight 
ferry or Bikeshuttle, but don’t just rush past on the autoroutes. You 
just get a sore bum and square profile tyres.

Satnav and maps
The satnav has made touring so much easier and so much 
better in every possible way, but if you have not satnavved long 
distances across Europe before – beware, be very ware! Satnavs 
can be instruments of great joy but they can also be instruments 
of extreme torture too. They are not a substitute for maps, they 
are, as their name suggests, substitutes for a navigator. You still 
need maps. My advice is never to ask that simple box on your bike 
to plan a route for you. Yes, it will plan a route, and yes, you will 
get to where you want to go…eventually. However, I guarantee 
that it will not be the best route. In fact, it will be far from the best 
route. For route planning you need proper old fashioned maps; 
route planning cannot be done without good maps. The best idea 
is to work out your route using maps and then to plot that route 
into your computer satnav program to iron out any problems, and 
only when the route has been ‘purified’ in the computer do you 
transfer it to the little black box on the bike. I use the small scale 
1:1000,000 Michelin maps for the main directional planning and 
then larger scale maps for more detailed planning. An invaluable 
planning map for France is the Michelin Atlas Routier, which is 
very detailed and has a scale of 1cm = 2km. It’s too big and heavy 
to take with you on the bike, but for planning a trip and picking 
out interesting roads it is unbeatable. There are similar Michelin 
Routiers for all other European countries too.

It is also at the route planning stage that the wonders of the internet 
and Google come into play. In ‘the good old days’ before Google, all 
you could do was pick out what looked like a good road on a map 
twisting its way through some far flung region of Europe, but which 
would too often turn out to be a very dull road when you actually 
reached it in the flesh. Now, however, you can call on young Mr 
Google to show you the actual road and to drive you vicariously 
along it in Google Earth while you are planning your trip. Google is 

also helpful at taking a look at difficult junctions too. I have often 
pre-ridden a particularly tricky set of roads in a city whilst mounted 
on Google before actually riding them for real. Sounds daft, but 
it works. It’s very satisfying to arrive at some complex junction, 
in some town that you have never before visited and yet to be 
perfectly familiar with it because two months before you rode 
through it mounted on your Google. 

Tripadvisor
Where to stay? Choosing the right places to stay is vital and the right 
overnight stops can make or break a trip. These days I always book 
in advance. I used to busk it and try to find somewhere while on 
the move. Bad idea. What happens is that you start thinking about 
looking for somewhere to stay at about five o’ clock and finally accept 
somewhere as a last resort at about half past seven or later, by which 
time you are very irritable and what could be a pleasant evening 
turns into a make-do scramble. Find somewhere on Tripadvisor 
and book in advance. It’s very fashionable to mock Tripadvisor yet I 
find it the perfect medium for  choosing where to stay. You do have 
to learn to interpret it properly, but that’s not difficult and it’s very 
successful. Finding and booking places to stay used to be a problem 
involving writing letters or conducting difficult long distance phone 
conversations in a foreign language. That’s all in the past. Booking  by 
email is now the accepted method and since using Tripadvisor I can’t 
remember the last dud stopping point we had….well, actually that’s 
not quite true: I can certainly remember the last two duds and they 
were nothing to do with Tripadvisor; both were recommendations 
made in the popular Alastair Sawday Guides. Guides are, in my 
experience, pretty useless and are certainly not objective or reliable. 
I don’t use them now and we rely solely on Tripadvisor to find places 
to stay. Remember that all those bijou B&Bs that earn such high 
praise in the printed guides have actually paid to be in those guides 
so obviously the guides are not going to give them a bad write-up. 
Tripadvisor respondents, however, have no qualms about being 
honest. I strongly recommend Tripadvisor for finding good and 
interesting places to stay, but if you prefer a more corporate approach 
I can recommend the Campanile chain of hotels. They are reliable, 
consistent and relatively inexpensive. I use them frequently. They 
have simple but well equipped rooms with air-conditioning. They 
have restaurants where you can get a reasonable evening meal and 
always an excellent breakfast.

Maps 
Having good maps is vital to route planning and you can easily 
find the standard and basic small scale 1:1000000 Michelin maps 
in bookshops, newsagents and garages, but at a scale of 1cm = 
10km these maps  are only suitable for an overview route plan 

I don’t really like riding in a group. I prefer to ride on my own. I like 
to decide where I stop and when I stop and for how long I stop. 
I want to decide where to eat, what to see, when to start a day 
and when to end it. And most of all I like to do this somewhere 
in Europe. It can be for a day or for weeks. It can be with the Lady 
Pillion or I can be completely on my own. Riding alone or two up 
around Europe is for me the essence of biking and yet, surprisingly, 
one of the findings of our KAMG member survey last year was 
that roughly half the members do not use their bikes for touring 
abroad. KAMG members are all within an hour’s ride of the ferries 
or The Channel Tunnel, and across that short stretch of water there 
is motorcycle heaven – France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, 
Austria and more. Endless smooth, empty, interesting roads and 
high mountain passes. There’s warm weather, and natives who, on 
the whole, like motorbikes. Why then are so many KAMG riders not 
taking advantage of the opportunity that is on their doorstep? Is 
it, I wonder, because they are waiting for an organised tour? If it 
is, then I urge everyone to organise and plan their own tour. The 
internet has made this much easier than it used to be, and the 
planning and organising is part of the fun.

Is there a perceived language problem which puts people off 
going it alone? If so, forget it. It won’t be  a problem. Today 
virtually all the people you come into contact with will be in the 
tourist industry and will be used to dealing with we ignorant 
English. They will often speak English fluently or at least have 
enough English to get by, and one way or another, because they 
want your money and you want their ice cream/beer/bed or 
petrol, communication will take place and successful deals will be 
done. It’s also very trendy for smart-arse comedians to imply that 
the French are a bit sniffy, but that is simply not true. Yes, Parisians, 
like Londoners and especially like New Yorkers, can be a bit 
abrupt with tourists getting in their way, but that’s a feature of the 
working locals in any big city. I didn’t exactly smile at the bloody 
tourists getting in my way in London when I was trying to get on 
the underground or walking along a crowded pavement either. 
I have always found the European natives friendly and you will 
often find that the mere fact that you are on a motorbike will be a 
conversation starter and the cue for a good welcome.

Planning the trip, and pace versus speed
Where to go? When to go? How long to take to get where you 
are going? How many miles to ride in a day? Plenty of decisions. I 
read with horror about the Norway trip that some KAMG intrepids 
undertook last year. They did as much as 518 miles in one day and 
averaged around 300 a day for three weeks. That’s certainly not 
for me. But it might be for you. And that’s the point: if you go on 
your own you can do exactly what you like. You do just what suits 

you. Personally, I don’t see the point of getting up at dawn’s crack 
and being on the road by 7.30am and then tucking 500 motorway 
miles under my belt before arriving knackered somewhere too 
late to get a good supper. You may like that idea. But do beware of 
the temptation to cram too many miles into a day. It all looks and 
seems perfectly feasible when you are planning it with a small scale 
map in front of you, but it can all quickly unravel when you are 
actually in the saddle. It’s not like being in a car. People in cars find 
the actual journey a bit of a pain and they just want to get ‘There’ 
wherever ‘There’ is. “Are we nearly there dad?” So they hurtle along 
the autoroutes and see nothing and experience less. We, however, 
are bikers of infinite wisdom, and we know that the journey is as 
important as the destination. ‘There’ is no more important to us 
than the journey to get ‘There’. Motorways are for cars. Motorways 
bypass the towns, that’s what they are for; but towns and cities are 
interesting. I ride through towns because they are interesting, and 
because it’s more challenging and you see stuff.  You find places 
to stop and drink and eat and wander. Pace is the watchword, and 
my pace is leisurely. My speed when actually in the saddle is high, 
but the overall pace of my journey is often sedate. I don’t like to 
do more than about 250 miles a day and actually prefer 180-ish. 
And I won’t be doing so much as a millimetre on any motorways, 
autoroutes, autostradas or autobahns either. I like to stay in a hotel 
or B&B and there’s no point in choosing a good place to stay if you 
arrive too late to appreciate it in the evening and leave at cock 
crow the following morning. So I like to arrive at my pre-booked 
overnight stop by, say, five o’clock, which leaves plenty of time for 
a shower and a comfortable pre-dinner sherbert followed by an 
enjoyable evening. The next morning the pace is slow too. The 
gentle breakfast, in the sun perhaps, before getting on the road 
about 9.30-ish. And so it goes. Eventually, after a couple of hours 
riding, lunch will begin to seem like a good idea, and Ah! Yes, this 
looks like a good place. We’ll stop here. Do we have to check with 
anyone else? No, we don’t. We, the Lady Pillion and I, just stop 
because we fancy it. When you ride alone you can do this. So if you 
are, for example, heading for The Alps or the Pyrenees don’t try and 
get there in a one day motorway rush. Take your time and enjoy the 
journey. In the last edition of Riders, Geoff Curtis said, when writing 
about his tour of The Alps, that “From the Channel Tunnel there were 
two days of dull riding to reach Lake Geneva.” I disagree with him. 
Lots of people say that northern France is dull, but that’s only if you 
are on the autoroutes. I never find riding through France dull. Even 
if you can only get away for a couple of days or perhaps are just 
taking a one day trip, riding on the back roads of northern France 
is always anything but dull. Just try it. If you have only one day try 
riding down the D127 and D108 to the pretty little town of Hesdin 
and having lunch by the river before returning on an evening train 
or ferry.
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Go it AloneGo it Alone

Standard small scale 1:1000000 Michelin showing no roads around Ax-
les-Thermes and only main roads elsewhere. A basic map OK for cars on 
motorways but not for motorcyclists looking for interesting roads.

Fairly large scale map showing quite interesting roads near Ax-les-
Thermes. 1cm = 2km. A useful scale.

Large scale highly detailed map of Ax-les-Thermes 
1cm = 250meters showing tightly packed contour 
lines and the interesting D820 to the west.
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and are not detailed enough for finding the best roads. For that 
you will need larger scale maps of 1cm = 2km or 1cm = 3km, and 
for a good selection of these maps you will need to go to a map 
specialist. If you are in London a trip to Stanford’s at 7 Mercer Walk, 
Covent Garden,WC2  9FA will blow your mind, but there is also the 
brilliant MapsMan website which is devoted to maps and touring 
guides specially for motorcyclists, and which is usually cheaper 
than other outlets, and from whom you can buy map bundles at a 
discount too. www.mapsman.com 
Large scale and small scale maps.
There is often some confusion about what is a large scale map and 
what is a small scale map. A small scale map covers a large area 
with little detail. The classic Michelin 1:1000000 is a good example 
of a small scale map. A large scale map is one which covers a 
small area in great detail. The IGN Série Bleue maps  where 1cm 
represents 250metres is a good example of a large scale map. The 
pictures of the French town of Ax-les-Thermes shown in scales 
from 1cm = 10km and 1cm =  2km to 1cm =250meteres highlight 
the differences. It is only in the largest scale map that the roads in 
and around Ax-les-Thermes are truly shown. And it shows why it is 
necessary to look at a variety of maps when planning your route. 
The largest scale is probably unnecessary, but don’t rely just on the 
1:10000000 small scale maps. They can be very misleading. They 
also make distance look short and beguile you into thinking that 
you can comfortably cover more ground in a day than is realistic.

Some recommended maps:
• All the Michelin maps, which come in a variety of scales including 

the large scale Local series at 1cm = 1.5km and the Region/
Regional  series at 1cm = 2km and 1cm = 4km. The scales vary 

according to the country and regions being mapped. The large 
scale Atlas Routiers at 1cm = 2km that covers the whole of France, 
with editions covering other entire European countries, is a ‘must 
buy’ in my view. The other Michelin ‘must buy’ is the standard, 
basic  1: 1000000 Michelin of any country that you intend to visit. 
It’s the starting point of any route plan for me.

• Marco Polo maps  – there aren’t many of them but one of my all 
time favourite maps is the Marco Polo 1cm = 2km map covering 
The Tyrol. If Austria is on your radar get this map.

• IGN (Institut Geographique National) is another source 
of excellent large scale detailed maps of France. Its Carte 
Regionale series covers regions in detail at a scale of 1cm 
= 2.5km, and the Série Bleue is hugely detailed at 1cm = 
250metres. These maps are excellent if you intend to do any 
walking or perhaps off-roading or just local riding when you 
reach your particular ‘There’.

• If the Italian Lakes are a destination for you, then The Insight 
Travel Map covering all the lakes in a detailed scale of 1cm = 3km 
is another map which I like and recommend.

• The German ADAC  maps are also recommended and are 
obtainable from MapsMan. They used to be available free on-line 
but I can’t seem to get them now.

• Hallwag Kümmerly and Frey are Swiss and I have got only one of 
their maps, a 1: 1000000 map of France, which is excellent and is 
the map I now use for the first step of route planning in France. I 
prefer it to my trusty Michelin 1: 1000000, and it’s the map I carry 
on the bike, which means it gets a tough life, but it seems to be 
standing up well, and as I intend to be in the Alps again this year 
I have just ordered Hallwag’s  1: 275000 Alpine Motorcycle Atlas. 
I’m sure it will be good.

QUALITY WITHOUT COMPROMISE

CUSTOM 
HEARING 
PROTECTION
FOR MOTORCYCLISTS

Up to 2 years warranty, Wide choice of colours
CE Approved to conform to EN352-2

sales@ultimateear.com    +44 (0)1689 876885

www.ultimateear.com

Finally, not a map but a ‘must have’ book. I have recommended this 
book before but have no hesitation in recommending it again: it’s 
Motorcycle Journeys Through The Alps & Beyond by John Hermann 

and obtainable from MapsMan. If you buy this book and can resist 
leaping straight on to the bike and riding for the Alps, Pyrenees 
or Dolomites I’ll eat my crash helmet. Get this book and get over 
there.  Now. NF

The ‘must have’ Michelin Atlas Routiers



RIDERS  213  February  2019 29RIDERS  213  February  201928

Those who have been on one of Dave Murphy’s annual trips to 
Vianden in Luxembourg will have benefited from the excellent 
notes which he circulates to everyone. Here is a distillation of 
those notes which are an invaluable guide to riding in Europe.

Country Laws
• Drinking and Driving: the drink limits differ from country to 

country in Europe but note that all are much lower than the UK 
limit.

• Motorcycle headlights ON is compulsory. Headlamp deflectors 
should be used or the beam interrupted. (A little insulation tape 
right of centre will do.)

• In built up areas the use of the horn is prohibited except in cases 
of immediate danger.

France/Belgium
• Reflective Hi Vis must be worn from the neck to the waist .
• Reflective stickers on helmet. Only applies to helmets purchased 

in France. Yours should be CE approved anyhow.
• Speed Limits: Built up areas 50kph. Rural Roads: 80kph wet, 

90kph dry. Motorways: 110kph wet, 130kph dry.
• In built-up areas give way to traffic coming from the right. 

Yes, this really does mean that someone pulling out of a side 
turning directly in front of you has priority. “Priorité a droite”. It 
used to apply to roundabouts too, so that people entering the 
roundabout had priority over those already on the roundabout. 
Fortunately this has now mostly changed and at roundabouts 
bearing the words “Vous n’avez pas la priorité” (You don’t have 
priority) or “Cédez le passage” (give way) the traffic on the 
roundabout has priority the same as in the UK. However, you 
still come across roundabouts where there are no such signs 
and then assume that traffic entering the roundabout has 
priority.

• Overtaking stationary trams is prohibited when passengers are 
boarding /alighting.

• Radar detectors and GPS with camera alerts are illegal: €1500 
fine. (Garmins can switch off this feature.)

• All on-the-spot fines are severe. An official receipt should be 
issued.

• Filtering or lane-splitting is accepted in France and most 
countries including Italy and drivers are helpful. In fact, around 
the Périphérique in Paris filtering is practically a religion and cars 
are expected to get out of the way and are ‘encouraged’ by the 
Gendarmes if they don’t.

Germany/Luxembourg 
• Unlike in France there is NO Filtering in traffic in Germany and 

Luxembourg. Don’t do it. You might get pushed off.
• Petrol Station – Tankstelle.
• Speed Limits: Built up areas 50kph, Rural Roads 100kph, 

Motorways wet 110kph, Motorways dry 130kph.
• Radar Detectors and GPS/Satnav Camera Warning Devices 1500 

Euros Fine.
• Fines not paid on-the-spot will result in immediate vehicle 

confiscation.

• 130kph Motorway speed limit is only advisory in Germany, so 
beware of fast cars flashing to get past.

• Certain villages prohibit the use of Motorcycles between the 
hours of 22:30 and 07:00.

Signs
This means you are on the road with priority and 
you will be passing a junction on the right or left 
or both. Please do not confuse this sign with a 
crossroads sign.

More importantly, this sign indicates you are 
approaching a side road or crossroad and you 
don’t have priority. In other words you must 
give way to any traffic approaching from your 
right. Treat this like a UK mini roundabout with 
no paint. Sometimes you may not be able to see 
approaching traffic - so SLOW right down and approach with 
caution. There will be no road markings. It is the same rule as 
“priorité a droite”. So don’t be surprised whilst riding along the 
“Avenue des Anglais” that you find a vehicle in a side street to your 
right, that simply pulls out in front of you. 

These signs are common in France and we have 
nothing like them here. The yellow diamond sign 
indicates that you are entering a zone of absolute 
priority. This means that the main road which 
you are on has absolute priority and anyone 
approaching from side roads must stop. This is 
similar to junction rules at home where the main 
road has priority, but then watch out for the sign 
with the black diagonal across it. This ends that 
zone and now vehicles can and will pull out from 
the right in front of you. Usually this applies in 
towns and villages.

READ THIS: www.drive-france.com/faqs/get-your-priorities-right/

Unsigned speed limits
On entering a town, there may not be speed limit signs, but 
once you pass a town name sign or a village name sign you are 
automatically in a 50km per hour zone (31mph).When you leave 
the town or village there is a red line through the name sign and 
the speed limit will revert to 90kph or 80kph if wet. (56mph and 
50mph).

Priorité a DroitePriorité a Droite  and more . . .and more . . .
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machine control day
Our machine control days are organised by Jim 
Pullum. If you have not yet signed up then do 
it now – simply log on to Tracker and register 
your participation.

mcd@kamg.org.uk
Held at: Car Park D, Ebbsfleet Station
 International Way
 Gravesend, Kent DA10 1EB

Arrival time:  08:45 for 09:00 start
Finish Time:  approx 13:00 Hrs
Saturday April 6th 2019 
Saturday June 22nd 2019 
Saturday July 27th 2019 
Saturday September 28th 2019

IDCAM
introductory day course 
in advanced motorcyclinG

The revised style IDCAM has been running for some 
months now. Attendees book in at 8.45am and have 
their documents and bikes checked over. A short 
classroom presentation about KAMG and Advanced 
Motorcycling commences at about 9.00am. An 
assessed ride follows with a short debrief before a 
coffee break. A classroom session about the System of 
Motorcycle Control takes us to lunch time. We also fit 
in a Highway Code quiz and the POWDDERSS check of 
a motorcycle, so it’s quite a busy morning. After lunch, 
attendees go out for a second assessed ride with an 
Observer, finishing at a mutually agreed location.

If you would like to attend as an Associate contact 
associates@kamg.org.uk. Observers should confirm 
their willingness to help by registering on Tracker 
and they will kept informed about the needs for any 
particular session.



MAKE LIFE 
       A RIDE.

THE BMW R 1200 GS ADVENTURE. BUILT TO EXPLORE.
The rugged and supremely agile R 1200 GS Adventure is the perfect choice for those 
who like to push boundaries. With optimised engine effi ciency and a 30-litre fuel tank, it 
will take you further than ever before.

The R 1200 GS Adventure is now available with Representative 5.9% APR. With 
competitive fi nance from BMW, start your journey today and make life a ride.

To find out more or book a test ride†, please contact Vines Guildford Motorrad 
on 01483 207000 or visit www.vinesguildfordmotorrad.co.uk

REPRESENTATIVE 5.9% APR.

Vines Guildford Motorrad is a credit broker and not a lender. 
Representative 5.9% APR available on a BMW Select agreement for new BMW R 1200 GS Adventure models ordered between 1 January and 31 March 2017 and registered by 30 June 2017 (subject to availability). Retail 
customers only. Finance available subject to credit acceptance to UK residents aged 18 or over. Guarantees and indemnities may be required. Terms and conditions apply. Optional fi nal payment and option to purchase fee not 
payable if you opt to return the motorcycle at the end of the agreement (motorcycle condition, excess mileage and other charges may be payable). Offer may be varied, withdrawn or extended at any time. ‘BMW Select’ is a form 
of hire-purchase agreement provided by BMW Motorrad Financial Services, Summit ONE, Summit Avenue, Farnborough, Hampshire GU14 0FB. Vines Limited, trading as Vines Guildford Motorrad, commonly introduce 
customers to a selected panel of lenders including BMW Motorrad Financial Services. We may receive commission or other benefi ts for introducing you to such lenders. This introduction does not amount to independent 
fi nancial advice. †Test ride subject to applicant status and availability.

Vines Guildford Motorrad
Slyfield Green, Woking Road, Guildford, Surrey  GU1 1RD

SHORTCUTS 
NEVER LEAD TO 

PLACES WORTH GOING.
BMW Motorrad
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