Life on Two Wheels

THE EARLY YEARS

s | ponder the honor of being named a Cross-
Country Legend, I'm humbled by the thought. |

only rode dirt bikes because they touched my heart so
deeply that all | wanted to do was ride my bike.

| never gave it a thought to focus on being good. |
didn’t worry about the science behind riding. | just
rode because | loved it. You know that feeling!

Because this honor is based on my past,
| thought I'd share with you a few unknown
facts—events that led to the beginning of
my racing career.

The Early Days

| first started to ride at age five or six, by
sitting in front of my dad on the gas tank
and holding onto the handlebars. Years
later, as Senior Instructor for QHV
Training?, | understand the science of what
happened. i

During fun times with Pa, my body tissue
created a memory of the movements of the
bike between my legs. This gave me a head
start when it came time for me to ride on
my own. My body had become used to the
movement of the bike, so | just took off rid-
ing. However, there was a problem. There
were no bikes built for kids. Young kids
just didn’t ride in the late 1950s.

My first bike was a Harley 125¢cc two-

dad, Herb, could see beyond the plastic and unusual
looks to the core of the potential of this new bike. He
saw how a need could be met.

Within weeks, he had hired a retired machinist to
hand-make 72-tooth rear sprockets for the bike. They
stripped the bike down and put regular handlebars
and knobby tires on it. Pa set up his own little assem-
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stroke. Sound good? At age nine, my feet /SDT Reunion Ride in Massachusetsts.

barely reached the foot pegs, so reaching
the ground wasn’t even a possibility.

Even if my feet had reached the ground, | wasn’'t
big enough to hold up the weight of the bike. So
when it was time to stop, | just rode up alongside a
cut bank close to where my parents were and fell
over against the bank.

Then I'd ask for help to get going again. This got

old fast for my parents. They sold the bike in their

small bike shop after only two outings and told me &

one day, when | was bigger, I'd be able to ride on my
own. ;

This crushed me because two days was all it took
to get me hooked on this thing called bike riding. It )
would be one long year before the next bike would |

come along. It was an Allstate 125cc with a three-
speed shift on the handlebars.
| had grown, but the bike was still too big. In the
meantime, my bicycle took a thrashing as | pushed
its limits with no suspension while developing the
feeling for riding on two wheels.
Breakthrough
My parents’ bike shop expanded from only carry-
ing Maico to selling a new motorcycle imported
from Japan by a company called Honda, which spe-
cialized in road bikes of all sizes. The key here is all
sizes. They had a little basic commuter bike for around
town that was built like a girl’s bicycle. There was no
gas tank between your knees, just space. It had plas-

tic leg shields to help keep the rain off, flat pressed- -

metal handlebars, and an automatlc clutch something
| hadn’t seen before.
It looked really funny for the U.S. market. But my

Billy in 1961, with the prototype Honda 50 trail bike that his
father Herb put together in his Boise, ldaho, shop.

bly line to modify the new bike so it would meet a need
for a small bike that anyone could ride . . . including
his own son.

Of course, Pa also promoted his new bike to his
customers—farmers, hunters, fishermen—common
people of all types who wanted to ride in the dirt. This
bike became known as the Honda 50cc Cub “Trail
Bike,” a new term in the industry. My dad was the

A few chapters from the life of Billy Uhl

father of the small trail bike, because he thought out-
side the box.

| remember the day Pa sold one of the 50s to the
local preacher. Mainstream people had become
hooked on small motorcycles. Pa’s little shop in Idaho
was selling more of these 50cc Honda bikes than all of
the large Honda dealers in California put together.

This piqued the interest of Jack
McCormack at Honda. Jack was eager
to know how a small dealer in Podunk,
Idaho, was out-selling his large dealers,
s0 Jack picked up the phone and called

Pa.
I8 The conversation totally surprised
Jack. What the heck was a trail bike?
Jack had never thought of such a thing.
After a lengthy discussion, Jack
requested one of Pa’s conversion kits so
he could try the idea himself.

Jack quickly perceived the potential of
this new invention. He sent a bike made
from Pa’s kit to Honda in Japan to see
about getting the new idea into mass
production. Honda jumped on the idea.

This started the small bike industry
that has led to what you and | ride today.
Yamaha, Suzuki, Kawasaki,
Bridgestone, and Yamaguchi motorcycle
manufacturers scrambled to come up
with a competitive product. The race
was on. Intense competition is still driving the mar-
ket as each manufacturer tries to outperform the
others.

Let’s Start Riding!

Back in Idaho, my time had finally come. The 50cc
step-through prototype trail bike was the first bike |
could really ride on my own. | could start the
engine, get going on my own, pick the bike up when
| fell, and stop when and where | wanted to.
Freedom at last!

| gradually built my confidence as | challenged
myself, because | was so in love with riding. No one
was watching 98 percent of the time, so a special
feeling came over me when | was riding. You know,
the kind of feeling that you don’t want to confine in
a hox of words because you're afraid the words
might limit your ecstasy.

In 1961, at age 11, this 50cc prototype also
became my first racer. There were no kids to com-
pete with so | rode with and competed against
grownups. | won my very first cross-country event
against the adults in my class, and | never stopped.

That first year, there were only three events to
ride. | don’t remember how | placed, but | vividly
remember the trophies were three times larger than
my first one. As my riding adventure took shape, my
passion grew bigger. School? Well, it wasn't a pas-
sion!

How many other riders got their start on my dad’s
creation, the Honda 50cc Cub trail bike? One, for sure,
is Motorcycle Hall of Fame Inductee Mark Blackwell.
He bought his used Honda 50cc trail bike with his
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