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The Exhilaration of Motorcycling

There’s nothing quite like motorcycling.  There’s the independence, the excitement that comes from really feeling the throb of a powerful machine, the wind in your face.  It makes your senses come alive.

Unfortunately, motorcycling can also make you quite dead-or seriously injured- unless you know where your love affair with a motorcycle is taking you.

Training is the cornerstone of safe motorcycling.  In the nation’s most authoritative study on motorcycle accidents, researcher Harry Hurt found a serious lack of training among motorcycle riders involved in an accident.

· 92% of the motorcyclists involved in accidents were without   training-they were self-taught or taught by friends.

· The typical motorcyclist had less than five months familiarity with a new motorcycle.

· Over half did not have a standard motorcycle operator’s license and 10% of those had no license at all.

As a favor to yourself, your passengers and other motorists- before you take to the road, take a class on safe motorcycling.

Getting Ready To Ride

The key to motorcycle safety are the preparations you make before you use your ignition switch key.

They Include:

1. Being mentally prepared.  Free your mind of distractions so you can concentrate on your driving and plan your route.

2. Wearing protective clothing.

3. Checking your motorcycle.

PROTECTIVE CLOTHING

Helmet: The Hurt Study found the use of the safety helmet the single most critical factor in reducing head injuries. Yet only 60% of the accident-involved riders were wearing headgear.

Helmets protect your head in two ways:

1. The outer shell resists penetration and abrasion.

2. The inner liner absorbs the rest of the shock by slowly collapsing under impact.

Both the shell and the liner essentially self-destruct by spreading the forces of impact throughout the helmet material.

As a result, a helmet damaged in one accident may be of little protective value in a second accident.

LET THE HELMET TAKE THE IMPACT

The Hurt study found that the average motorcyclist in an accident receives 17 blows to the head.  A good helmet can take a 1,000 gravity-force (G) impact and reduce it to 150Gs.  A 400 G blow is enough to give a slight concussion.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR:  Look for stickers on the inside or outside of the helmet indicating compliance with standards of one or more of these agencies:

· Department of Transportation (DOT).  All adult-sized helmets made since 1980 must meet this standard.  Look for the DOT sticker on the outside, back bottom edge of the helmet.

· Sell Memorial Foundation- The sticker is usually found on the inside lower back.  While Snell’s standards are the most stringent, their use is voluntary.

· American National Standards Institute (ANSI)- another voluntary standard.  Look for the sticker inside the helmet.

TYPES OF HELMETS:  The full-face helmet offers the most protection, although some riders prefer the three quarter helmet.

Helmet shells are generally made of either fiberglass or injection-molded plastic.

The injected-molded plastic helmet is generally the lightest and least expensive.  However, its life expectancy may be shorter.  Its chemical composition can be changed if painted or decals are applied to the surface.  And it can be damaged by gasoline, cleaning fluids or exhaust fumes.

You can paint or apply decals to the fiberglass helmet safely.  However, fiberglass helmets delaminate on impact to absorb shock, so they may break or crack if hit hard in an accident or fall, or even dropped onto a hard surface.

Whichever helmet you choose, read the manufacturer’s instructions and follow them carefully.

TIPS ON HELMET USE AND CARE

1. Always fasten your chinstrap.  Your helmet won’t do you any good if it comes off in and accident.

2. Replace your helmet after an accident and every two to four years of normal riding.  The date your helmet was made is stamped on your chinstrap.

3. Follow manufacture’s directions for care, using the mildest soap recommended.

4. Don’t use petroleum-based cleaning fluids, particularly on injection-molded helmets.

5. If you hang your helmet on your motorcycle, avoid placing it on a sharp object like a mirror that could damage its protective qualities.

6. Check the manufacture’s specifications before applying any paint or decorations to your helmet.

7. If you will use a CB radio, find a helmet that will work without drilling holes.  Even a tiny hole can seriously weaken your helmet’s structural integrity.

8. Check with your dealer to be sure your helmet meets all applicable state laws.

FACE PROTECTION:  In the Hurt Study, 73% of the accident-involved riders used no eye protection, reducing their ability to spot hazards.  A full-face helmet offers the best protection.  Other protective devices include face shields and goggles.  Both should have clear lenses.

· Face shields should carry the ANSIz87.1 or VESC-8 safety standards.

· Goggles must have the VESC-8 approval.

FOOTWEAR:  Shin-high leather boots with rubber soles will protect you from a wide variety of injuries and give you a good grip on the pavement.

GOLVES:  Use snug-fitting leather gloves.  Seamless gloves will help prevent blisters.

CLOTHING:  Leather is a favorite with motorcyclists.  It’s durable, wind resistant and gives good protection against injury and cold.

The next most durable fabrics are corduroy and denim.  Beware of synthetic fabrics that can melt and increase burns.

HOW TO CHOOSE YOUR CLOTHING

1. Fit is important-clothing should be comfortable without binding.

2. Jacket and pants should cover your arms and legs completely.

3. A zippered jacket will keep out more wind than one with buttons.  A flap over the zipper is eve better.

4. Garments with snug cuffs and waist will keep wind out.

5. Watch those collars-large ones flap wildly in the wind.

6. Choose bright colors to make yourself more visible in traffic.

7. For cold-weather riding, dress in layers so that you can remove some clothing to cool down when you stop.

8. For wet weather riding, a rain suit in a bright color-orange or yellow.

THE DANGER OF HYPOTHERMIA

Even in warm weather, constant exposure to wind can cause hypothermia-subnormal body temperature.  Rapid chilling can lead to the loss of reflexes and the ability to think clearly - a lethal combination for cyclists.

Dress properly for the weather-even on warm days wear a light jacket.

On a 65-degree day, a motorcyclist riding at highway speeds faces a wind chill equivalent of 33 degrees.

CHECKING YOUR MOTORCYCLE

Before you start the engine, take a moment to check some of the critical components on your motorcycle.  If there’s a problem, better to find it in the driveway than on the freeway.

A safety inspection should include:

· Brakes- Try the front and rear brake levers one at a time.  Does each one feel firm and hold the motorcycle?

· Clutch- It should work smoothly.  Clutch lever should have about 1/8-inch of play before it starts to engage the clutch.

· Throttle should turn easily and snap closed when released.  It should turn only about two degrees before it takes hold.

· Lights- Check your headlight, turn signals, brake lights and horn.

· Mirrors- Clean and adjust them now.  It’s difficult to do while you’re driving.

· Tires & Wheels- Check wheels for cracks and dents.  Spokes should be straight and tight.  Check tire pressures when cold and inflate to specifications.

· Check oil and fuel levels-When checking your motorcycle remember the acronym: TCLOCK.  Tires, Controls, Lights, Oil, Chain and / or Drive System. Kick and Side Stand.

BEING SEEN WHERE IT COUNTS

It’s sad, but true- other motorists simply don’t see motorcycles.  And, according to the Hurt Study, that’s the major cause of motorcycle accidents.

Hurt found that in accidents involving a car and a motorcycle, the driver of the other vehicle violating the motorcycle’s right-of-way caused two-thirds of the accidents.

That means that if motorcyclists want to be seen, they have to assume the responsibility for making it happen.  Here are ways to make you more visible:

· Clothing:  Wear bright clothing- bright orange, yellow or green- and light colored helmets

· Headlight: Ride with your headlight on at all times.  A motorcycle with lights off is twice as likely to be unseen.  Consider a modulator to pulse your headlight and make it more visible.

· Signals:  They signal your intention and they make you easier to spot.  Be sure to turn your turn signal off- a false signal is as dangerous as none at all.

· Brake light:  A flashing light is easier to see than a steady one.  Tap your brakes to make yourself more conspicuous when you stop.

· Horn:  Motorcycle horns are not very powerful, but they can help.  Keep your finger on the horn button at dangerous spots like intersections.

INTERSECTIONS CAN BE KILLERS

Not surprisingly, the Hurt Study found that intersections were the most likely place for accidents.  The most frequent cause was a car turning left in front of the motorcycle.

Increasing your visibility is the key to negotiating intersections safely, but you can increase your chances of survival if you:

1. Reduce your speed and be ready to stop or take evasive action

2. Assume that a car may turn left in front of you.  Approach the intersection in left lane to increase your visibility to the oncoming car.

3. As you enter the intersection, move to the right portion of the lane to create more space between you and the turning car.

4. Reduce reaction time by covering both clutch and brake.

5. Give yourself room to escape from a jam.

6. Train yourself to quickly analyze the potential safety hazards at an intersection.

7. Be suspicious of eye contact with other drivers, they may look directly at you and still not see you.

8. Beware of oil and grease and slippery crosswalk markings.

9. Check your rear-view mirror for approaching cars that may not see you.

10. When the light turns green, wait a moment or two before entering and check traffic both ways.

BEWARE OF THE SHORT TRIP

In the Hurt Study almost one-third of all fatalities took place within three minutes of the start of the trip.

Here are some other situations requiring extra caution:

· Merge Lanes:  Assume the merging car will move into your path.

· Curve Roods:  Assume reduced visibility.  You’ll see farther if you move in your lane to the outside of the curve.

· Multi-Lane Roads:  Assume that someone will move into your lane.  Avoid being boxed in.

· Blind Hills:  Assume reduced visibility.  Ride in the center of your lane to increase visibility and space to react.

SCANNING-THE BEST DEFENSE

The best defense is a good offense when it comes to being seen and avoiding hazards.  That means scanning-aggressively searching the area ahead, behind and beside you.  Here’s how you do it:

· Don’t stare off into space or fix your eyes on any object for more than a split second.

· Scan a 12 to 14 – second path of travel-the area it would takes 12 seconds to reach.  This will give you time to avoid hazards before they’re upon you.

· The area four seconds ahead requires your immediate response.

· Gather information about road conditions, traffic conditions-ahead, behind and around you, and plan escape routes.

· Check your rear-view mirror, but don’t rely on it.  Turn your head to scan the blind spot.

OTHER STREET SMARTS

GIVE YOURSELF SPACE:  A cushion of space around you and your motorcycle is one of the keys to trouble-free riding.  Space gives you two valuable gifts:

· Time to react.

· An escape route.

Be particularly conscious of your space cushion in the following situations:

· Following: A minimum space cushion of two seconds between you and the car ahead and behind.

Calculate your space cushion by picking out a landmark ahead.  When the car ahead passes the landmark, count off “one thousand one, one thousand two”.  If you reach the mark before you reach “two” you’re following too closely.

· Passing:  When you pass make sure the other driver sees you.

After you’ve checked traffic ahead and behind, signal and move into the left lane.  Accelerate into a lane position that doesn’t crowd the car and gives you the proper space.  Check traffic, signal and return to your lane.

· When you are being passed:  Don’t move into the portion of the lane farthest from the passing vehicle-it might invite the car to violate your space by cutting back too early.

· Tailgaters:  Flash your brake lights to get the attention of the tailgater.  Slowing to create more space ahead of you will give you time to stop and the tailgater more time to react.

· Parked cars:  Stay to the left of your lane when passing parked cars.  This will give you space between opening doors, drivers getting out of cars or pedestrians stepping into the street.

Watch for cars pulling out in front of you.  If you see a car ready to pull out, slow down, sound your horn and be ready to change lanes.

BRAKING:  Motorcyclists in the Hurt Study did not know how to break properly- most riders over braked the rear wheel and under braked the front wheel.

That combination caused the rear wheel to skid, often upsetting the motorcycle.  And it reduced braking effectiveness significantly, since the front brake provides 70% of the stopping power.

For proper braking:

1. Squeeze the front brake.

2. Gradually apply the rear brake.

3. Always apply both brakes to stop.

In the typical motorcycle accident you will have less than two seconds to avoid a collision.

That means you should practice stopping as quickly as possible without skidding the tires.  Do it often until the procedure is automatic.

Remember- if you lack the rear wheel in a turn, you will probably skid and fall.  Keeping two fingers on the front brake lever in high-risk situations is a good accident prevention technique-it can cut reaction time in half.

DANGEROUS SURFACES:  Here are just a few of the hazards you may find on road surfaces and what to do about them:

· Gravel Roads: Reduce speed and avoid abrupt changes of speed and directions.
· Spills creating slick spots:  If you can’t avoid them, ride through at a constant speed.
· Rain groves Give your motorcycle a loose feel, but don’t reduce traction:  Slow down until you feel comfortable.
· Bridge gratings: Slow down, avoid changes of speed and direction.
· Bumps and cracks: Slow down to reduce the jolt, rising slightly off the seat if necessary.
· Rain-washed streets: Roads are slickest during the first minutes of rain.  If you can, wait for a few minutes before riding.
· Railroad tracks: If traffic and road conditions permit, try to cross tracks at a 90-degree angle.  However, it is possible to cross tracks safely at angles up to 45 degrees.
RIDING AT NIGHT:  Night riding increases your chances of not being seen by other vehicles.  To help even the odds:

1. Wear light-colored clothing.

2. Use reflective materials on clothing and motorcycle.

3. Reduce speed and increase your space cushion from two to three seconds.

4. Don’t wear tinted visors or glasses at night.  They can reduce available light up to 80%

5. Use your high beam whenever you’re not following or meeting a car.

LANE POSITION:  there is no one best lane position.  Change and adjust your position depending on traffic conditions, weather, your space cushion and road hazards.

HANDLING EMERGENCIES:

TIRE BLOWOUTS:  Under inflation is the most common cause of tire failure.  Check your tires often and keep them inflated to the manufacture’s specifications.  If a blowout occurs:  

· Hold the handle grips firmly.

· Steer smoothly and ease off the throttle.

· Stay off the brakes and move to the side of the road.

BROKEN CLUTCH CABEL:  It’s possible to shift without the clutch-just roll off the throttle and press hard on the shift lever.

To stop:

· Downshift one gear at a time to first.

· Stop the engine using the engine cutoff switch

· In traffic, ride to a safe spot by the side of the road as soon as possible.

STUCK THROTTLE:  Twist the throttle back and forth to free it.  If this doesn’t work, immediately hit the engine cutoff switch and pull in the clutch.  Travel to a smooth stop, examine the problem and make sure the throttle works smoothly before riding again.

WOBBLE/WEAVE:  These are related but distinct handling problems usually caused by excessive weight in the wrong place or mechanical problems.  A weave is the oscillation of the rear of the motorcycle.  A wobble is a rapid shaking of the handlebar.

The solution is the same:

· Hold the handle grips firmly, but don’t lock your arms and fight them.

· Ease off the throttle as you move your weight down and forward.

· Do not try to accelerate out of a wobble.  It doesn’t work.

Your ability to handle an emergency depends on your ability to brake quickly and take evasive action.  Both take practice.

RIDING WITH OTHERS

Motorcycling is even more fun when it’s shared with others- your co-rider or a group.  But it also means sharing a new set of responsibilities and potential hazards.  Here are a few tips to make sure you share the joy of motorcycling.

CARRYING PASSENGERS:

· Make sure your motorcycle is adjusted and equipped to carry passengers.

· Your co-rider should wear protective clothing.

RULES FOR YOUR CO-RIDER:

1. Hold onto the driver’s waist for stability.

2. Keep your feet on the pegs at all times.

3. Keep hands and feet away from hot or moving parts.

4. Don’t try to help control the motorcycle.

RULES FOR THE DRIVER:

1. Your bike will handle differently with a passenger.  Get used to the differences in turning and stopping.
2. Start the engine before your passenger gets on.  Hold the front brake while your passenger mounts and dismounts.

RESPONSIBILITIES FOR THE FREQUENT CO-RIDER

Those who ride together frequently- husband and wife, for example- have a special set of responsibilities.

Co-riders should ask their rider to familiarize them with the motorcycle and the location of controls and equipment that may be critical in an emergency:

· Cut-off switch.

· Brakes clutch.

· Fuel gauge.

· CB radio and location of emergency channel.

· Throttle lock.

· Electronic cruise control.

Co-riders should learn how to take control of the motorcycle in an emergency.  If your driver becomes incapacitated:

1. Kill the engine.

2. Steer the motorcycle to a soft place out of traffic.

3. Bring the motorcycle to a slow, gradual stop.

4. Allow the motorcycle to fall over without getting off.  Keep your legs in-the engine and guards will prevent your legs from getting hurt.

5. Stay with the driver and administer first aid-remove helmet, treat for shock and stabilize the victim.

Co-riders should monitor the health of the driver.  If her or she doesn’t feel well-don’t ride!

CARRYING LOADS:  If you use your motorcycle for touring, you’ll need to bring extra gear.

Don’t exceed manufacturer’s maximum load specifications.  To determine how much you can carry, subtract the weight of rider and co-rider fully dressed from the maximum load limit.

Weight should be balanced side-to-side and kept low and to the center.  Never pile loads against a sissy bar-it will raise the cycle’s center of gravity and disrupt its balance.

Never strap things to the handlebars or front fender steering and engine cooling will be affected.

Fasten your load securely and check it frequently.

PULLING A TRAILER:  Both cargo and camping trailers of a wide variety can be pulled by some motorcycles.  Motorcycle cargo trailers can carry up to 30 cubic feet of cargo.

The keys to safe tailoring:

1. Make sure your motorcycle is designed to pull a trailer.

2. Your trailer hitch must be fastened to the frame of the motorcycle.

3. Determine if your state requires safety chains-you may be subject to a heavy fine without them.

4. Be sure your suspension is properly maintained.

5. Wheels should be fitted with high-speed hubs and greased every 3,000 to 5,000 miles, depending on use and driving conditions.

6. Balance your load so that trailer tongue weight is about seven to ten percent of the total load.  You can use a bathroom scale to find tongue weight.

7. Before you ride off, always lift your trailer tongue to make sure it’s secure.

8. The hitch requires maintenance:

· Grease the latch mechanism.

· Make sure shoe is adjusted to fit snugly to ball.

· Latch should be secured with padlock or bolt and cotter key through eye of the latch.

GROUP RIDING:  Touring with a group can be a great deal of fun-if the tour is well-planned and organized and a few basic rules are followed:

· Keep the group small.  The longer the trip, the smaller the group should be.  Large groups should be broken into a series of smaller groups.

· Have a plan and publicize it.  Make sure everyone in the group knows the destination, the route, the location of gas stops and how the group will travel through cities and towns-singly or as a group.

· Put beginners up front where they can be watched by more experienced riders.

· Slower riders and cycles with trailers should be at the rear and they should set the pace for the group.

· Groups should ride in a staggered formation-the leader rides to the left side of the lane; the number two rider stays one second behind on the right side of the lane.  A third rider would take the left position.  The first and third (and second and fourth) riders should be two seconds apart.  In a curve, the group should ride single file.

· Passing:  On a two-lane highway, the group should pass one at a time.  On four-lane highways, passing as a group is possible-a procedure that should be practiced to look professional.

· Riders with CB radios should be placed fore and aft to warn the group of approaching hazards.

ALCOHOL AND MOTORCYCLES-

A LETHAL COMBINATION

Alcohol and motorcycling-the two don’t go together.  The Hurt Study found that almost half the riders killed in motorcycle accidents had been drinking.

Only a third of the riders had blood alcohol concentrations (BAC) above the legal limits.  The rest had only a few drinks in their system- enough to impair their riding skills.  Since the original study, Hurt has found the impairment caused by just a couple beers can be deadly.

Annually, 2500 motorcyclists are killed and about 50,000 are seriously injured in accidents involving alcohol.  If you ride a motorcycle with alcohol in your system, you stand a 90% chance of being injured.

HOW ALCOHOL AFFECTS THE BODY

Alcohol enters the body very quickly and reaches the brain minutes after being consumed.  A depressant, alcohol slows down bodily functions.  Whatever we do, we do it more poorly after drinking.

When a person’s BAC reaches .05%, performance begins to suffer noticeably.  At a BAC of between .08 and .10 the person can’t function normally.

BAC is a function of:

1. Number of ounces of alcohol consumed.

2. Number of hours you have been drinking.

3. Number of pounds you weigh.

The body can only burn off one drink per hour.  If you drink faster than that, alcohol will begin to accumulate in the body.

To figure out how many drinks are left in the bloodstream, use this formula:

DRINKS CONSUMED-HOURS=DRINDS LEFT IN THE BLOODSTREAM

To sober up, the body must burn off the alcohol-and that takes time.  Coffee or a cold shower won’t do it.

If your friends have had too much to drink, do them a favor by finding a way to keep them off their bikes:

· Arrange a safe ride home.

· Keep them there.

· Keep the bike there even if it means disabling the motorcycle to do it.

ALCOHOL AND THE LAW:  In most states, a person with a BAC of .08% to .10% is considered legally intoxicated.

The law is zeroing in on drunk drivers.  Every year more than 20,000 drivers are convicted of driving while under the influence of alcohol and drugs.  And the penalties are becoming harsher.

Conviction could include:

· Mandatory jail time.

· Loss of license.

· A heavy fine.

· Increased insurance premiums.

· Community services.

· Substantial legal cost.

The bottom line is short and to the point.  DON’T DRINK AND RIDE.
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