Riding Early Motorcycles

Early motorcycles demand special characteristics of theirmust move their hand from the handlebars to shift. Yet riding
owners and riders. One has to be strong enough to start the these early machines still captivates motorcyclists and
engine by pedaling or kick-starting, and to pedal-assist the collectors, just as it had more than a century ago.

motorcycle during mechanical troubles or after a breakdown.
Riders must be mechanically minded in order to operate the
di erent types of controls found on these early vehicles. While
procedures vary between makes and models, to start an early
motorcycle, the carburetor is primed with fuel, the ignition
timing is adjusted, the throttle is set, and the compression is
released by a lever to ease the force required to either pedal-
or kick-start the bike while on its stand.

Once arider is underway, they must pay careful attention to
road conditions, other vehicles, and pedestrians, as early
motorcycles do not have front brakes and rear braking is not
good. Early suspension systems, which absorb shocks fror
the road, are sti with very little travel, which means an unseen
pothole can easily throw the rider from the motorcycle. Tire
technology was also in its early years, and the “clincher” wheels
and tires that were originally used are prone to blowouts.
Two- and three-speed transmissions on later models add
complexity. Shifting is done by moving a lever mounted near
the fuel tank along with a clutch—-which means the rider
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Discussion question #21

How is riding an early motorcycle di erent from riding a
modern motorcycle?

Riders have to be athletic: they must have the strength
to lift an early motorcycle onto its stand and then pedal
the motorcycle to start the engine.

Riders must be mechanically minded: starting an early
motorcycle involves more steps than a modern
motorcycle and varies between models, so the rider
must understand how the motorcycle works.

Early motorcycles are very di erent to ride:

o They do not have front brakes and are di cult to
stop at higher speeds.

o They also have much sti er suspensions than
modern motorcycles, which means bumps and
potholes are more severe, especially when the
rider is traveling fast.

o |f the motorcycle has a transmission, the rider must
shift gears with a lever near the fuel tank, which
means they need to take one hand o of the
handlebars in order to shift.
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