




RIGHT SAID ED

Giving thanks
in a crisis
I promised myself (and you) that I 
wouldn’t begin yet another of these 
letters with idyllic references to Goa, 
so I won’t — except to slip in the fact 
that by the time you read this, it will 
have been over three months since I 
left Mumbai for Goa and got caught 
in the multitude of lockdowns. During 
this time, we’ve managed to produce 
three issues of the magazine, all while 
working from home, which I would 
count as a minor miracle if not for the 
reality that it’s all down to the efforts 
of the team, which has worked with 
a superlative degree of calmness, 
creativity and focus; frankly, my role 
has largely been to offer encouragement 
and applaud, looking in from outside 
the arena. 

Other than the new BMW 2 Series 
Gran Coupe (which I’d driven well 
before the lockdown), I haven’t had the 
chance to drive or ride anything, aside 
from the (old) cars that I’ve had access 
to here for the occasional back-road 
blast. Have I missed the excitement of 
getting into an all-new car, taking it 
for a drive and absorbing everything 
that it said to me? Absolutely — that’s 
an experience I’ll never tire of. Do I 
think fondly of the jovial, wisecracking 
atmosphere of our offi ce? Damn right 
I do — I’m a bit of a loner, but even 
I’ll be the fi rst to admit that the key 
element of any healthy workspace is 
human interaction of a meaningful 
kind. Am I regretful of the fact that I’ve 
had to spend so much time on my own, 
however? Defi nitely not.

To say that this lockdown came as 
a shock would be understating things 
to a laughable degree. Although the 
bewilderment — and the overwhelming 
feeling of uncertainty — that set in 90 
days ago has ebbed to a large extent, it 
still swirls around, like the remnants of 
a dying fi re, just under the surface of 
my conscious mind. I wouldn’t change 
a bit of it, though, and here’s why. 
I’ve learned to appreciate the small 
things — greenery, fresh air, regular 
exercise, being able to spend time with 
my parents — in a manner that I’d 
almost forgotten, and I’ve realised how 
incredibly privileged I am to be able to 
enjoy this, at a time when millions are 
suffering untold miseries. Spending 
lengthy stretches of time with only 
your own thoughts for company forces 
you to confront your every fear and 
insecurity, and to think about what is 
important *to you*, and not to what you 
believe is the image that others have of 
you; as someone wisely said, ‘S**t has 
gotten real.’ Apologies for going off all 
philosophical on you, but I genuinely 
believe that if this collective trauma 
we’ve undergone has a silver lining, 
it’s that it has revealed that we need to 
slow down a bit, reprioritise our lives 
and be grateful for what we have. I hope 
you agree with me; enjoy the issue.
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Tripping Through Time
I absolutely loved the throwback 
issue of Motoring World. I do wish 
I had a physical copy to thumb 
through, but I really appreciate 
having something to read during 
the lockdown. I can’t wait for the 
lockdown to end, just to be able 
to give my fl eet a good shakedown 
run. I’ve been whiling away time 
planning road trips in my free time 
and the California State Route 1 
story struck a chord with me. I 
hope you guys are doing well and 

Here’s what our Instagram-enabled monkeys 
have been up to with their opposable thumbs...

WRITE HAND DRIVE

 motoringworldmag
@gmail.com

twitter.com/
MyMotoringWorld

facebook.com/
MotoringWorld

can get back to regularly scheduled 
programming soon.

Samir Pawar

We’ve got some more throwback 
content for you in this issue while 
we work on getting back to normal. 
Make sure to send us some of those 
road trip suggestions as well. We’re 
itching to hit the open road, too!

Two Much!
With the launch of the Mercedes-
Benz A-Class limousine, the new 
Audi A3 and the BMW 2 Series 
Gran Coupe, the compact luxury 
sedan segment sure is heating up! 

However, I do feel that BMW has lost 
its way a little. If you cover up 
the grille and BMW emblem, the 
2 Series could well be mistaken for 
a Corolla. And what’s with their 
grilles getting larger and larger? I 
think it’s about time they brought in 
Chris Bangle again.

Sourabh Sharma

You’re right that some of the grilles 
on recent BMWs have gotten a bit 
ridiculous, but check out the 5 Series 
and 6 Series GT facelifts in our news 
section. We think those have been 
very tastefully done. And as for the 2 
Series Gran Coupe, it may not look it, 
but it sure drives like a proper BMW!
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2020

1990

REWIND/PLAY
1 9 9 0  B M W  8  S E R I E S / 
2 0 2 0  B M W  8  S E R I E S

TO THE EIGHTS
The BMW 8 Series is back to take its place at 
the top of BMW’s hierarchy

After a 20-year hiatus, the 8 Series returns 
to the BMW line-up as the fl agship coupe, 
again taking over from the 6 Series Coupé. 
This time, there is an M8 model, but sadly, 
no V12. 

Unlike most of the models in the BMW 
lineup, the 8 Series doesn’t have a long lin-
eage, but its roots can be traced back to the 
original BMW E9 coupé. 

You may have seen pictures of the BMW M8 
GTE eclipsing its endurance racing compe-
tition. Reports of its size are exaggerated, of 
course, but there is some truth to it. The 8 
Series has the widest track of any BMW. 

For many MotoGP fans, the M8 is a famil-
iar sight; It replaced the M6 as the offi cial 
Safety Car last year. ■

TH
EN

NO
W

BMW 8 SERIES

BMW 8 SERIES 
GRAN COUPE

The V12 engine in the 8 Series is a distant cousin of the 
one found under the hood of the legendary McLaren F1.

An M8 prototype was built, which featured carbon-fi bre 
body panels, aerodynamic updates and a 6.0-litre V12 
engine making upwards of 550 bhp. Unfortunately, the 
project was shelved and only the prototype exists today.

Similarly, a convertible 8 Series was also headed for pro-
duction until the plug was pulled. 
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The 8 series represented many fi rsts for BMW. It was the 
fi rst to feature a V12 engine/manual transmission com-
bo, it was the fi rst BMW designed using CAD technology, 
and was the fi rst BMW, along with the Z1 roadster, to 
feature multi-link rear suspension.
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You can be excused if you’ve never heard of the 
Mulholland Group. Neither have we. Every year, 
new manufacturers try their hand at perfecting the 
sportscar, and we often don’t hear from them after the 
initial announcement. So what makes this any different? 
Well, the Mulholland Group is an engineering fi rm that 
specialises in advanced lightweight materials and has 
apparently had a hand in the production of many race 
cars as well as supercars over the last 20 years, and has 
now decided to make its own car. Enter the Legend 480.

The only thing preventing the Legend from 
disappearing into a list of vapourware is the fact that 
most of the parts required to build a car are already at 
Mulholland’s facility. Oh, and it also wants customers 
to actively participate in every step of the build process, 
so you can see the progress for yourself. The Legend 
480 runs with the oldest formula in the book. It’s got 
a 480-bhp General Motors-sourced V8 engine with 
strengthened internals, a 6-speed manual gearbox, and 
power is sent only to the rear wheels. Where the Legend 
strays from the formula is with the chassis — a full 
carbon-fi bre tub designed by an ex-TVR engineer and 
built in-house forms the base of the car.

STUFF OF LEGENDS
If you can get past its looks, you might actually 
like the Mulholland Legend 480

M U L H O L L A N D  L E G E N D  4 8 0
FAST

You remember TVR, right? The company that made 
absolutely bonkers cars like the Sagaris and the 
Tuscan? Mulholland’s founder is a huge fan of TVR and 
he thinks the Legend 480 is spiritual successor to TVRs 
of yore. Everything about this car, including the design, 
starts to make sense when you think of it as a pseudo-
TVR. A pure analogue machine that threatens to send 
you into a ditch every time you twitch your right foot. 
Sign us up!  ■
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What Are They?
The Sony PlayStation 5 and 
Microsoft Xbox Series X, the latest 
ammunition in a war that started 
nearly two decades ago.

Why Are They Cool?
At a time when we’re stuck at home 
wishing we could be on the road, we 
turn to our TVs and gaming consoles 
to provide the thrill of driving. Sitting 
in the comfort of your house, you 
can live vicariously through your 
video game characters as they win 
a grand prix, wage a war against an 
enemy faction, or explore strange 
planets. The latest generations 
of these consoles promise an 
experience that is more immersive 
than ever.

Speaking of immersive, both 
consoles support native 4K 
resolution, which can be upscaled to 
8K, but to really put yourself into the 
game, you might want to pony up 
for the virtual reality kits. Both the 
PlayStation 5 and Xbox Series X are 
evenly matched on paper. They are 
powered by similarly fast processors 
and graphics chips, have a thriving 
online community and a slew of 

COOL
H O T  S T U F F

When console giants face off, everyone’s a winner

exclusive games. It all comes down 
to whether you want to play Forza 
and Halo or Gran Turismo and God 
Of War.

Like previous-generation consoles, 
these aim to be more than just 
gaming devices. They want to be the 
centerpiece of your home theatre 
system, offering to replace your 
streaming device. They even go as 
far as to have voice assistants built 
in. Now, is it just us or is the Xbox 
starting to look a bit like HAL 9000?

Are They Expensive?
Well, they certainly aren’t going 
to be cheap! When they release 

in November this year, prices will 
hover around ` 45,000. To put that 
in perspective, an equally capable 
gaming computer will set you back 
about twice that amount, so it’s not 
all bad. ■
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BEHIND THE SINS
T H I S  I S  H O W  W E  D O  I T

CIVIC 
SENSE

DRIVING FORCE
Any project, big or small, requires patience and commitment. Funny thing 
is, words like these are easier spoken than acted upon. The reasons for 
that are infinite, but what matters is finding the direction back to them 
and finally completing what was once started. In my case, I was lucky 
enough to get a few pictures clicked of my G13BB project which now 
adorn the screens of my electronic devices and are constant reminders of 
the aforementioned attributes. The force is strong with this one. 

Bizzarrini

STITCH 
IN TIME... 
This lockdown had driven me up the wall. 
I was fast running out of things to do and 
that’s when I pulled this old sewing ma-
chine out of storage and decided to service it 
myself. Made by Adler, this German sewing 
machine was owned by my grandmother. I 
am told that it was given to her as a wedding 
gift and if that is true, then the machine is at 
least 90 years old. Didn’t take much to get it 
running perfectly. Just what I need then to 
mend my riding kit! 

Superleggera 

I’ve been in lockdown in Goa for close 
to 90 days now, and during this peri-
od, I haven’t really had the opportunity 
to involve myself in too much automo-
tive activity, other than the occasional 
grocery or clear-the-cobwebs run in 
my parents’ Nano and Polo 1.6. What 
has caught my eye, however, is a mid-
’90s Honda Civic that lies parked in a 
neighbouring building. It’s been there 
for so long that nobody appears to 
know whom it belongs to; the exterior 
is covered in dust, although the cabin 
looks in pretty decent shape. I’ve been 
having visions of fixing it up, hopping 
up the engine (if it isn’t already) and 
taking it out for a blast or two on some 
superb driving roads I’ve discovered 
here. Who knows, that day might yet 
come, when things return to ‘normal’.

Gallardo
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RAINCHECK
The best thing about the monsoons isn’t the cooler weath-
er and the respite from the blistering heat of the summer. 
For me, it’s the overcast days which mean that we can 
shoot all day, instead of a couple of hours early in the 
morning. There is a small downside to it, though. Try as I 
might, by the time we make it to the location of the shoot, 
the car inevitably ends up dirty from the spray of other 
vehicles, and a quick wipedown is in order before we can 
start shooting. It’s not always a bad thing, though, it gives 
me the opportunity to discover details of cars that I would 
have otherwise missed.

Estoque
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If that isn’t a signal 
to leave, we don’t 
know what is.

‘I wonder why the phone’s 
face recognition isn’t 
working...’

‘I want a candid mood 
shot. Make sure you get 
my good side.’

GOOD OLD DAZE
This motorcycle’s been on this page before. At that time, I’d just ridden 
it from Pune to Mumbai after it got off a truck from Bangalore. And 
the next day I rode it to Goa via the Konkan coast, one of the most fun 
rides of my life. A few days later, we returned to Mumbai, and while the 
bike started and ran without fuss, I could tell that something was not 
quite right. Eventually, it was realised that it needed a new piston and 
off it went to get one. And then, it just sort of stayed where it went. For 
two years. And then, a couple of days ago, I just sort of rode it back 
home in pouring rain. 

There is a certain inevitability to this motorcycle, a relentlessness 
in its 3-speed gearbox that it seems to have acquired over its 52-year 
existence. Even events in its life seem to happen in the same que sera, 
sera way it breathes and rides; only, whatever will be, will be for damn 
sure. It doesn’t bother with speed and occupies itself with experience 
instead, satisfying my priority on a motorcycle. And it seems to want to 
head down the Konkan coast again, this time with knobby tires and a 
scrambler conversion. Better start looking for a new piston right away.  

Reventón
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S E O N  S E O B  K I M
PEAK TALK
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In conversation with Seon Seob Kim, MD & CEO 
of Hyundai Motor India

MW: What are the challenges that 
Hyundai has taken on, in order to 
respond quickly to the crisis?
SSK: Our first role is to resolve 
customer anxiety in this challenging 
environment. We have recently 
offered multiple financial schemes 
to enhance customer confidence 
through programs such as EMI 
assurance and associations with 
banks to offer unique customer-
centric car finance schemes.

We will continue to drive such 
innovations in the digital realm 
and have also ensured that our 
showrooms and workshops are 
safe for customers to visit, by 
implementing detailed guidelines 
and carefully thought out standard 
operating procedures.

MW: You’ve formally launched the 
Click to Buy platform. What has the 
response to it been so far?
SSK: We launched the Click to 
Buy platform 1.0 earlier this year. 
Since the launch of the platform, 
we have received over 7 lakh 
visitors and have recorded over 
15,000 registrations in two months. 
The Click to Buy 1.5 platform 
is an updated version which 
was launched at the end of May 
2020. Aligned with our business 
slogan ‘Future Ready,’ this next 
generation of online car buying 
enriches customer experience with 

Motoring World: How has the 
COVID-19 crisis affected Hyundai, 
coming on the back of an already 
crisis-ridden automotive industry?
Seon Seob Kim: The ongoing 
global challenge is changing human 
attitudes and behaviours today 
and preparing organisations to 
respond for tomorrow. Brands are 
working to plan strategies which 
will bring about new trends. We 
expect customers to prefer brands 
that will solve problems, focus on 
greener economics and showcase 
the human side of enterprise where 
communities and people- 
focused social activities will  
take centre stage.

Hyundai is also offering 
customers a 360-degree digital 
service & contactless service 
experience, through which 
customers can book a service 
appointment online through the 
Hyundai Care app, WhatsApp, the 
Hyundai Website or a call to dealers. 
Further, customers will receive 
updates through WhatsApp and 
can also make online payments. 
Customers will receive enhanced 
convenience with extended working 
hours. They can avail the courtesy 
car facility and also have their cars 
picked up and delivered at their 
doorstep. In this case, six high-
touch points are to be sanitised at 
the time of pick up and delivery.

TRENDSETTER
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Digital car-buying 
platforms will become 
the new normal

industry-first features to offer a 
seamless and convenient online 
purchase journey. With the entire 
automotive ecosystem evolving 
around us, digital car-buying 
platforms like Click to Buy will 
become the new normal. We have 
also witnessed a steady growth in 
the range of 5-10 per cent in the 
month of April to May.

MW: Do you believe that online car 
buying is the future? Do you think 
consumers will miss the touch- 
and-feel experience of walking into  
a showroom?
SSK: The COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought about a shift in perception 
towards online car purchase. 
Customers are now showing 
inclination towards car sales online. 

Therefore, our strategy to go digital 
with the Click to Buy program has 
proved to be a game changer for 
us. This platform allows customers 
to choose the model and configure 
the vehicle of their choice to select 
the exterior/interior colours along 
with financing options online. We 
do see the trend picking up for car 
purchase, a blend of online and 
offline experience is the ideal choice 
for customers.

MW: If you were to gaze into a 
crystal ball for a moment, what 
would your forecast for the 
automotive industry in India be,  
post COVID?
SSK: The Indian market has been 
highly resilient in challenging 
conditions and will be quicker to 

overcome the adversities than other 
countries. We believe the market 
will see some revival in the festive 
season and is likely to normalise 
early next year.

Additionally, we see customer 
sentiment also shifting, with new 
demand indicating personal mobility 
being preferred over shared mobility. 
We believe there will be an increase 
in traction for the compact and used 
car segments. Hyundai has a strong 
line up of compact cars that will 
offer customers a great opportunity 
to own tried and tested award 
winning products. Further, we will 
refresh and bring new models in 
these segments.

Hyundai also has a strong used 
car business with a vast network 
of H Promise outlets across India 
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that retail pre-owned and certified 
Hyundai cars. HMI has a state-
of-the-art H Promise Website 
that allows customers to sell and 
purchase Used Cars according 
to their needs and convenience. 
Additionally, we have also started 
using the H Promise mobile 
application to conduct evaluations.

MW: What can we expect from 
Hyundai in the months to come,  
both in terms of strategy and  
product launches?
SSK: Hyundai has a long term 
product roadmap for India, we will 

stick to these plans and continue 
launching exciting products for 
our valued customers. Our focus 
is towards introducing safety 
and health benefit features. 
Additionally, we are enhancing our 
product offerings with a renewed 
emphasis on connectivity and 
product differentiation through our 
technological prowess.

MW: Is Hyundai betting big on EVs?
SSK: As India is ushering in a new 
era of future and clean mobility, 
electric vehicles befit the right choice 
for clean mobility. Hyundai is fully 

geared to follow the government 
of India’s priority of clean and 
green mobility. The Hyundai Kona 
is India’s first full-range electric 
SUV that has received tremendous 
response and created a perception 
change about the concept of EV’s in 
India by addressing concerns and 
myths associated with EVs. Being 
India’s first smart mobility solutions 
provider, we are committed to meet 
the needs of today’s urban and 
progressive customers and are fully 
aligned with the government on 
their vision of steering in an electric 
vehicle culture in India. ■
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THE GRAPEVINE
I N  T H E  N E W S

GOOD THINGS COME IN THREES

COOPED UP
Take your pick between the four-door BMW 840i Gran Coupe 
or the extremely powerful two-door M8. The 840i gets a 3.0-li-
tre inline-six petrol engine that produces 335 bhp and 50.98 
kgm of peak torque. Mated to a new 8-speed Steptronic trans-
mission, this engine-transmission combo should give the 8 
series sprightly performance indeed. The 8 Series Gran Coupe 
is also equipped with adaptive suspension and an M Sport 
Differential, ensuring superb traction around the corners.

The one we’re really interested in, however, is the 
M8. With 591 bhp and 76.47 kgm of twisting force 

coming from a 4.4-litre twin-turbo V8, the M8 Coupe will 
effortlessly sprint to 100 kph in just 3.3 seconds. That’s 
supercar territory right there! Both these models employ 
BMW’s xDrive all-wheel-drive system to put power down 
to the tarmac. In the M8, you can even choose to send all 
the power to the rear wheels for some tail-out fun! The 
840i Gran Coupe can be yours for ` 1.3 crore, while you 
have to pony up ` 2.15 crore for the M8 coupe, all prices 

ex-showroom, India.

The lockdown hasn’t prevented Skoda 
from holding a virtual press event to 
unveil three new models powered by TSI 
engines. First up is the Skoda Rapid 
with a new 108-bhp 1.0-litre TSI heart. 
It can be had with either a 6-speed 
manual or a 6-speed torque-converter 
automatic. Prices for the Rapid start at 
` 7.49 lakh, ex-showroom, India, making 
it a great performance deal! 

Next up is the facelifted Superb. The 
1.8-litre TSI engine has been replaced 

by a 2.0-litre TSI unit. Power goes up to 
187 bhp and peak torque increases to 
32.63 kgm. With the 7-speed DSG, the 
Superb now reaches the tonne in a mere 
7.7 seconds. Not bad for a mid-sized ex-
ecutive car, eh? The facelifted Superb is 
priced starting at ` 29.99 lakh, ex-show-
room, India.

And fi nally, there is the all-new Karoq 
SUV which is available in one fully-load-
ed variant. It’s powered by a 148-bhp 
1.5-litre four-cylinder TSI engine with 

active cylinder management. That 
means that under reduced load condi-
tions, the engine ‘turns off’ two of the 
four cylinders to increase fuel economy. 
The Karoq comes with a class-leading 
nine airbags as standard along with 
other passive and active safety systems. 
The Karoq is priced at ` 24.99 lakh, 
ex-showroom, India. Check out Skoda’s 
website for a full price list and details on 
how to book any Skoda model online.
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NEW KIT

The versatile Renault Triber gets better 
with the EASY-R AMT version. Starting 
at ` 6.18 lakh for the RXL variant, the 
Triber is now the most affordable MPV 
with an automatic gearbox. It still comes 
with a 1.0-litre 71-bhp engine under 
the hood. Renault has begun accepting 
online bookings for the Triber EASY-R.

To celebrate the launch of the new 
1.0-litre three-cylinder TSI engine in the 
Polo and Vento, Volkswagen released a 
special TSI edition of both models. These 
TSI editions are based on the Highline 
variants; standard safety kit, auto-dim-
ming IRVMs, cruise control, rear parking 
sensors and automatic rain-sensing 
wipers among other features. The 1.0-li-
tre mill makes 108 bhp and 17.85 kgm; 
both available with a 6-speed manual, 
no automatics! Prices for the Polo start 
at ` 7.89 lakh, while the Vento starts at 
` 10.99 lakh, ex-showroom, India.

The Kia Seltos has been updated re-
cently to keep up with the competition. 
Changes include a “Hello Kia” com-
mand, 50 new connected features, USB 
ports for front and rear seat passengers 
and standard remote start on automatic 
variants. The Kia Seltos now starts at 
` 8.89 lakh, ex-showroom, India.

Despite the slowdown in the automo-
tive industry, Mercedes-AMG managed 
to register an increase in sales this 
quarter and it’s showing no signs of 
slowing down. It plans on launching 
10 new models this year, starting with 
the Mercedes-Benz C63 AMG Coupe 
and the Mercedes-AMG GT-R. The new 
range-topping C-Class will sport a 4.0-li-
tre biturbo V8 engine capable of pro-
ducing 469 bhp and 66.28 kgm of peak 
torque. Power is sent to the rear wheels 
through a new 9-speed multi-clutch 
transmission. The C63 AMG is priced at 

GREEN WITH ENVY

` 1.33 crore, ex-showroom, India.
Next is the Mercedes-AMG GT 

R, the famed Beast Of The Green 
Hell. Powered by the same 4.0-litre 
V8 biturbo engine, the AMG GT 
R churns out 577 bhp and 71.38 
kgm. Power is sent to the rear 
wheels through a slick-shifting 
7-speed DCT ’box. A 9-step traction 
control program lets you dial in ex-
actly how much slip you want from 
the 20-inch rear wheels, too. The 
Mercedes-AMG GT-R starts at Rs 
2.48 crore, ex-showroom, India.

GIVE IT A BOOSTREDI FOR MORE

The Nissan Kicks may not be the 
fi rst thing that comes to mind when 
you think of SUVs, but with the 
introduction of a new 1.3-litre tur-
bo-petrol engine, it is now the most 
powerful SUV in its segment. The 
new engine, which produces 156 
bhp and 25.9 kgm, is available with 
either a 6-speed manual transmis-
sion or a CVT. That’s an incredible 
47 per cent increase in power over 
its naturally aspirated 1.5-litre 
petrol variant! Priced at ` 11.85 lakh 
for the manual and ` 13.45 lakh for 
the CVT variant, the Kicks is one of 
the more affordable choices in its 
segment, too. 

The Datsun RediGo facelift has been 
launched starting at ` 2.83 lakh, 
ex-showroom, India. The RediGo’s 
design gets a signifi cant overhaul with 
new headlamps, LED DRLs, bumpers, 
a chrome surround on the grill and 
even LED fog lamps. Inside, there’s a 
new 8.0-inch touchscreen infotainment 
system with Android Auto and Apple 
CarPlay compatibility. Oh, and you 
can fi nally adjust the ORVMs from the 
inside of the car in every trim level now. 
You can choose between the 800cc or 
1.0-litre petrol engines, which have been 
upgraded to be BS6-compatible now and 
transmission options remain the same. 
The 800cc version is available with a 
5-speed manual transmission, while the 
1.0-litre engine can be had with either a 
5-speed manual or a 5-speed AMT.

STICKER JOB

AUTO UPDATE
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THE NUMBER GAME
We feared the worst when the BMW 5 Series and 6 Series 
Gran Turismo facelifts were announced. After seeing the 4 
Series, X7 and the new 7 Series, we were sure these would 
get the massive grille treatment, too, but the 5 Series and 
6 Series GT look quite sharp. Both the models get revised 
front ends with more angular styling, slightly larger grilles 
with one-piece surrounds and new headlight units with 
L-shaped DRLs. Inside, they get a revised steering wheel, 

the latest operating system for the touchscreen infotain-
ment system and a digital instrument cluster as standard. 
All powertrain options now include a 48V mild-hybrid set-
up that provides a temporary 11-bhp boost when required. 
We expect to see these on sale in India in 2021 carrying 
forward the same powertrain options as the current-gener-
ation models.

NEED FOR SWEDE
In an attempt to reduce accident 
fatalities to zero, Volvo is equipping 
all its new cars with a 180-kph speed 
limiter from the factory. Statistics 
show that speed is a factor in a ma-
jority of fatal accidents, so by capping 
the maximum speed, Volvo hopes to 

make the roads safer; 180 kph is still 
plenty fast for our roads, and is enough 
of a margin in case you wanted to over-
take or perform emergency manoeuvres. 
Thankfully, this doesn’t apply to Polestar 
models, so you can still blast down a 
racetrack at full tilt.

THE GRAPEVINE

twin-turbo V6 engine has been fettled to make upwards 
of 711 bhp, which is at par with the price it demands. 
Nissan will build 50 of these for a cool ` 8.2 crore a 
piece. At that price, you’ll be able to customise it to your 
heart’s content. As for us, we quite fancy this in the tra-
ditional GT-R Blue!

The production version of the Nissan GT-R 50 Italdesign 
is finally here. The model, which is based on the GT-R 
Nismo edition, was designed to commemorate 50 years 
of Godzilla as well as 50 years of Italdesign. The new 
bodywork makes the GT-R look modern while still being 
recognisable as a GT-R at the same time. The 3.8-litre 

BIRTHDAY BASH
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VANTAGE POINT
We don’t often get excited about 
minivans, or regular vans for that 
matter, but after driving the Kia 
Carnival, we’re on the lookout for 
our next fix. The new Toyota Sienna 
comes with a 243-bhp petrol-electric 

hybrid powertrain with electric all-
wheel drive. And we’re going to need 
a lot more space than this to list out 
all the features of this van. It offers 
seating for up to eight people, enough 
cup holders to make sure no one goes 

thirsty ever again, four-zone climate 
control and in-car Wi-Fi, too. With the 
Innova and Vellfire, Toyota has the 
MPV market covered, but we certainly 
wouldn’t mind it if the Sienna finds its 
way over, too.

The Porsche 911 Targa is for those 
who can’t choose between a coupe 
and a convertible. The 992 gen-
eration 911 Targa will be offered 
in two variants, the Targa 4 and 
4S. They’re both powered by the 
3.0-litre flat-six turbocharged-boxer 
engine, with the Targa 4 producing 
380 bhp and the Targa 4S mak-
ing 444 bhp. As signified by the 4 
in the name, power is sent to all 
four wheels through an 8-speed 
dual-clutch gearbox. The com-
plex soft-top mechanism takes 19 
seconds to go from fully closed to 
open, thanks to more powerful 
actuators. You can only operate 
the mechanism at a standstill, 
though. Porsche even makes use 
of its rear parking sensors during 
this process, lest that beautiful 
glass clamshell strike something. 
It’s definitely not the fastest 911 
out there, but we can spend all day 
looking at it.

POP THE TOP
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CABIN FEVER
M G  Z S  E V
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A tribute to the people who make the world go ’round
By Aditya Upadhyaula  Photographs Kaizad Adil Darukhanawala

THE ESSENTIALSTHE ESSENTIALS
Every store I went to was nearly 
out of supplies and packed with 
customers, so I just moved on down 
the road to the next one and the 
next one after that before finally 
returning home empty handed.

And fuel stations? Where I was 
going, I didn’t need fuel stations! 
Well, I was going nowhere, but that’s 
besides the point. MG dropped off 
the ZS EV right before the lockdown, 
and it’s been a boon in these times 

when lines at fuel stations extended 
well into the street. I’ll be honest, 
I was pretty skeptical about using 
an electric car over a long period of 
time. I’ve driven a couple of Teslas 
and figured if Elon Musk’s opus 
hasn’t changed my mind, there 
was little chance this MG would. It 
came to me with 85 per cent charge, 
which translated to a little over 
290 km of range. To my surprise, 
though, the car held its charge very 

On 24th March 2020, as soon 
as the prime minister announced 
the 21-day lockdown to contain the 
spread of COVID-19, many people 
scrambled to get supplies at the 
last moment to tide them over for 
the next couple of weeks. I, too, 
stepped out to see if I could grab 
some essential supplies, and to 
enjoy the last bit of freedom before 
the world plunged into what seemed 
like a post-apocalyptic dystopia. 
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I have a bad 
case of range 
anxiety, I’ll 
admit

well, barely dropping a percentage 
point over the two weeks it 
was parked. 

I have a bad case of range 
anxiety, I’ll admit. I was only driving 
it in a 2-km radius from my house, 
and the car was showing upwards 
of 250 km of range, but that didn’t 
stop me from worrying every time 
I grabbed its keys. I came to really 
enjoy the ZS as I kept driving it, 
though. It had its idiosyncrasies, 
like greeting me with a prayer 
everytime I started it (apparently 

you can program a custom start-up 
phrase in the ZS), and the auto-hold 
having a mind of its own. 

Anyway, driving a car that’s 
not reliant on other businesses 
prompted me to think about all the 
people out there providing essential 
services through the lockdown. So, 
on one of my runs to grab essential 
supplies, I came across a few 
essential workers who have been 
hard at work even as the nation as a 
whole came to a grinding halt. Here 
are their stories

Nothing out of the ordinary here, just a regular SUV interior

A bettery meter replaces the fuel gauge The badge lights up when the car’s charging KERS switch  makes you feel like an F1 driver

Nice and bright, but touch response could be better
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Q. What precautions are you taking to 
stay safe while working during  
the lockdown?
A. Unfortunately, as a pump attendant, 
I have to be in close proximity to a lot 
of people, but we’ve been sanitising 
thoroughly after every customer and are 
turning back anyone who doesn’t wear 
a mask. As much as possible, I avoid 
handling money these days, insisting on 
contactless payments, but sometimes  
it’s unavoidable. 

Q. What have been the biggest challenges 
you’ve faced these last few weeks?
A. People have been cooperative for 
the most part, but there have been a 
few incidents where customers without 
masks insisted on filling fuel. Thankfully, 

our company has been supportive in 
helping turn these people away.

Q. How has your family reacted to you 
continuing to work?
A. They are very scared that I meet so 
many people everyday, but I am glad I still 
have a job to provide for them in these 
tough times. Even at home, I stay far 
away from my family and try not to come 
in direct contact with anyone. It’s been 
painful, but necessary.

Q. What do you plan to do once the 
lockdown ends?
A. Nothing in particular, I want to take  
a couple of days to go visit my parents  
in my village, but other than that,  
nothing else.

SURYAKANT MANE, 
FUEL PUMP ATTENDANT
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ALLADIN ANSARI, 
DELIVERY DRIVER Q. What precautions are you taking to 

stay safe while working during  
the lockdown?
A. We’ve been doing no-contact 
deliveries for the most part, where 
I leave the food outside for the 
customers to pick up. Sanitising has 
become a big part of my day now. Every 
delivery I make starts and ends with 
sanitising myself and my bike. 

Q. What have been the biggest 
challenges you’ve faced these last  
few weeks?
A. Some of the housing societies I 
deliver to have become hostile towards 
any outsiders coming near. Even with 
all the precautions, I am usually not 
allowed to go beyond the front gate at 
most places.

Q. How has your family reacted to you 
continuing to work?
A. I have to reassure them everyday 
that I’m only doing no-contact 
delivery. My family has been seeing 
on the news all that is happening and 
are very worried for my health. It also 
feels like the entire neighbourhood 
knows when I leave and come back, 
they all stare at me. No one has said 
anything, but it’s not a comfortable 
feeling.

Q. What do you plan to do once the 
lockdown ends?
A. It’s really nice riding all over the city 
with no traffic, it will be back to the 
usual traffic once the lockdown ends, 
but there’s comfort in that too.
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It’s our turn to give 
back to essential 
service providers

Q. What precautions are you taking to stay 
safe while working during the lockdown?
A. Ever since the lockdown was 
announced, we’ve been working extra to 
keep all the check-posts manned. Other 
than the usual mask, gloves and sanitiser, 
we’ve also been keeping our distance 
from each other. Usually, when verifying 
a traveller’s documents, we have to be in 
close quarters with them, but it’s  
only momentary and I make sure to 
sanitise afterwards.

Q. What have been the biggest challenges 
you’ve faced these last few weeks?
A. Other than staying out in the blistering 
heat, it’s hard seeing so many people 
on the roads despite the lockdown. 
There are plenty of people with genuine 
reasons, but we’ve also come across a 
few cases of people taking joyrides and 
roaming about without any reason.

Q. How has your family reacted to you 
continuing to work?
A. The last few times when it flooded in 
my area, I was out working. When there 
have been risky operations, I’ve worked 
through it. I think my family is used to 
the risky nature of my job now, but for 
the first time, I worry that I might bring 
something with me that might endanger 
my family. I have elderly parents at home 
and it’s always on the back of my mind 
when I’m out on the roads.

Q. What do you plan to do once the 
lockdown ends?
A. Once things go back to normal, I hope 
to take a break and spend some time with 
my family.

These are only the stories of four 
people out of the lakhs of essential 
service workers who have been 
putting their lives at risk during 
this lockdown. They’re all out 
there making sure we have ready 
access to our essential supplies in 
our times of need. Now, at a time 
when lockdown restrictions are 

KAMESH PAWAR,
BUS CONDUCTOR

SANDEEP JADAV,
POLICE CONSTABLE

easing up a bit, it’s our turn to give 
back to essential service providers 
by following whatever protocols 
they have in place to protect both 
themselves and us as well. That and 
practising strict social distancing 
when we absolutely do have to  
step out is the only way forward 
from here.  ■

Q. What precautions are you taking to 
stay safe while working during  
the lockdown?
A. We’ve limited the number of people 
on the bus at a given time, and are 
ensuring strict distance between 
passengers. I’ve been using sanitiser as 
frequently as possible, especially after 
handling money. Of course, people  
are only allowed on the bus if they  
wear a mask.

Q. What have been the biggest 
challenges you’ve faced these last  
few weeks?
A. Having to tell people the bus is full 
even when half the seats are empty. 
With the frequency of buses going 
down, it’s already getting crowded 
at bus stops, but we have no option. 
Most people understand, but some 
are very insistent. We sometimes skip 
bus stops entirely, because people 
insist that one extra passenger won’t 
be a problem.

Q. How has your family reacted to you 
continuing to work?
A. They’re very worried, but because 
of the lockdown, our family income 
has gone down. They’re glad I am still 
able to work and provide for them. 
I make sure to take a bath before 
interacting with anyone else at home 
and keep a distance to be safe. 

Q. What do you plan to do once the 
lockdown ends?
A. Keep working, but I hope that we 
can continue to run buses with fewer 
passengers even after the lockdown. 
It’s been less hectic than working with 
a fully loaded bus.
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The new Mercedes-AMG C63 Coupé 
is a beast waiting to be tamed
By Aditya Upadhyaula  Photographs Kaizad Adil Darukhanawala

ANIMAL

The Germans know their brats 
and beers, but what do they know 
about building muscle cars? Muscle 
cars are a purely American pursuit 
of placing oversized engines in 
cars that can barely handle that 
power and launching them down 
dragstrips. It is pretty much the 
opposite of what German efficiency 
is all about. Despite hailing from the 
country that is home to tracks like 
the famed Nürburgring Nordschleife, 
I reckon the Mercedes-AMG C63 
Coupé can teach the Americans a 
thing or two about muscle.

The outgoing C63 S was available 
in four-door guise, meaning you 
could still get away with pretending 
it’s just another C-Class. But now, 
in its new coupé bodystyle, it’s 

harder to hide its intentions. Up 
front, a menacing Panamericana 
grille displays every intention of 
swallowing you whole. The aptly 
named Carbon-Fibre Package kits 
the car in carbon-fibre like it’s going 
out of fashion. There’s the front 
lip, side skirts, rear diffuser and a 
not-so-subtle lip spoiler on the boot 
lid, all sporting bare carbon-fibre. 
If, after all that, you still had doubts 
about its performance pedigree, 
the sloping roof line, flared wheel 
arches, massive wheels with sticky 
rubber and the absence of rear 
doors will set you straight.

Inside, the C63 uses a tweaked 
version of the C-Class dashboard, 
but everything you touch is 
covered in either alcantara, 

INSTINCTS
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carbon-fi bre or aluminium. A 
new fully-customisable digital 
cluster sits behind the chunky 
steering wheel which is wrapped 
in grippy alcantara and sports a 
couple of protuberances. On one 
side is a scroll wheel that lets 
you jog between drive modes, 
while the other side controls the 
sport exhaust and the new AMG 
Dynamics settings. Combine these 
with the touchpad-based steering-
mounted controls and the column-
mounted shifter and you never 
really have to take your hands off 
the wheel.

Because the doors are so long, 
the B-pillar is quite a way behind 

Rear-seat passengers
might feel like they’re 
taking a ride on a pendulum

Interior looks familiar, but try to spot the AMG-specifi c changes

This is just one of the screens you can play with

Centerlock wheel? Look again! You can pass a racing harness through those holes

The new digital gauges look sharp

30 MOTORING WORLD | JUNE 2020

Mercedes-AMG C63-AU1.indd   30Mercedes-AMG C63-AU1.indd   30 12/06/20   7:14 PM12/06/20   7:14 PM



the driver’s seat, but thankfully 
the seatbelt is handed to you by 
an extending arm, lest you pull a 
muscle before you even settle into 
your seating position. And speaking 
of pulling something, the rear 
seats are usable but only for short 
distances. Considering the nature  
of the car, rear-seat passengers 
might feel like they’re taking a  
ride on a pendulum.

Once you’re strapped in, you 
prod the ‘breathing’ start button 
and the 3982cc twin-turbo V8 roars 
to life. It’s in what’s called a ‘hot V’ 
configuration. That means that the 
two turbos are nestled between the 
two banks of cylinders, within the V. 

The path the hot exhaust gases take 
to the turbos is incredibly short, 
giving you very quick spool times. 
These gases pass through the turbo 
and are then converted into noise. 
Once you turn on the sport exhaust 
mode, it has more crackles and pops 
than a bag of rice krispies. 

At 469 bhp and 66.3 kgm, the 
figures are lower than the outgoing 
C63 S model. Sure, the car now 
takes 4 seconds to hit 100 kph 
from a standstill, compared to 3.9 
seconds for the outgoing model. 
Unless you plan on taking the car 
to the track every other weekend, 
you won’t notice the missing 
horses. In fact, having driven the 

car in torrential rain, mostly in 
the slippery-conditions mode, I 
don’t think I’ve made full use of the 
engine’s horsepower in the time I 
spent with it. But even with engine 
power limited, the C63 Coupé 
scares the bejesus out of you. 
A quick-shifting 9-speed multi-
clutch transmission sends power 
to the rear wheels — if you want 
the safety net of all-wheel drive, 
you’ll have to downgrade to the C43 
4Matic Coupé, this here is a proper 
burnout machine!

The suspension setup is on 
the stiffer side, and with 30 and 
35 aspect ratio rubber, front and 
back, the tyres don’t offer much 
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You can choose 
whether you 
want a scalpel or 
a sledgehammer
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MERCEDES-AMG 
C63 COUPÉ
POWERTRAIN

Displacement  3982cc, bi-turbo V8, petrol

Max power 469 bhp@5500-6250 rpm

Max torque 66.28 kgm@1750-4500 rpm

Transmission  9-speed DCT

TYRES

F/R  255/35 ZR19/ 285/30 ZR20

DIMENSIONS

L/W/H (mm) 4751/1877/1401

Wheelbase 2840 mm

Kerb Weight 2155 kg

PRICE ` 1.33  CRORE
 (ex-showroom, India)

extra cushioning. It may sound like 
an old-school muscle car, but the 
C63 has got some serious handling 
chops. The AMG Dynamic settings 
let you choose whether you want it 
to be a scalpel or a sledgehammer. 
Even on wet roads with high-
performance summer tyres, the 
rear end only steps out when you 
want it to. At all other times, a 
combination of the tyres, traction 
control, electronic LSD and AMG 
dynamic modes keep you facing the 
right direction. But this is a full-fat 
AMG and that means the nannies 
must be turned off! The C63 doesn’t 
hesitate to put on a smoke show for 
you at the behest of your right foot, 
with the tyres breaking away very 
predictably and controllably. 

The Mercedes-AMG C63 
Coupé comes packed to the gills 
with technology. The center 
infotainment screen can even be 
set up to display information like 
tyre temperatures, steering angle, 
engine power, throttle position and 
angle of slip in real time. Despite 
all of that, it never once feels 
like the electronics dominate the 
driving experience. If the engine is 
on, that’s the only thing you’ll be 
thinking about and if you start to 
forget for some reason, the exhaust 
is always there as an ever-present 
reminder that you’re sitting atop 
a beast of an engine with wheels. 
At the end of the day, that’s really 
all a muscle car is supposed to do, 
isn’t it? ■
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It surged ahead like a 
bride pulling up her trail 
to run away from the altar 

something to the tune of FRP. He 
also quickly adds more details like 
missing rear doors, a missing rear 
seat, the papier-mâché-like bonnet 
and boot. But the piece that takes 
the cake is the Plexiglas for the 
windows. With no Window-winder 
mechanisms either, Anant managed 
to save 20 kg. That might not sound 
much to you, but in percentage 
terms to a drag-racing specialist, 1.6 
per cent is a windfall.

The Ambassador has just a 
lightened bonnet with fatter rubber 
and alloy wheels for weight-saving 
measures, but that’s just as far 
Anant wants to go with it. Besides 
being his daily driver, it’s also been 
a part of the family for the last 30 
years, so sentimental values take 
precedence over disembowelling 
performance fi gures.

Ornamentation is kept to the 
bare minimum, some of it guffaw 
worthy. Like the leaping cat pinched 
off a Jag to adorn the bonnet of the 
Amby — ostentatious in the Indian 
context, but blasphemy for a Morris-
doting Brit. The Contessa could 
easily pass off as a pretender that’s 
a cross between a 1970s Aston and 
a Mustang. But Anant is unfazed 
by such commentary. Focus lay on 
two factors and two factors alone: 
1. a lightweight pair 2. of rear-
wheel driven cars. Rice rockets with 
outlandish body kits and power 
fi gures to spin the front-driven axles 
to dust just didn’t catch his fancy.

His Amby did. And ` 25,000 later, 
the Contessa became its bench 

The Amby isn’t as hardcore as the Contessa, but then again, it is a daily driver

Engine revs are always in your sight

No, this is not a picture of a passing Jaguar 50 shot of nitrous between the seats
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partner. He then dumped the Amby’s 
original 1.5-litre engine for the 1.8 
Isuzu drivetrain and began work on 
the twins. He took a couple of Piper 
high-lift cams, ported and polished 
the heads, placed MSD ignition 
units, dunked in iridium spark 
plugs, Pipercross carburettor fi lters, 
a Nikki double-barrel carburettor 
with oversized jets, and MagnaFlow 
exhausts. For the Ambassador he 
placed a shortened differential, while 
the Contessa got a 50 shot (50 bhp) 

NOS can and oversized pistons. 
Stiffer suspension, Momo racing 
wheels, pedals and racing seats 
later, the two were proper Stage-1 
competitors — just short of placing 
turbos and intercoolers.

When you crank the Amby, 
there’s very little to tell you that it’s 
now up to nearly 100 bhp. Doesn’t 
sound like much, but for an Isuzu 
engine that’s probably feeling a 
bit stressed, it’s the equivalent of 
strapping on a couple of jet packs on 

James Bond. Floor the throttle after 
the delayed ignition and a sonorous 
exhaust note envelops you. Just 
as you nudge the throttle, the car 
surges ahead instantly. So instantly 
that if I were hard of hearing and 
couldn’t differentiate between the 
idling of an Isuzu and a tractor, 
I’d have sworn I was driving an 
electric car with all that torque at 
zero rpm. At a little under quarter 
throttle, it surged ahead like a bride 
pulling up her trail to run away from 

Fuel injection will soon fi nd its way here, if Anant has his way Not bad for a daily driver, eh?
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the altar. ‘Whooooor, whooooaaar, 
whoooaaaaar,’ the exhaust note just 
kept me enthralled as I kept ignoring 
the shift light in my peripheral vision. 
Thack, crack through the gear lever 
and the car kept rolling ahead like it 
was a bowling ball. And sure enough 
I was warned by Anant’s friend that 
the brakes were not to be relied 
on one bit. Despite shifting to disc 
brakes at the front, the surge from 
the Isuzu mill overtook everything 
— the otherwise grippy 15-inchers 
included. And I’m glad that it worked 
that way because Anant was coming 
up real quick in his Contessa.

The duo together sounded like 

It’s the 
Contessa 
that sounds 
like a tommy 
submachine 
gun emptying 
its barrel of .50 
calibre bullets

a pair of bassists competing at a 
decibel derby. This one, though, 
was being won by the Contessa. 
The Amby’s doors might shut like 
the clacking of an Enfield rifle, but 
it was the Contessa that sounded 
like a Tommy submachine gun 
emptying its barrel of .50 calibre 
bullets when accelerating. With the 
4x2x2 pipes playing Pied Piper, the 
Contessa went for the bass button. A 
moment of silence. ‘Brrrmmaaaarrr, 
Bbbrrrmmmaaaarrrrr, ghaaaarrrr, 
phut phut, ghaaaarrr’ went the 
exhaust as the unburnt fuel 
particles pinged against metal. The 
short shifter on what was once the 
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Vauxhall Victor put two, correction, 
three car lengths between itself and 
the once Morris Oxford in no time. 
The world started to pass in a blur, 
but I soon realised it was more down 
to my trembling arms and knees 
that distorted my vision, rather than 
the car actually covering ground at a 
serious pace.

The speedo wasn’t running faster 
than normal nor was my heart 
skipping a beat. It actually skipped 
several. The Contessa was becoming 
visceral because the long hood, 
the wafer-thin doors and my lack 
of appreciation for old metal was 
culminating into an experience with 

no parallels. The last time I drove a 
drag special, it threatened to throw 
me out of the cabin. This one didn’t 
do that, but kept warning me, ‘I’m 
gonna kill you, I’m gonna stunt your 
family tree.’

That’s exactly what these cars are 
— brutally honest. Anant could have 
followed the hundreds of thousands 
and tuned a Jap tin can, but he 
didn’t. It doesn’t matter if the Amby 
can cover a quarter mile in 18-odd 
seconds or the Contessa can do it 
in 16 when the Jap cars are going 
in the high 13s-low 14s. He plans 
to replace the carburettor unit on 
the Contessa for a fuel-injected one, 

but that’s as far as he plans to go. 
Maybe he finds the world’s fastest 
Road-legal car, a 9.3-litre 2200-bhp 
Vauxhall Victor at that (YouTube 
it), too much of an overkill. His cars 
prove that horsepower and a car 
with a tuned chip aren’t everything. 
Some clever and ingenious yet 
simple methods can not only help 
make your car quick, but retain that 
fine grain called essence. ■

We’d like to thank Anant, Anupam 
and the gang at N1 Performance for 

this story. They can be reached 
at n1performanceracing.com
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REAR VIEW
B U G AT T I  B O N A N Z A

Finally, Nick tames the Veyron. Or was it the other way round?
By Nick Hall  Photographs Steve Hall

IN A

BLEU FUNKBLEU FUNKBLEU FUNKBLEU FUNK
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Finally, Nick tames the Veyron. Or was it the other way round?

There it is, in all its glory, 
as we rounded the slab-sided 
grey monolith that houses its 
construction in Molsheim, France. 
A testament to the temples of 
consumption, power, speed and even 
greed: the Bugatti Veyron 
Bleu Centenaire.

This €1.3 million (` 8.45 crore 
approx) special edition Veyron, 
effectively a standard car with a 
clever matte and gloss paint job 
in the original Grand Prix blue 
of France, was commissioned to 
celebrate the centenary of Bugatti 
and was unveiled at Geneva before 
a Middle Eastern client snapped 
it up. This could be the ultimate 
machine and with Bugatti set to 
announce a new model and a whole 
new direction this year, it seems 
as fi tting a time as any to pay 
homage to the icon that changed the 
supercar world.

Volkswagen brought back the 
Bugatti name in a blaze of glory in 
2000, when VW chairman Ferdinand 
Piech promised the fastest, most 
powerful and expensive car we’d ever 
seen. One of the greatest names in 
motoring history, founded on Ettore 
Bugatti’s racing cars that swept the 
fi eld in Grands Prix, would return 
as a futuristic vision of the ultimate 
supercar. A new factory was built on 
the grounds in Molsheim, France, 
with a perversely modern building 
joining the old chateau and small 
museum and atelier that is known 
as Disneyland within the company. 

Years of pain followed and the 
frightening expense of taming 1000 
bhp and producing a car 
that doesn’t simply explode sent 
VW’s crack engineers to the point 
of madness. 

Yet fi nally a landmark car 
emerged that most agree will never 

be bettered. An eight-litre engine 
dishes out far more than the 1001 
ps quoted; four turbochargers, ten 
radiators, the biggest tyres, the 
biggest ceramic brakes all joined 
forces to create a car that could 
blast through the 100 kph mark in 
2.5 seconds and on to more than 
407 kph. Just a few years ago, this 
was the stuff of pure fantasy, and 
yet here it is, burbling, idling, just 
waiting for us.

It looks huge in pictures, 
unreasonably big and unwieldy 
thanks to that bulbous boxer’s nose 
and the psychological effect of the 
1,968 kg kerb weight — which is 
mostly contained in the drivetrain. 
But in the fl esh, this is a tight, 
compact car with Ferrari F430 style 
dimensions. The styling is more 
about impact and aerodynamics 
than traditional supercar beauty 
and the Bug nickname is only mildly 
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affectionate. Look closer, though, 
and the exquisite detailing on the 
rear wing supports and open engine 
bay, the muscularity of those sloping 
fl anks and even that monstrous 
square exhaust that looks like it 
should be fi ring grenades, not gases, 
all add up to a cohesive vision of 
pure power. 

The blue coated engine bay 
seemed a little much on the 
anniversary car, but then we 
would not be driving that. The fi nal 
detailing was well underway and that 
includes three days in the company 
light tunnel to check for the smallest 
blemish, replacing the undertray and 
steering wheel with the fi nal version 
and many more minor touches. 
So we had the more attractive 
‘workhorse’ with 27,000 km on 
the clock. 

More importantly for those that 
shelled out €1 million (` 6.5 crore 
approx), the Veyron has lost none 
of its visual impact even though 
it was launched in 2005 and 
trailed for years before that. There 
is still nothing quite like it; for 
better or worse this car remains 
unique. That, and the name has 
brought connoisseurs, rather than 
footballers, to the table, and B
ugatti is happy to confi rm Ralph 
Lauren and Middle Eastern royalty 
among its customers, while blowing 
the David Beckham myth out of 
the water. 

And they also claim that for many 
customers, the Veyron is their fi rst 
supercar, their fi rst foray into big 
horsepower. That presented the 
engineers with perhaps their biggest 
problem, because the Veyron had to 
be usable, too, and it really, really is.

The briefi ng took all of fi ve 
seconds before myself and Julius 
Kruta crawled out of the factory in a 
‘workhorse’ Veyron, as the Bleu was 
undergoing fi nal detailing for the 
customer. That was good, because 
I left the gate with the trick seven-
speed gearbox set in D and the fi rm 
intention of swinging the power 
meter to the 1000 bhp top like some 
sort of circus hammer act when 

the road allowed. Just to say that I 
drove the ultimate car to the limit, 
even for a second.

But for the most part it barely 
registers as the car rolls along 
with the high-pitched whine of the 
turbos and pumps for company. The 
monstrous eight-litre W16 engine is 
inaudible above the electrical high-
pitched note. And at low speed, the 
Veyron is docile, almost asleep; it 
really could handle the trip to the 
shops if you could cope with the fuel 
consumption that darts around the 
3 kpl mark even under mild duress. 

This brief period of sanity gives 
me the chance to enjoy the elegant 
simplicity of the cockpit, the comfort 
of a machine that is as luxurious 
as it is fast. It’s simple and elegant 
in there, there aren’t 500 buttons 
and apart from the colour, the only 

option on the leather is to go for 
the €400,000 (` 2.6 crore) Hermes 
edition. But the seats are supportive, 
well padded, and don’t come ripped 
from a racing car and everything 
is perfectly machined at an eye-
watering price.

But then the road presented itself, 
I pinned the throttle to the fl oor 
and the whole world faded to black. 
There are no words to describe the 
sheer power of the Veyron and, more 
importantly, the 138.2 kgm of torque 
that rips at your face, stomach and 
buttocks as the car takes off down 
the road. Thereís a momentary lag 
as the four turbos kick into life and 
then the vast tract of land before 
the next corner is simply gone. This 
isn’t an accelerator, it’s a porthole 
through time and space.

I started at one place, pushed the 
throttle and then found myself a 
kilometre up the road, diving on the 
400 mm ceramic front brakes. I still 
don’t really know what happened. It 
steers like a much lighter car, like a 
big Lotus Elise in fact, and with the 
Handling mode engaged, which drops 
the front and raises the wing, it 
carves through bends like a fat ballet 
dancer. But it’s the pure venom, the 
power that sticks in the mind.  

In fact it so fast that if the great 
McLaren F1 supercar passed a 
stationary Bugatti at 200 kph, the 

It isn’t an 
accelerator, 
it’s a porthole 
through time 
and space

One can barely hear the 8-litre W16 engine over the noise of the quad-turbos

43JUNE 2020 |  MOTORING WORLD

Bugatti-AU1.indd   43Bugatti-AU1.indd   43 12/06/20   7:43 PM12/06/20   7:43 PM



Veyron would still break 300 fi rst. 
This and other annoying statistics 
are how best to describe the Veyron; 
from the driving seat it is total 
sensory overload.

And there are plenty more 
besides. Each and every bolt that 
holds the engine together is changed 
during the build process, can be 
tightened just once and costs €35 
(` 2,275 approx). Then there are 
the rear tyres that cost more than 
€5,000 (` 3.25 lakh approx) and 
Bugatti reckons it costs €40,000 
(` 26 lakh approx) to run the €1 
million machine for a year. Then 
there’s the epic fuel consumption, 
which drops to 1.2 kpl when the 
car hits 400 and the 100-litre tank 
drains in just 12 minutes. And these 
statistics don’t sit so well with the 
world right now. 

In the year 2000, the height of 
consumer madness, the Veyron 
was the perfect vehicle for VW’s 
engineering skills. Now the global 
economy is in the toilet and the 
environment is at the forefront. The 
Veyron suddenly seems as culturally 
relevant as a traveling minstrel 

show and Kruta admits that had 
the board met today to discuss this 
extravagant project, it simply would 
not have happened. But we should 
all rejoice in the fact that the Veyron 
got the green light in time, because 
this is a landmark car and created a 
new precedent for the VW Group. 

Critics laugh at the amount VW 
spent on this car, they point to the 
rumoured €5 million (` 32.5 crore 
approx) spent on each and every €1 
million car. But these people 
are buffoons. 

Toyota, BMW, Renault and more 
spend hundreds of millions of 
euros to fi nish second, third and 
occasionally not at all in Formula 
One. And that is so far removed 
from the cars we drive that it could 
be considered a near pointless 
marketing exercise. With the 
Veyron, VW created a roadgoing F1 
project, a hothouse of their best 
minds, given a series of technical 
challenges that the world dubbed 
impossible. The Veyron is perhaps 
the ultimate marketing exercise, 
rather than a vanity project, and 
showed just what could be done 

Try as I did, I couldn’t peg the power meter

Rearward visibility it not too bad

Handling mode gets you 350 kg of downforce
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BUGATTI VEYRON 16:4
POWERTRAIN

Displacement 7993cc W16 Quad 
 Turbocharged

Max power 987 bhp@6000 rpm

Max torque 138.2 kgm@2200 rpm

PERFORMANCE

0-100 kph 2.5 seconds

Top speed 407 kph

PRICE ` 8.45 CRORE approx

  €1 million

with the petrol-powered supercar. 
They have won their own F1 World 
Championship with no competition 
at a rumoured cost of €1.5 billion 
(` 9,750 crore approx), garnered 
headlines around the world and 
cemented the VW group as the 
ultimate engineers in the supercar 
world. That is good value.

But creating a machine that 
renders all comparisons pointless 
creates the problem, what to do 
next? The Gran Sport will come with 
more power, and a soft top, but after 
that there is a quandary. Having 
conquered the world, VW could 
simply close Bugatti. But in about 
50 years’ time, the Veyron could 
well represent a towering technical 
achievement, but it will also be an 
icon of everything that was wrong 
with the oil-burning age. The long 
lasting memory of the Bugatti revival 
will be a fi lthy demonstration of pure 
consumption and pollution with all 
the numbers to prove it. That will 
refl ect on the VW group, and just 
isn’t on.

And there’s no point trying to go 
further with an internal combustion 

engine, there is nothing left to prove. 
With such emphasis on diesel within 
the VW/Audi Group, even at Le 
Mans, that’s a distant possibility. 
But again it could only smash the 
petrol Veyron into submission — 
there is no other rival — and 
so could prove a counter 
productive stopgap. 

There will be another Bugatti, 
but it will be as new and unique as 
the Veyron was when it fi nally broke 
cover just three years ago. And it 
will be a leaner, cleaner car powered 
by alternative fuel.

‘We’ve gone as far as we can with 
the internal combustion engine,’ 
admitted Kruta, who would not be 
drawn on the other possibilities. But 
he hinted at an announcement later 
this year, that will start a whole new 
dawn for Bugatti, and the fi rst step 
on a path that will see the greatest 
car company on Earth celebrate 
their bi-centenary with another 
ludicrously expensive special edition 
of the most advanced car on Earth. 
It will be as far ahead of the Veyron 
as the 16:4 is ahead of the rickety 
creations that Bugatti himself sold 

to gentleman racers 100 years ago, 
if not in terms of pure 
speed then certainly in 
environmental awareness.

I never did get that power bar 
right round to 1001 ps, either, but 
it was close enough to know that 
this is as good as engineering gets, 
the best petrol-engined car we will 
ever see. And now I, like many, 
cannot wait to try the same fruitless 
mission with whatever they come up 
with next. ■

There is no point going further 
with the internal combustion 
engine, there is nothing left to prove
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The Hyundai Aura moves the goalposts 
in the compact sedan segment

ALL 
ROUND 
AURA

SPECIAL FEATURE | HYUNDAI AURA
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The battle for the throne of the 
compact sedan segment is an 
extremely hard-fought one and 
Hyundai’s latest entrant, the Aura, 

brings the heat. Coming in at just under four 
metres of length, the Aura manages to fit a 
roomy passenger compartment as well as 
a usable boot in that space in a feat of 
space optimisation.

Given the constraints, the Hyundai Aura 
pulls off a stunning design. The Aura's 
front end, with its wrap-around projector 
headlights, twin boomerang-shaped LED 
DRLs and satin-finish grille, is a sight to 
behold. It also comes with a set of projector 
foglamps with integrated wheel air cushions 
that not only look great, but help reduce 
fuel consumption as well.

Viewed from the side, the Hyundai Aura 
makes a great impression. The coupe-like 
roof-line manages to look sporty while still 
maintaining rear-seat passenger comfort 
and headroom. The character lines along 
the side, leading from the headlight and 
disappearing into the tail-light, play with the 
light just so. And the blacked out C-pillars 
give it a floating-roof appearance and 
sets the Aura apart from everything else 
on the road.

Coming to the rear end, this is where the 
Hyundai Aura gets really interesting. The 
Z-Shaped tail-lights with LED elements, a 

subtle lip-spoiler built into the boot-lid, all 
come together to create a cohesive design 
that complements the front end. There's 
enough brightwork on display back here as 
well, with a chrome strip that runs across 
the boot lid, connecting the tail-lights.

What's a well-designed car if the 
interior doesn't match the good looks? 
Well, in the case of the Aura, the interior 
impresses just as much as the exterior. 
A massive 20.25-cm infotainment screen 
greets you as soon as you enter the cabin, 
which displays everything from your audio 
tracks to the satellite navigation. The AVN 
infotainment system is compatible with 
Apple CarPlay, AndroidAuto and can take 
voice commands as well! The Aura also 
comes with wireless charging capabilities 
and automatic climate control. 

The interior of the Aura is extremely 
functional, but that doesn't mean it doesn't 
look stylish. You'll notice that everything 
from the AC vents to the seat fabric has 
been chosen deliberately to create a very 
welcoming interior. The bronze-coloured 
patterned dashboard and the unique seat 
fabric round out the package.

Now, the infotainment screen takes 
care of all the essential entertainment 
duties, but what about information for the 
driver? The Aura's got you covered there, 
too. The gauge cluster consists of an 

analogue tachometer paired with a 13.46-
cm Multi Information Display, which gives 
you all the information you could want. 
The display can tell you everything from 
the outside temperature to your distance 
to empty, but most importantly, it tells you 
your speed in a clear easy-to-read font. 
The multi-function steering wheel ensures 
you never have to take your hand off the 
wheel to change essential functions, too. 
The informative gauge cluster makes 
driving a breeze.

The Aura is available with three 
BS6-compliant engine options, a 1.2-litre 
petrol engine, a 1.2-litre turbo-diesel and 
the pièce de résistance, a 1.0-litre turbo 
GDi petrol engine. The 1.2-litre Kappa 
petrol engine is smooth and efficient and 
moves the Aura along nicely. You can also 
have the 1.2-litre engine with a factory-
fitted CNG kit that’s fully integrated into 
the car. And then there is the 1.2-litre 
EcoTorq diesel engine. It happens to 
be the smallest BS6-compliant diesel 
on the market, which superbly balances 
performance and efficiency. What’s more, 
the pair of 1.2-litre engines are available 
with either 5-speed manual transmissions 
or AMTs.

The 1.0-litre turbo GDi petrol is 
obviously our favourite engine of the 
bunch. It’s a three-cylinder unit making 
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Cruise control is incredibly useful on long drives Physical controls are easy to use while driving Slick-shifting 5-speed manual is perfect for the city

49

What's a well-designed 
car if the interior doesn't 
match the good looks?
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In something this light, 
the turbo-petrol engine 
absolutely shines
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98.6 bhp and 17.5 kgm of torque. In 
something this light, the turbo-petrol 
engine absolutely shines. Prod the throttle 
and the engine delivers a smooth wave 
of torque that carries you forward with 
urgency. That feeling sure is addictive! And 
a 5-speed manual transmission with well-
matched ratios puts power to the ground. 
To go with the sporty engine, the turbo 
pack-equipped Auras get all-black interiors 
with red contrast stitching on the seats, red 
inserts in the air conditioner vents and a 
very subtle ‘Turbo’ badge in the front grille. 
Those who know what to look for will stay 
out of the way of this pocket rocket!

The Aura is still, first and foremost, 
a sedan for people to commute in, and 
to that end, the steering is light for easy 
maneuverability through tight city streets 
and parking lots. The suspension, too, is 
very comfortable and smooths out rough 
roads very well.

The light weight of the Aura is achieved 
through the use of High Strength Steel and 
Advanced High Strength Steel; 65 per cent 
of the Aura’s structure is made up of these 
materials, giving it exceptional strength 
while keeping it light. Add in the standard 
ABS with EBD and airbags for both the 
driver and passengers and you have a 

formidable safety package. The Aura even 
flashes the rear lights to warn the cars 
behind you when you make an emergency 
stop. These are the kind of thoughtful 
safety features that will keep your family 
safe inside the Hyundai Aura.

The Hyundai Aura is a very 
comprehensive all-round package that 
impresses with its sheer brilliance. With the 
choice of six powertrain options, multiple 
trim levels and colours, there’s an Aura that 
suits your requirements perfectly. You can 
now book your Hyundai Aura right from the 
comfort of your house with Hyundai’s Click 
To Buy service as well. 
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CABIN FEVER
H Y U N D A I  C R E TA  V S 
K I A  S E LT O S

What is it good for anyway?
By Aditya Upadhyaula Photographs Kaizad Adil Darukhanawala

WAR

These days, all that 
manufacturers need to ‘diversify’ 
and ‘create brands that tell their 
own stories’ is a global parts bin 
and a whole lot of photoshop 
licenses. Don’t know what I’m on 
about? Strap in for a story that will 
hopefully provide some perspective, 
a story of heartbreak and resilience.

We start with an established 
and successful brand. We’ll call it 
the Hyundai Creta. It’s been going 
strong for six years, providing 
customers with exactly what they 
need. Lakhs of orders delivered 
without so much as a peep of a 
complaint. Everything runs like a 
well-oiled machine. All good then, 

right? Not exactly, there’s some 
competition on the horizon. We’ll 
call this the Kia Seltos. It’s a brand 
that does everything, and I mean 
everything, better than the Creta. 
Not only does it look fantastic, it’s 
got the hardware to match, too. 
Naturally, that means a major 
overhaul is on the cards. After 
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much discussion and lots and lots 
of emails sent back and forth, the 
Creta 2.0 is out. 

Other than its wild new looks, the 
second iteration the Creta performs 
similarly to the Seltos. Almost too 
similarly. They share the same 
wheelbase and even the powertrain 
options are the same? People are 

starting to suspect something is 
up and a little digging leads them 
straight to the fact that both of 
them are owned by the same parent 
company. Well, I guess the jig’s up 
now, time to pack up. Or is it? What 
is wrong with having two similar 
products on the market anyway? 

Well, a quick look at 

manufacturers like General Motors 
badge-engineering multiple models 
on the same platform tells you that 
it almost always ends in disaster. 
In the case of the General, it was 
eventually forced to kill off multiples 
of those brands to focus on its 
core business. There is, however, 
a difference between the Creta and 
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the Seltos, and the GM badge-jobs. 
It is that the Koreans are actually 
competent cars. They not only cater 
to the customer’s needs, they also 
advance the segment as a whole 
with their innovations.

It’s not difficult to see that they’re 
so similar that a comparison isn’t 
really needed, because you simply 
can’t go wrong with either. And 
while that is true, they both do 
cater to slightly different audiences 
and there are a surprising number 

Wish more cars came with this feature

The Seltos’ soft-touch plastics and dual-tone colour scheme give it an advantage

Stickier Michelin’s help with handling
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What is wrong with 
having two similar 
products on the 
market anyway?

of differences between the two 
considering they share the same 
platform and powertrains. We’ve 
gathered here the top-of-the line 
turbo-petrol variants of both the 
Hyundai Creta and the Kia Seltos to 
see how they compare.

The Seltos is definitely the driver’s 
car of the two, with suspension that 
is more suited to spirited driving and 
a gearbox that feels quicker. It even 
comes with grippier Michelin rubber 
to drive home that point. Sure, 

The Creta could do with better rubber

Fully-digital gauges are easy-to-read The panoramic sunroof adds light to the all-black interiors
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it would be even better with the 
paddle shifters that the Creta gets, 
but the transmission does a good 
enough job on its own that leaving 
it in Drive lets you concentrate on 
more pressing matters. The Creta, 
on the other hand, is tuned for 
comfort. The suspension is a lot 
more forgiving over rough roads, 
the transmission shifts smoother 
and takes off from a standstill 
progressively. It’s definitely the one 
you want to be in when traffic starts 
to build.

Performance from the 138-bhp 
1.4-litre turbo-petrol is sprightly, 
and three drive modes and three 
traction-control modes let you 
choose how urgently you want the 
power to reach the wheels. In Sport 
mode, the exhaust note takes on 
a deeper growl, the transmission 

metes out lightning-fast shifts and 
throttle response is noticeably 
sharper. Sport mode is the place to 
be, unless you’re trying to make a 
litre of fuel last as long as possible.

The Seltos also has the better 
interior of the two, I think. There are 
a lot more soft-touch materials on 
the dash and it feels less plasticky. 
All the turbo-petrol Hyundais I’ve 
driven in the recent past have had 
the same all-black motif, which is 
great in a hot hatch, but I fear it 
doesn’t translate well to an SUV 
pushing ` 20 lakh on-road. It’s great 
on its own, but next to the Seltos’s 
dual-tone leatherette-clad interior, it 
feels rather bare.

The Seltos also has an 
infotainment screen that is placed 
high up and in the driver’s line of 
sight, and it also gets a head-up 

The Hyundai’s 
all-black 
motif is great 
in a hot-hatch 
but doesn’t 
translate well 
to an SUV
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display to keep your eyes on the 
road. Interestingly, they both sport 
17.78-cm screens in the instrument 
binnacle, but the Seltos adds a 
couple of analogue gauges for speed 
and engine revs, which frees up 
the screen to display the output 
from the incredibly helpful blind 
spot cameras. These cameras are 
also part of the Seltos’s 360-degree 
camera system, which makes 
parking in tight spots a cinch.

What the Creta gets over 
the Seltos is a beautiful full-
length panoramic sunroof, the 
aforementioned paddle shifters on 
the steering wheel, and a rear seat 
that is more comfortable. The seat 
back angle is a little more relaxed 
and the squab is longer, giving 
the passengers better under-thigh 
support. Oh, the Creta also comes 

with additional pillows for the rear-
seat headrests, in case you wanted 
to sneak in a quick nap before you 
reach your destination.

As far as choosing a winner, 
the Hyundai Creta is the better 
all-round car. It’s got the same 
performance as the Seltos in a 
far more comfortable package. If 
you can get past its looks, it is the 
one that will please a majority of 
people. Now, if you were looking 
for a sporty driver’s car, however, 
look no further than the Seltos. If 
you got bored and skipped reading 
the article in its entirety, choose 
whichever strikes your fancy and I 
can guarantee you, you won’t regret 
your choice. If it takes a made-up 
war to bring two brilliant SUVs to 
our market, maybe this war is good 
for something after all. ■

HYUNDAI CRETA

KIA SELTOS

POWERTRAIN

Displacement  1353cc, inline-four, 

 turbo-petrol

Max power 138 bhp@6000 rpm

Max torque 24.7 kgm@1500-3200 rpm

Transmission 7-speed, DCT

TYRES

F/R  215/60 R17

DIMENSIONS

L/W/H (mm) 4300/1790/1635

Wheelbase 2610 mm

Fuel tank capacity 50 litres

PRICE ` 17.2  LAKH
 (ex-showroom, India)

POWERTRAIN

Displacement  1353cc, inline-four, 

 turbo-petrol

Max power 138 bhp@6000 rpm

Max torque 24.7 kgm@1500-3200 rpm

Transmission 7-speed, DCT

TYRES

F/R 215/60 R17

DIMENSIONS

L/W/H (mm)  4315/1800/1645

Wheelbase 2610 mm

Fuel tank capacity 50 litres

PRICE ` 17.29  LAKH 
 (ex-showroom, India)
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KITBAG
B AG G I N G  I T

RAIN CHECK!
With the monsoons setting in, here’s some essential kit to 
keep you and your beloved machine rain-ready

What is it?
Rynox Aquapouch
Is it any good?
It is, if you need compact and nifty 
storage to hang around 
the waist when 
you head out 
on your bike 
this monsoon. 
Rynox’s 
Aquapouch is 
made from tough 
polyester fabric, and 

What is it?
WeePro Anti-fog visor insert
Is it any good?
Have a helmet that isn’t Pinlock-
compatible? Worry not, as the folks 
at WeePro understand the trouble 
and the risks of riding with a fogged-
up visor. Say hello to their anti-fog 
visor insert, a universal fi tting insert 
that will take care of all your fogging 
issues. They have a simple 9-step 
procedure to install one on your 
precious lid. And for its asking price, 
it’s like a dream come true.
How much?
` 899
Where?
www.weepro-in.com

What is it?
Oxford Aquatex Bike Cover
Is it any good?
When not riding, this double-stitched 
nylon body cover is the one to have. 
Easy on the pocket, come rain or 
sunshine, the Oxford Aquatex stays 
in place thanks to its elastic base 
and belly strap. There are two sizes 
to choose from depending on the size 
of your motorcycle. Lastly, it even 
has strategically positioned holes 
to facilitate the use of a lock. Well 
thought out, no?
How much?
` 3,750
Where?
www.highnoteperformance.com

What is it?
Ixon one-piece rain suit
Is it any good?
Like practicality? Well, it doesn’t 
get any better than this. Ixon’s 
one-piece rain suit is best 
suited for daily commuting 
that is designed to be light and 
waterproof. It features one large 
tilted and zipped opening to get 
in and out, and an opening at 
the back for airfl ow. Moreover, 
there are refl ective strips on 
the back, sleeves and bottom 
leg. And the whole thing can 
be stowed away in its own 
dedicated pocket. Simple and 
smart, we say!
How much?
` 4,000
Where?
www.performanceracing.in

polyester fabric, and 

the main compartment comes with 
a roll-top closure keeping the 3-litre 
cargo space bone dry. There are also 
small loops for attachment accessories, 
a bottle holder, zipped pockets and 

mesh compartments. And 
with its great pricing, it’s a 
defi nite must-have piece 
of kit.  
How much?
` 1,350

Where?
www.rynoxgears.com

60 MOTORING WORLD | JUNE 2020

KIT BAGjune20-AU1.indd   60KIT BAGjune20-AU1.indd   60 12/06/20   8:07 PM12/06/20   8:07 PM



TALK WRENCH
B E A R I N G  R E P L AC E M E N T

BEARING ALL
SOUNDING 
THE ALARM
Hi,

My Pulsar is running fi ne but now I 

have begun to feel a gentle buzz from 

the handlebar which wasn’t there 

earlier. A peculiar sound, that is similar 

to the roar of wind, has also been 

emanating from the front of the bike 

ever since I began to feel these vibes 

from the bars. What could be wrong? 

 Vikram Kukreja 

Hi Vikram,

From the description that you have 

given me, I believe that the front wheel 

bearings are well past their prime 

and need to be replaced. Please use 

the procedure described in the main 

segment to replace them. This should 

solve the issue.

We show you how to replace the 
bearings on your motorcycle. 

There are various types of bearings 
that have their own strengths 
and weaknesses based on their 
design, which is what decides their 
application. What is common, 
however, is that we wouldn’t have 
motorcycles and scooters if bearings 
did not exist in some form or the 
other. But bearings have a life which 
will inevitably come to an end. How 
soon that happens depends on 
whether preventive maintenance was 
done in a timely manner. However, 
when the bearing needs to be 
replaced, here’s how you do it if you 
don’t have a hydraulic press (who 
does anyway?) at home. 

from the opposite end of the seat. 
Remove the locking clips,  if any.

• Using the old axle,  hammer onto 
the bearing and push it out. Make 
sure you keep tapping along the 
circumference of the bearing. Once 
the bearing is removed,  clean the 
housing with the rag. Now, pack 
the grease into the new bearing. 

• Place the new bearing with its 
number facing you and tap it 
gently square into the opening of 
the housing. Now, place the old 
bearing onto the new one and tap 
it with the mallet. Make sure that 
the new bearing is descending 
straight and square into the 
housing all the way. 

• Make sure the new bearing has 
seated completely. One way of 
knowing this has happened is
with a change in the sound as 
you tap it in. In any case,  a 
close visual examination must be 
carried out to be certain that the 
bearing is in place. ■

Tools needed: Clean rags, bearing 
grease, new bearings, socket spanner 
set, mallet, large piece of fl at and 
hard wood, circlip pliers, small 
screwdriver, and an old axle. 

Procedure:
• Lay the part, from which the 

bearing is to be removed, on to 
the wood which is placed on 
the ground. 

• Look closely at the bearing and 
identify the direction it has been 
pressed into the casting from. 
Sometimes,  bearings have a 
seat and need to be pushed out 
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SOOT SLAYER

By virtue of the fact that two-strokes 
burn oil and petrol together, the silencer 
can get coated with heavy carbon and oily 
deposits over a period of time. This reduces 
the exhaust orifi ce diameter which would rob 
some performance out of the engine.  

First and foremost, make sure you do this 
in a big open space where there is nothing 
combustible lying around. Take out the core 
of the silencer. Most motorcycle silencers 
have a screw or a bolt that holds the core 
in place and you will need a piece of 
stout wire, suitably bent, to pull it out 
after undoing the fasteners. 

Once the core is out, wrap it with 
some old newspaper. Sprinkle 
some kerosene into the paper 

and set it alight. Keep 
doing this till all the oily 

deposits disappear and 
the whole core turns from 

sooty black to dry grey. After 
the core cools, tap the core 

with a wooden stick till no more 
chunks of carbon fall out. Finish 

off with a wire brush and then 
brush on a light coat of red oxide 

primer, followed up with a light coat of 
high-temperature BBQ paint. 
Let the paint dry completely for a day 

and then refi t the core into the silencer. 
Startup the bike and check for leaks. The 
silencer note would have changed slightly. 
This is normal! ■

SMOKING LOUNGE
DECARBONISING THE SILENCER

Here’s how you can decoke your 
two-stroke motorcycle silencer

y virtue of the fact that two-strokes 
burn oil and petrol together, the silencer 
can get coated with heavy carbon and oily 
deposits over a period of time. This reduces 
the exhaust orifi ce diameter which would rob 
some performance out of the engine.  

First and foremost, make sure you do this 
in a big open space where there is nothing 
combustible lying around. Take out the core 
of the silencer. Most motorcycle silencers 
have a screw or a bolt that holds the core 
in place and you will need a piece of 
stout wire, suitably bent, to pull it out 
after undoing the fasteners. 

Once the core is out, wrap it with 
some old newspaper. Sprinkle 
some kerosene into the paper 

and set it alight. Keep 
doing this till all the oily 

deposits disappear and 
the whole core turns from 

sooty black to dry grey. After 
the core cools, tap the core 

with a wooden stick till no more 
chunks of carbon fall out. Finish 

off with a wire brush and then 
brush on a light coat of red oxide 

primer, followed up with a light coat of 
high-temperature BBQ paint. 
Let the paint dry completely for a day Let the paint dry completely for a day 

and then refi t the core into the silencer. and then refi t the core into the silencer. 
Startup the bike and check for leaks. The Startup the bike and check for leaks. The 
silencer note would have changed slightly. silencer note would have changed slightly. 
This is normal! 

Here’s how you can decoke your 
two-stroke motorcycle silencer
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THE GRAPEVINE

A popular Kwacker in the middleweight segment, 
Kawasaki has brought in the 2020 model of the 
Ninja 650. Thankfully, it isn’t just a BS6 update 
but gets revised styling and feature additions. 
The bike now looks more similar to the litre-class 
ZX-10R due to its sharper lines accompanied by 
the edgy decal and the distinct twin-headlamps 
with LED units. Located behind the windscreen is 
now a new 4.3-inch TFT colour instrument cluster 
that also has smartphone connectivity via the 
‘Rideology’ app. Furthermore, the bike gets new 
shoes in the form of Dunlop Sportmax Roadsport 2 
tyres for better braking performance and improved 
grip in both dry and wet conditions. The BS6 mill 
churns out the same power fi gures but with an 
improved torque curve. All of that is available at a 
locally manufactured sticker price of ` 6.24 lakh, 
ex-showroom. Good deal, we say!

BMW Motorrad has set its eyes on the promising middleweight 
motorcycle segment in India. The German bike maker has launched 
two new bikes, the F 900 R and the F 900 XR, both unveiled at the 
2019 EICMA. While the former is available only in the standard trim, 
the latter is being offered with a Pro variant besides the standard 
model. Although both bikes shared the same chassis and engine 
underneath, they differ entirely in terms of character and purpose. 
While the F 900 R is a street roadster, the F 900 XR is an adventure 
sports tourer. On the features front, the standard variants come 
with two riding modes, traction control, LED lighting and TFT screen 
with Bluetooth. The Pro gets additional cruise control, bi-directional 
quick-shifter and BMW Dynamic ESA. Which one is your pick, then?

DOUBLE TWINS

The Suzuki Gixxer 250 and its faired sibling, the SF 250, are 
fantastic bikes in the quarter-litre segment. And now, the bike 
maker has launched the BS6 versions of the motorcycles in 
the market. The naked Gixxer 250 carries a sticker price of 
` 1.63 lakh, while its faired sibling is priced at ` 1.75 lakh. The 
nominal price hike ranges from ` 3000 to ` 3400 depending on 
the model. In terms of power, both bikes continue to produce 
the same 26 bhp, but 300 rpm higher in the rev band. Mean-
while, peak torque is reduced by 0.04 kgm and is available 
200 rpm earlier. Like these bikes? You can go ahead and book 
them right away; deliveries are likely to happen towards the 
end of the month.

QUARTER-LITRE ANYONE?

LOCAL ASSASSIN
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Living the dream of being a famed British spy has become easier as Triumph 
Motorcycles has taken the drapes off the Scrambler 1200 Bond Edition. Careful-
ly executed to match the personality of James Bond, the motorcycle receives a 
‘Sapphire Black’ paint scheme that is accompanied by a black treatment for cycle 
parts like the fork tubes, swingarm and even the sprockets. It also gets carbon-fi-
bre-tipped Arrow exhausts, ‘007’ branding on the seat, heat shield and the TFT 
screen on startup. As for the rest, the Bond Edition is identical to the standard 
Scrambler 1200 on the mechanical front. With production limited to only 250 
units worldwide, it’ll take some doing to get one.

Royal Enfield has issued a recall of 
15,200 motorcycles in Europe and 
South Korea owing to a potential 
issue with the brake calipers. The 
bikes affected by the recall include 
the Himalayan and the 650 twins. 
The bike maker has mentioned that 

KTM/Husqvarna has resumed operations 
in multiple parts of the country and has 
also revised the prices of its entire product 
portfolio. From the 125 Duke to the 390 
Adventure, including the Husqvarna mod-
els, the price hike ranges from ` 4096 to 
` 5109 depending upon the model.  

Want to buy a Harley-Davidson right 
away? You can now, as Harley-Davidson 
India has started a home delivery ser-
vice. Once purchased online, the bike 
will be delivered for free for a distance 
up to 40 km, beyond which charges are 
applicable for every extra kilometre.

Honda has updated its flagship Gold 
Wing behemoth with Android Auto 
connectivity in the US market. All Gold 
Wings manufactured from 2018 onwards 
can get the feature free of cost through 
a software update. This will allow one to 
easily access media, music and messages 
on the ride around the continent. 

BEING BOND

BRAKE CHECK

CARBON CRAZY

RATE REVAMP

HOME DELIVERY

GOT DROID?
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corrosion has been observed on the 
bikes’ calipers due to long exposure 
to roads treated with salts in order to 
melt ice in cold countries. The corro-
sion is causing unusual brake noise 
and increased brake drag. Royal En-
field will check, inspect and replace 
the calipers if required. Thankfully, 
the corrosion issue has not been ob-
served on the bikes sold in India.  

We all love carbon-fibre, the lightweight ma-
terial that is popularly associated with racing 
machines. Keeping to that idea, Indian Mo-
torcycles has unveiled the FTR Carbon. While 
the motorcycle is largely the same flat-track-
er-styled FTR 1200 S, it gets carbon-fibre 
body panels which include the front fender, 
headlight housing trim, tank and airbox 
covers, and the passenger-seat cowl. Besides 
that, it also gets a titanium exhaust from 
Akrapovič as standard and an ‘FTR Carbon’ 
branded plate on the tank. Indian is retailing 
the bike only in the European market for 
now, likely to be followed by the US and other 
international markets.
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POST-CORONAVIRUS 
IS FULL OF 
OPPORTUNITY!
KTM boss Stefan Pierer is full of optimism and ideas. As usual

S T E FA N  P I E R E R 
PEAK TALK

By Alan Cathcart  Photographs KTM/Emanuel Tschann

SP:  I would say, fi rst of all, that in 
every area of the globe we are facing 
the same Corona consequences, 
so lockdown and other such 
restrictions. So exiting it is like a 
competition where everybody gathers 
at the startline, and for the quicker 
ones, or the braver ones, there’s 
the chance to take the holeshot and 
gain market share — and that’s my 
ambition. Sooner or later I want to 
become No.1 in Europe in terms 
of registrations. We are already on 
the podium, so moving up a step 
is my next ambition! Secondly, 
my vision is to enlarge our dealer 
network in every country, because 
the way we are treating our dealers 
plus our very wide model range 
makes switching to the KTM Group 
very attractive for dealers currently 
distributing a competitor’s products. 
We are already getting some of them 
knocking on our door, and I think a 
crisis like this one is also a chance 
to show everyone how to do the 
best you can do. And fortunately, 
the PTW industry is on a positive 
upswing after Corona. 

AC: What effect will your shut down 
at the Mattighofen factory have on 
your overall sales projections for 
2020? Do you envisage being able to 
regain those missing motorcycles? 
SP:  Due to the fact that we were 
closed down for two months in 

The devastating effects of 
Covid-19 on the global economy are 
too great to quantify right now. But 
as things start to struggle towards 
a new normal, it’s evident that the 
worldwide motorcycle industry is 
facing a set of challenges which 
comprise both rehabilitation, and 
opportunity. Who better to ask for a 
frank appraisal of the effects of the 
pandemic, as well as an assessment 
of what the future holds, than the 
majority owner of Europe’s largest 
motorcycle manufacturer by volume, 
KTM’s Stefan Pierer. The chance 
to talk with Pierer provided a 
typically realistic look at the post-
Covid marketplace, and his plans 
to address the many issues and 
opportunities it presents.

AC:  Stefan, how has the unexpected 
impact of the Covid-19 crisis affected 
KTM, especially after another record 
year in 2019?
SP:  It was not unexpected! 
As a global company, we have 
connections around the world, and 
we already recognised very early on 
that there was a problem coming 
out of China, because this was 
preventing our customers in Asian 
markets buying our products. When 
it began causing problems with 
our Italian supply chain providing 
parts for the bikes we build here 
in Mattighofen, I had originally 

planned to halt production in the 
middle of March. But our young 
Austrian chancellor Mr Kurz beat 
me to it, and on March 11th he 
announced a lockdown, one of the 
fi rst European countries to do so. 
So since March 16th we had a total 
stop in production, until thanks to 
the resumption of manufacture by 
Italian supplier companies, we could 
restart motorcycle production on 
May 11 under the Austrian short-
time working system. Then on May 
18 we got back on track at full 
speed, with 100 per cent of our 3639 
employees in Austria working full 
time. 

AC:  Have you had to lay off any of 
your workforce, either permanently 
or part-time? 
SP:  No — in fact, we have already 
hired an additional 40 people! 
Honestly speaking, we are now in a 
very favourable situation compared 
to other manufacturing industries 
like automotive or aircraft, where 
it’s a nightmare. For us, fortunately, 
the powered two-wheeler industry 
is actually fl ourishing to a certain 
extent after Corona. In all countries 
which have reopened since the 
lockdown, there’s a very positive 
demand for our products.

AC: How has Covid-19 affected 
KTM’s global market positioning?
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Austria, we’re missing around 
30,000 units of production. For 
sure, we will try to produce some 
of those missing quantities, but we 
will never manage to claw back all 
of the lost 30,000 motorcycles. We 
can hope to get back maybe 15,000 
units this calendar year if we are 
doing additional shifts and reducing 
the summer break. But for sure 
we and our dealers will be missing 
15,000 potential sales, or even as 
many as 20,000. However, our retail 
demand looks very good, so I expect 
that by the end of this year we will 
have at least the same level of overall 
sales as we did the year before. And 
there’s also a very interesting spinoff 
from the crisis, which is that off-road 
motorcycling is bouncing back very 
strongly, especially in the USA. By 
spending less than 10,000 Euro, you 
can get completely away from the 
Coronavirus whenever you choose, 
you can do it alone with no worries 
about social distancing, you can 
leave the risks of urban density and 
visit the countryside, always with 
the best possible protection wearing 
your helmet. That’s the main reason 
why we’re facing huge demand in the 
USA for our offroad models.

AC: Did Bajaj shut down for the same 
length of time as KTM? 
SP:  Yes, they were also totally 
stopped for six weeks. However, 
what’s happened in India is 
interesting. India has had one of the 
toughest shutdowns, with military 
control to ensure it’s obeyed. But 
they have certain red zones where 
the virus is more active than others, 
so it’s very problematic. However, 
while Bajaj got permission to open 
their plants in the middle of May, 
it took more than a week to re-
establish the supply chain — and 
if you have a supplier in a red zone 
then they’ll still be closed, and if you 
miss just one part in a motorcycle, 
you don’t have a complete finished 
product to ship. But in India 
they also closed the motorcycle 
shops, and there’s also an extra 
complication, because at the same 

time as all this is going on they’re 
introducing extremely strict emission 
rules by going in one fell swoop from 
BS4 to BS6. Essentially, Mr Modi 
is trying to drive everyone to using 
electric vehicles.

AC: One of your biggest sales hits 
this year is the new 390 Adventure, 
which of course is made in India.  
Has there been a problem with 
supply of that? 
SP:  Fortunately, Corona only shot 
up after the first batch of the model 
was made and shipped, so we 
still had something to meet initial 
demand with. But fortunately Bajaj 
is restarting with export model 
production as its primary focus, so 
KTM and Husqvarna have priority, 
and we expect to be able to meet the 
huge demand we have for this model 
with only a short delay in supplies. 
It’s been very gratifying to see how 
well it’s been received, as a proper 
small-capacity dual-purpose model, 
not something just pretending to  
be that.

AC:  KTM has gained market share in 
the USA steadily, from 2.6 per cent in 
2009 to 8.6 per cent in 2019, but this 
has been achieved with a relatively 
narrow product range compared 
to the Japanese. But for this year, 
you’ve added the 390 Adventure, and 
the electric minis. Are there any other 

entry level categories that you’ll be 
introducing new models for with KTM 
and Husqvarna? 
SP: One of the things we’ve learnt 
out of the Corona situation is that 
the small displacement models have 
become a very important part of 
the market, even in the USA. The 
Adventure 390 is leading this change, 
and for sure also  
all Husqvarna models with  
small displacements. 

AC: Talking about small to midsize 
capacity products, has development of 
the new range of 500cc twin-cylinder 
models that will be built by Bajaj 
been slowed down at all by Covid-19? 
When do you expect to launch these? 
SP:  It’s the opposite! Due to the 
Covid experiences, we sped up the 
project because the 500 class will 
become an all-important segment, 
especially in developed markets 
as an A2 licence bike. And in the 
so-called emerging markets it’ll be 
the premium segment, so it’s very 
important for our 125/200 and 390 
Duke customers to trade up to. This 
is being 100 per cent developed at 
the Bajaj R&D centre in Pune, but 
supported by our R&D guys. It’s a 
parallel-twin similar to the format we 
have on the 790/890, only 500cc.

AC: When do you expect to launch 
these? 
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SP:  Still in two years’ time to get the 
first product, so 2022. But we will see 
several different models, with Duke 
and the Adventure versions in each of 
the KTM and Husqvarna lines.

AC: As far as the growth of the 
midsize market is concerned, with 
the new 500cc to 890cc models, do 
you feel these are likely to suck away 
business from your higher-end larger-
capacity products like the 1290 Super 
Duke etc.?
SP: Currently it’s the case that, 
post-Corona, there is not the demand 
for the big-displacement models 
offered by any manufacturer that 
you have for the small and midsize 
displacement bikes. And that will go 
on for however long it takes to resolve 
the crisis, which we expect will be by 
the end of 2021 at the very earliest. If 
you go to the car industry, there the 
manufacturers forecast up to 20 per 
cent less demand after Corona up till 
the end of 2021, and throughout that 
period, for sure, a small-displacement 
and medium-displacement motorcycle 
will be what people want to purchase, 
with less demand for the big bikes. I 
don’t know exactly what percentage 
it will be — it’s too early to say, but 
that’s our expectation. 

AC: Are you still working on 
introducing a twin-cylinder on-road 
Husqvarna model range in 2022?

SP:  Yes, definitely. It’ll be an 
Adventure type model like the 
Norden 901 concept bike we showed 
at EICMA last year — it’s on the way.

AC: Will there also be a 100 per cent 
street version, rather than a dual-
purpose model?
SP: We are focusing in the first  
place on dual purpose. Street may 
come later.

AC: Will the production Norden come 
with the 790 or the 890 engine? 
SP: 890.

AC: KTM is Ready to Race, but most 
racing activities, especially ones 
involving International travel, have 
been cancelled or delayed. What 
impact has the pandemic had on 
KTM’s racing operations? 
SP: There are two impacts, a positive 
and a negative. The negative one 
is we can’t go racing — and as you 
say, that’s what we love to do! On 
the positive side, if you don’t go 
racing, you don’t spend money for 
materials, for travelling, everything 
— you can immediately save a lot 
of money, and stay home to stay 
alive. But, MotoGP looks like it 
starts again at the end of July, 
probably in Jerez with two races, 
and then via the Czech Republic to 
Austria, although let’s see how many 
spectators we’re allowed to have 

at these events. But it looks good, 
and I’m certain we’ll have exciting 
races — for sure everybody is eagerly 
waiting to get back on track. I think 
the whole community and all the 
manufacturers support the decisions 
that Dorna has taken. They have 
frozen technology for one and a half 
years, so we can use all the material 
that we have in stock for next season 
as well — it was a big help that 
Dorna made such an intelligent 
decision, so I think MotoGP will 
come back stronger than before. 

AC: How about off-road? 
SP:  Off-road is obviously our field 
of expertise, where we have a big 
extra challenge because we’re now 
running with a third brand. That is 
for sure a help, because we have so 
many very competitive riders, and 
we could already hold a sort of world 
championship race with Husqvarna 
and KTM and GASGAS only (laughs)! 
But it looks like World Motocross 
starts again in Russia on August 
2nd, and like everyone else we just 
can’t wait.

AC: OK — but sorry to mention it, this 
year Honda beat you in the Dakar 
Rally for the first time in very many 
years! What’s KTM’s response to 
that? 
SP:  I think there’s a positive and 
a negative side to this, but after 18 

It’s a parallel-twin similar to the format 
we have on the 790/890, only 500cc

69JUNE 2020 |  MOTORING WORLD

STEFAN PIERER .indd   69STEFAN PIERER .indd   69 12/06/20   8:18 PM12/06/20   8:18 PM



wins, we think it’s very important 
for another brand to be winning, 
because it’s increasing the attraction 
of the race. So I think, yes, that’s 
racing, you take it on the chin and 
start working extra hard to try to 
win next time! OK, second place is 
second place, it’s still a podium — 
but to win again would also be very 
nice! We’ll be trying our hardest to 
make that happen next January.

AC: Finally, let me ask you about 
your strategic partner Bajaj’s joint 
venture with Triumph. TVS is one 
of its major rivals in India, and is 
a strategic partner with what you 
always call your friendly rivals up the 
road, BMW. TVS has just acquired 
Norton, and it seems that Bajaj and 
Triumph have now reached some 
form of a closer agreement. How do 
you feel about all that as far as KTM 
is concerned? 
SP:  Rajiv Bajaj always closely 
discussed the Triumph agreement 
with me, though it’s not such an 
issue for KTM because we don’t have 
any Heritage brands. Triumph is 

a very well-known Heritage brand, 
and I think that Bajaj strengthens 
its production capability, while also 
bringing some benefits with the 
supply chain, so maybe it could 
bring us a little bit closer. Anyway, 
we’re talking to each other. But 
it took a long time, three years to 
set it up, and that’s not the speed 
we’re used to as a race brand! I 
think the TVS purchase of Norton 
in my opinion is not necessarily a 
good decision — it reminds me a 
little of Mahindra’s acquisition of 
BSA. I think that after Corona some 
consolidation in the industry will 
take place, and to start a new brand 
— which is effectively what TVS 
must do with Norton — it’s not going 
to be easy. 

AC: What do you see the effects of 
Coronavirus as having in the long 
term on the motorcycle industry? 
SP:  As I said already, smaller and 
mid-sized displacements are already 
becoming very important, because 
powered two-wheelers have become 
a key transportation item of urban 

mobility, and a very strong impact 
is coming from electro-mobility with 
low-voltage products up to 12kW. 
I think that’s the driving force for 
the future. On the larger-capacity 
segments, for sure the premium 
brands with very special products, 
they will survive — but for the 
newcomer, there’s no place any 
more. So that’s my opinion. And 
consolidation will surely occur, so 
that we have the Japanese as our 
competitors, but nobody else is a 
real competitor. Even Harley is in a 
niche segment of the marketplace, 
like Ducati and Triumph, so if 
instead of fighting each other, they 
all talk a little bit more to each other, 
about the supply chain or this or 
that, it could empower everybody. I 
started 30 years ago with 6000 units 
annually, and now we have 300,000, 
but except for BMW, my European 
colleagues still produce the same 
kind of quantity as they did back 
then. We are aiming to take sales 
from the Japanese, nobody else, 
and that’s what I like to do — to go 
racing against the Japanese! ■
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TANK SLAPPER
BOMBAY RIDING
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… a motorcycle heads out onto empty streets
By Kartik Ware  Photographs Kaizad Adil Darukhanawala

CALLED HOME...CALLED HOME...
IN A CITYIN A CITY

Bombay is like a pug. Both are 
mostly unsightly and always out of 
breath. Hence, without any formal 
call for it, I appointed the pug as 
this city’s spirit animal a long time 
ago. As I stood pointing my KTM 
390 Adventure’s Austrian-origami 
face at the Gothic edifi ce that was 
once called Victoria Terminus, and 
noted the empty space under the 
clock where her statue once stood, 
I remembered that Queen Victoria 

herself was quite obsessed with 
pugs and had several for company. 
‘What a coincidence,’ I thought, 
mulling over the connection between 
this city, a queen, and a dog breed 
of Chinese origin for whom was 
coined the Latin phrase ‘multum in 
parvo’ or ‘much in little space’. They 
might as well have been talking 
about Bombay. Except for today.  

Two months ago, an invisible 
enemy brought the city to a 

standstill, its residents compelled 
to batten down their hatches and 
mask their faces. In some cases, 
people had to leave the city but 
that was easier said than done 
when a lockdown was sprung and 
modes of transport shut down. 
For all intents and purposes, it 
felt like a trap to the 20 million or 
so people that call this reclaimed 
set of islands home in one way or 
another. After two months of being 
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indoors, I rode straight into the first 
rain of the season. The showers 
helpfully noised up a city that 
was eerily empty, haunted by the 
absence of its people. In 37 years, 
I don’t remember seeing anything 
like it. Police barricades marked off 
containment zones everywhere  
I went.          

Bombay is a small part of our 
beautiful country. Every country on 
the planet glorifies its cartographical 
shape and thinks it’s the greatest; 
right now, there’s someone in 
Tajikistan going, ‘Damn right, we’re 
the best.’ In this context, Mumbai 
is just another crowded mess, with 
inordinate attention showered on it 
because the Portuguese and British 
deemed it so a very long time ago. 
But even before the Europeans 
came squabbling along, kingdoms 
rose and fell here. Bombay is a lot of 
things, always has been. Especially 
a prime candidate to produce a 
superbug that’ll make COVID-19 
look like the common cold. 

image. That rainy morning, though, 
was one of the rare days on which 
the roads were empty. Earlier at 
CST, the junction it faces was not 
seen that empty since people first 
started photographing turbans, 
dhotis and bullock carts in front 
of it in 1887. The KTM spun its 
rear tyre, traction control turned 
off, through the streets of old 
Bombay, its tall presence imitating 
the buildings around it only in 
altitude, not beauty. Even the Art 
Deco buildings tut-tutted at the 
bike’s gawky insectlike appearance, 
forgetting that they hid slums 
behind themselves. As the rain fell, 
I wondered if the monsoon would 
bring its regular flooding hell along 
with it.     

Bombay’s narrow existence is 
riddled with narrower streets and 
alleys. On one side, it gives people 
the magnificence of Marine Drive. A 
little to the east, it hides its docks 
from prying eyes. And in the middle 
are buildings crammed together in 

It used to be seven different 
islands. It’s been inhabited for at 
least 2000 years. Ashoka the Great 
once ruled over it, but the longest 
reign was the Shilahara dynasty’s 
543-year slog. Between and after the 
two, several kingdoms, sultanates 
and vassalages rose and fell until 
the Portuguese came along. A 
Portuguese man called Garcia da 
Orta was awarded a lifelong lease to 
‘ilha da vida boa’ or ‘island of good 
life’, and he was the first colonial 
resident of Bombay. Later, the city 
also had to suffer the indignity of 
being dowry between the Portuguese 
and the British. In its existence, 
it’s been called by over 20 different 
names. And if I were born 12 years 
later, I imagine I’d call it Mumbai 
like anyone else.  

If Bombay were a motorcycle, 
it’d be a really tall two-stroke, 
waiting to catch you out. This 
noisy city’s vertical character 
enveloped by a permanent cloud 
of smoke may have led to that 
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If Bombay were a 
motorcycle, it’d be a 
really tall two-stroke, 
waiting to catch you out

‘With crooked ears and noble bark, I guard thy streets.’

‘A couple of spray cans and we can correct that, trust me…’

‘Not like it’d help, looks like…’

Won’t fi nd any mods there. It’s the stock exchange

This is a sweeping statement on Fashion Street
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What’s in a name? Politics and emotions, to name two Turrets and CCTV. Old and new big-brother structures ‘Hey, look! It’s our Alan Catcart! Alan! Alan!’ 
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‘Hey, look! It’s our Alan Catcart! Alan! Alan!’ Separated by ages and intent, none spared by birds This can only be Bombay. If you know, you know

‘What’s this about the 390 Adventure being a dark horse?’  

The original eco-friendly commuter and go-anywhere two-wheeler. Only if you have lots of time and ideal BMI, though

an almighty game of architectural 
Tetris. Even the photos you take of 
this city are best in a vertical frame. 
From the north, modern glass-and-
concrete monstrosities continue 
their slow swagger towards the 
defi ant stone-and-brick heart of the 
city. I spent the fi rst 30 years of my 
life in PIN 400001, and it doesn’t 
get more Bombay than that. But I 
had no access to a camera for most 
of that time, and consequently 
I have nothing to hold and gaze 
fondly at except foggy memories 
which mostly asked the question, 
‘That building wasn’t there, was 
it?’ I held back a sneeze, lest 
anyone hear. 

The Bombay I grew up in is the 
stuff of middle-class legends. Black-
and-yellow Fiats and red BEST 
buses to be dodged on a daily basis. 
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guilt. Yet another establishing shot 
of Bombay, Marine Drive wore a 
vacant look that is normally found 
on the faces of government clerks. 
I thought about all the people who 
come here in movies, resolving to 
one day make their mark on the 
city. I wish I was there to tell them 
that the city doesn’t care. 

Movie theatres, with their 
dark-chambered escapism, are 
microcosms of this city. To get away 
from this place, people go deeper 
down the cinematic rabbit hole. 
Perhaps the fi rst thing that Bombay 
brings to mind is Bollywood, its 
unimaginative name a herald for 
what it spews at the world. The city 
wears its movie theatres as jewels, 
some precious, some fake. They’re 
landmarks, proof of Bombay’s faith 
in make-believe, along with places 
of religious worship. Theatres are 
generally more inclusive, though. 
Even capitalism and communism 
watch the same movies on the same 
screen. Or at least they did until 
they put the screen high up 
in multiplexes.   

It was the 
best view in 
the world, 
although 
nostalgia has 
since erased 
the smells

An elderly Muslim taxi driver who 
wrote the most eyeopening poetry. A 
middle-aged offi ce-goer on a Shogun 
who raced my college-going Pulsar 
180. The inevitably-named Tony 
who ran a superbike workshop 
a short walk from home. Finding 
places across the city to hide from 
the world... well, mostly parents 
and other nosy adults. A place 
often frequented was the Queen’s 
Necklace; the crowd provided 
anonymity for broke teenagers 
smoking away their meagre 
allowances. Later, the same place 
allowed sea-side drinking for equally 
broke college kids, an eye out for 
self-righteous cops. It was the best 
view in the world, although nostalgia 
has since erased the smells. 

Ready friends were to be found 
everywhere in the countless stray 
dogs that shared Bombay with 
me. And I betrayed them all by 
getting a pair of kittens home. 
The descendants of those dogs, as 
vigilant as ever, turned up when the 
KTM and I reached Marine Drive. 
I imagined they could smell my 

‘This city has so much… hmm. This certainly disturbs my train of thought.’ ‘Well, I wonder whom this sign is meant for? Bats?’ 
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My very fi rst memory of the city 
is not of a specifi c address, but a 
moving location — a motorcycle’s 
tank. I remember the wind in the 
face and the sight of movie theatres, 
Marine Drive, VT and similarly 
magnifi cent buildings. Stinging 
embers fell from my dad’s cigarette 
onto the back of my neck. If I 
reacted, I’d get a whack and was 
told to be a man. Strange thing to 
say to a boy, I used to think. In any 
case, it left me with the fl inching 
ability of a stone, leading many 
to speculate that I suffered from 
some sort of nerve damage. They 
were probably right. Years later, the 
Bombay’s roads became the anvil 
on which my riding was shaped, the 
knocks all too literal on occasion. 
And each time, I looked up at the 
indifferent city, picked up the bike, 
and moved on. 

Why are people drawn to this 
city? The times, over hundreds of 
years, have changed. The reasons 
remain the same. Call it a better 
life. Call it trade. Call it commerce’s 
uncle, greed. Half of the people in 

Bombay today are migrants. The 
other half came from migrants. 
Everyone comes here attracted by 
the hope this city offers. But they 
also come here to escape from 
something. They accept this city’s 
danger and routine heartlessness 
in exchange for the lessons it 
brands them with. Whether it’s 
the sweat of the poor or the fat 
of the rich, the policeman’s stick 
whacks them all equally, while the 
middle class forms the water in the 
great grinding mill that is Bombay. 
And they all become the city as it 
absorbs them.  

If this city had a motto, it’d be, 
‘Everyone wants to be like me. 
Tough luck.’ Bombay has reached 
far beyond where it began, both in 
location and consequence. It was 
always a global city, steeped in its 
own inherent madness. I don’t know 
if that matters to the people sleeping 
on the footpath outside the Bombay 
Stock Exchange. My friends and I 
used to race down these roads, a 
circuit we designed for maximum 
mayhem. Raging hormones and 

internal combustion mix rather 
violently, as you can imagine. And 
yet, the KTM and I coasted along 
at half throttle; I just don’t feel 
like making a mark on this city 
anymore, both metaphorically and 
literally. Despite being born here 
and having the city infused into my 
being, the years have stripped away 
its sheen. But it doesn’t matter that 
I don’t call it home as I used to, the 
city still claims me as one of its own.

Perhaps I’ve indulged in a futile 
resistance against a city that’s seen 
me fail repeatedly, and yet has 
been a shoulder when I needed it. A 
shoulder that shook with laughter 
but was warm nonetheless. I wish 
I could say that to the migrants 
who sat outside VT as I rode past, 
but I don’t know if it’d be of much 
help. They weren’t born here, and 
their problems are beyond any 
futile philosophy I can provide. I 
can only wonder if they will be back 
to this city, now that they’ve seen 
its unforgiving face. And if, when 
Bombay starts breathing again, it 
will ever be the same. ■

Some days you’re just stuck with a severe case of rider’s block ‘Are you the wildlife that’s reclaiming the city in the lockdown?’ ‘Caw.’
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Rossi’s NSR500. Alan rides it. ‘Nuff said.

REAR VIEW
VALENTINO ROS SI’S 
HONDA NSR500

By Alan Cathcart  Photographs Kel Edge

PAST FAS  TER!
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unchanged for most of the past 
decade. So Honda engineers had 
decided to go for more top end power 
to counter Yamaha’s new straight 
line supremacy and the YZR500’s 
superior jump out of a turn, as well 
as a revised chassis to handle it. This 
meant that the works Repsol Honda 
team riders turned up for the first 
few races in 2000 with a bike whose 
fierce power delivery and vicious 
engine acceleration gave them big 
problems in terms of traction — 
actually getting the extra power to 
the ground was impossible and tyre 
life was greatly reduced because of 
wheelspin. Mid-range power was 
actually reduced, making it hard 
for the riders to feel the fabled 
connection between the throttle and 
the rear tyre. But, when the extra 
horsepower did arrive, it did so in 
an explosive way that unhooked the 
back end of the bike — fine on a 
dyno, not so on the race track. 

Trying to resolve these 
shortcomings in the short term 
via chassis modifications and 
suspension settings proved 
impossible, so the works team 
reversed out of the dead end they’d 
just gone down and went back to the 

old ‘99 engine and chassis package. 
This was an only partly successful 
effort to make up for lost ground, in 
a season in which all three Japanese 
manufacturers were now level-
pegging — but then as Valentino 
started to get the hang of racing a 
500, it was he that swiftly became 
the Honda standard-bearer, first 
to receive the updated parts that 
HRC engineers were hard at work 
developing, to counter the problems 
more senior Honda riders had 
experienced at the start of the year. 

So for the last year of factory 
500cc two-stroke racing, Honda 
made sure they got it right this 
time around. Starting the day after 
the final GP of the 2000 season 
in Australia, Valentino began test 
riding a heavily revised NSR500 with 
different engine characteristics aimed 
at meeting his needs, with which he 
went on to win the first three races of 
2001, to set up an irresistible charge 
on the world title that was eventually 
to become his. 

Engine performance and 
aerodynamics aren’t the only 
variations between old and new, with 
the most obvious change being a 
new chassis. This locates the engine 

further back in the wheelbase, 
responding to Rossi’s complaints 
about excessive wheelspin on 
the old machine, by improving 
traction, while a raised but still 
adjustable swingarm pivot and a 
new hunchback swingarm design 
also combine to help enhance 
grip. Moving the engine rearwards 
dictated new crankcases for the V4 
motor, since the swingarm pivot 
would otherwise foul the gearbox 
sprocket, at which around 195 bhp 
is produced at 12,500 rpm, while to 
achieve Valentino’s preferred riding 
position with lots of body weight 
transferred onto the front wheel 
via the handlebars, allowing him 
to push harder in turns, there’s 
a new subframe which raises the 
height of the seat quite substantially 
compared to before.

You notice this at once as you 
climb aboard the Nastro Azzurro bike 
in pit lane at Jerez. Compared to the 
Criville NSR500s I rode in each of 
the past two years, or Mick Doohan’s 
bikes for most of the ‘90s, you sit 
quite a bit higher on, rather than 
in, the Rossi bike, which also seems 
more spacious — perhaps reflecting 
the lanky Italian’s long limbs. But it 
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For the last year of factory 
500cc two-stroke racing, 
Honda got it right

The NSR500 is so thin it handles like a 250 Sensitive front brakes are made for overtaking

You can put yourself in The Doctor’s shoes now
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also seems notably slimmer and less 
bulky than any of the sixteen other 
years of Honda’s NSR500 vintage I’ve 
ridden since my first test of Freddie 
Spencer’s title-winning bike back in 
1985, and this is reflected in the way 
it steers. 

For a start, the Rossifumi racer 
not only stopped much better 
than Colin Edwardsí SP-2 V-twin 
Superbike I’d been riding earlier, 
but it also felt much more balanced 
stopping hard and steering into 
turns more controllably, while still 
trail-braking into the apex. Where 
the Edwards bike lifted the back 
wheel under braking and moved 
around almost as badly as Kenny 
Roberts’ title-winning RGV500 
Suzuki did a year ago, the NSR500 
was really composed under hard 
braking — and I was throwing out 
the anchors from higher speed 
considerably later than on the V-twin 
Superbike, even though the two-
stroke is obviously devoid of engine 
braking and a slipper clutch to help 
you use it. There’s also more feel 
from the carbon brakes, so that if 
you run a little too deep into a turn 
or need to stroke the lever to stop 
it running wide, you get almost as 

much sensitivity as with a metal 
brake — but a lot sooner response, 
with less of a squeeze. Nice. A man 
could get used to this.

It’s interesting that Valentino 
didn’t use a thumb brake, as both 
Doohan and his apprentice Criville 
both did, and that reflects the 
Italian’s quite different riding style, 
which is more about keeping up 
corner speed like the good 250/125 
graduate he is (and Alex was once, 
till he got re-programmed by Mick) 
and less about sliding the rear wheel 
— which is probably why he took 
so quickly to the new NSR with its 
weight moved backwards for extra 
traction, which obviously means you 
canít slide the bike so easily. 

A season of development has 
resolved all problems well enough for 
someone riding at my slower pace 
to appreciate, because the NSR500 
flips from side to side in the Jerez 
Turn 2/3 complex even better than 
the supposedly slimmer, more agile 
V-twin Superbike had earlier - and 
far better than the Criville bike did 
last year in the Motegi chicanes. 
That felt bigger and bulkier than 
the latest slimline Rossi bike and 
also harder to lift up to get an early 

Immediately 
appreciated 
the smoother 
power 
delivery from 
low down
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2001 HONDA NSR500
POWERTRAIN

Displacement 499cc, two-stroke V4

Max power 195 bhp@12,500 rpm 
 (at gearbox)

Transmission 6-speed

CHASSIS

Type Fabricated aluminium twinspar

BRAKES

F/R 320 mm twin carbon discs
 196 mm steel disc

SUSPENSION

F/R 47 mm Showa USD forks Showa
 monoshock with Pro-Link

TYRES

F/R 12/60-17 / 10/67-420 

DIMENSIONS

Wheelbase 1405 mm

Kerb weight 128 kg 

TOP SPEED 310+ kph (Mugello 2001)

OWNER Honda Racing Corporation, 
 Saitama, Japan

drive out of a turn with the fat part 
of the tyre. Yet the payoff on the 
Rossifumi rocketship isn’t in any 
instability in turns, and even lifting 
the front wheel slightly under hard 
acceleration while still leaned over 
through the fast right leading onto 
the back straight (in the same place 
where a year ago Carlos Checa’s 
YZR500 Yamaha had scared me 
stiff with a monster wheelie) didn’t 
faze the Honda. It’s also completely 
planted once you’ve laid it into a 
turn, running on rails as the Showa 
forks eat up the several bumps 
littering the freshly resurfaced Jerez 
track, which while very grippy is 
much bumpier than before. Who let 
the cars out? Toot, toot! 

Even with just a handful of 
laps in the hot seat, I immediately 
appreciated the smoother power 
delivery from low down of the 2001 
NSR500, which has a less abrupt 
transition into the strong power zone 
just above 10,000 rpm, but an even 
stronger hit of top-end power than 
before, all of which makes it a lot 
easier for 500cc dilettantes to master 
— as well as even more of a thrill 
to twist that throttle grip and stand 
on the footrests to try to force your 
body weight over the front wheel in 
any of the bottom four gears, while 
accelerating down pit lane towards 
your appointment with destiny and 
the moment to think about stopping 
for Turn One. Phew! Fearsomely fast 
— but fun!

So for sure, the Rossi Honda has 
the usual NSR500 shopping-trolley 
power delivery low down, pulling 
cleanly from around 7,000 rpm 
out of a tight hairpin if you really 
insist, before coming on strong 
around 10,000 rpm, when the 
shrill-sounding note of the slimmer 
exhausts hardens and there’s a 
strong surge of mid-range power 
which catapults you out of the turn 
and down the next straight, in a way 
that is so totally addictive, especially 
if you short-shift around 12,000 rpm 
in the lower gears, which will lift the 
front wheel in second, third and then 

— yes — fourth gear down the main 
straight as you gas it wide open out 
of the last turn. Again, itís fearsomely 
fast, but fun — until you ride it at the 
pace of the last 5 per cent needed to 
win world titles with. Then it becomes 
very, very serious — and very, very 
hard.

As I wrote in ‘99 after testing 
Criville’s 500cc world champion, I 
remember Alex’s compatriot, fellow 
works Honda rider Sito Pons, telling 
me a decade ago after he’d won his 
second successive 250cc world title, 
that it was harder retaining his crown 
second time around than it had been 
winning it in the first place. Well, 
Alex found out the hard way just 
how true that is, and now Kenny 
Roberts Jr has, too. Somehow, if Dr. 
Valentino were racing this NSR500 
again in 2002, I’d probably bet on 
him retaining his crown. Even though 
HRC ceased development of the 
NSR500 two-stroke, its world title-
winning days were far from over! ■
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LONG TIME NO SEE
1 9 7 3  N O R T O N  C O M M A N D O  8 5 0
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We Ride A Norton So Titillating 
That It Is Almost Down Right Vulgar
We Ride A Norton So Titillating 
COMMANDOCOMMANDO
GOING

By Kyle Pereira  Photographs Sujai Rajapaul
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It was 1966 and the hallowed 
British motorcycle industry was on 
its knees. Associated Motor Cycles, 
a company formed by the Collier 
brothers — known for owning the 
AJS and Matchless marques and 
had gone on to acquire brands like 
James, Francis-Barnett and Norton 
— was dead. Of the lot, Norton was 
the only AMC-owned brand that was 
selling enough motorcycles to make 
any money. 

From the ashes of AMC, Norton-
Villiers was formed when a company 
called Manganese Bronze took over. 
But now, Dennis Poore, the man 
behind Manganese Bronze, was faced 
with a daunting task. The American 
motorcycle market was the biggest 
in the world at the time and every 
Yank worth the star-spangled banner 
fl uttering on his porch wanted 
nothing less than a big-displacement 
motorcycle. 

Royal Enfi eld was already selling 
the handsome 750cc Interceptor 
in the States, and for a time it was 
actually one of the most powerful 
motorcycles in the world. Norton had 
to pull up its socks, but the biggest 
twin it had was the Atlas, which was 
essentially an overgrown Dominator – 
fi rst introduced in 1948 — which was 
bored out to 750cc. 

The cycle parts were the same as 
the smaller 650 and 500cc Dommies, 
and that included the Featherbed 
frame which, albeit garnering a 
legendary reputation for its handling 
prowess, was quite dated. The motor 
vibrated like a jackhammer and 
when the Atlas was pushed hard, 
cracks forming in the Reynolds 
tubing of the frame 
weren’t uncommon. 

Coming up with an all-new 
engine wasn’t an option; the cost of 
development and the meagre budget 
were at odds with each other. So, 
Poore and team decided to work with 
what they had. First, the cylinder 
blocks of the Atlas motor were canted 
forward to give the engine a dynamic 
stance even when the bike was 
standing still. 

But there was still that big 
thudding niggle called vibration 
that they had to sort out. The Royal 
Enfi eld Interceptor, itself a bored-
out motor owing its heritage to the 
500 twin from the early post-war 
years, got rid of that problem by 
dynamically balancing the cranks at 
the factory before they went into the 
engines. This made them probably 
the smoothest of the big Brit twins 
at the time, but the process took 
substantial time on the production 

line and needed skilled manpower 
to implement.

A smart engineer by the name of 
Dr. Stefan Bauer, who had worked 
with Rolls-Royce in the past, came 
up with the brilliant solution of 
allowing the motor (which is what 
the swinging arm bolts hangs from) 
to go about doing its own jiggle, but 
isolating it from the rest of the frame 
through rubber mountings. Called 
‘Isolastics’ in Norton-speak, these 
rubber mountings, along with the 
frame itself, were actually developed 
just in time for the new bike to be 
showcased in the 1967 Earls Court 
show which was the place 
to be if you had anything to do 
with motorcycles.

Poore must have been impressed 
with it, for the bike went into 
production with this frame and 
the new motorcycle’s fl anks bore 
the moniker ‘Commando’. The 
Commando 750 was quite short 
lived, however. Make no mistake, 
it was a decent motorcycle, but it 
lacked the serious punch that the 
competition delivered. To add some 
more oomph to the 750, Norton 
bumped up the compression to a 
heady 10:1 from the more sedate 
8.9:1 to come up with what was 
called the ‘Combat’ motor. The result 

Clear and legible meters are par for the course

The seat is good for long rides The forward-leaning engine looks plenty fast No electric-start here, you have to kick it to life

This shape has been around since 1948
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Cooking this motor was 
as simple as boiling 
water, if you didn’t know 
how to ride this machine
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The Norton  
was a 
brilliant 
motorcycle 
that was 
brash 
and bold

was seven additional ponies over the 
56 horses of the stock Commando 
750. But these extra horses took 
their pound of fl esh. The limits 
were pushed to such an extent that 
cooking this motor was as simple 
as boiling water, if you didn’t know 
how to ride this machine. Keeping 
the throttle pinned wide open all day 
long was a recipe for sheer disaster, 
for the bottom ends of these engines 
couldn’t cope and kept blowing up at 
such a rate that Norton was fl ooded 
with warranty claims.

Despite the advent of the 
‘Superblend’ bearings from Norton 
to eradicate the issue, the damage 
to the Commando’s reputation was 
already done and sales dropped 
drastically. To bolster sales fi gures, 
a new 829cc version, called the 
Commando 850, was announced 
in 1973, and was created by boring 
out the 750 even further, with the 
compression ratio having been 
brought down back to 8.9:1 to 
ensure reliability. By the next year, 
the older 750 was dropped from 
the Norton line up (although the 
sporty short-stroke John Player 
Norton race replica sold briefl y at 
another point in time) and in 1975, 

the fi nal iteration of the Commando, 
christened with the Mark III suffi x, 
was launched with an electric 
boot, discs brakes on both wheels, 
modifi cations to the air induction 
system and a move of the gear shifter 
to the left to comply with the new US 
laws. The Isolastic engine mounting 
was tweaked, too, and this change 
drastically brought down the time to 
adjust them from half a day to about 
half an hour, depending on how good 
the person undertaking the task was 
with his tools. 

The 850 motor was designed 
for sheer power and torque, with 
company claims pegged at 58 bhp 
and 6.64 kgm respectively. This 
was amazing once one realised that 
this was in essence an overgrown 
pre-unit Dommie motor that was 
injected with copious amounts of 
testosterone. Heck, even the 4-speed 
AMC gearbox of the Commando was 
previously used on almost all of the 
AMC machines, both singles and 
twins, since 1956. 

The Commando we had the 
opportunity of swinging our legs over 
in order to grace these pages was 
built in 1973. Presently owned by 
Xereus Zend, who happens to be an 

The Isolastics keep the rest of the bike calm while the motor does its own jiggle
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avid British motorcycle enthusiast, 
the Norton is most defi nitely the prize 
amongst his collection of coveted 
classic machinery. Justifi ably so, 
too, since this is probably one of the 
only Nortons of its kind in India. But 
rarity isn’t the only reason why the 
Commando is desirable.

As with any old Brit bike, the 
starting ritual is best explained by 
the owner, because each motorcycle 
seems to like some things and abhor 
others, and no two bikes seem to 
be in agreement with what they 
commonly favour. This Norton liked 
the throttle opened a smidgeon. By 
the way, ten ‘smidgeons’ make a ‘tad’. 
It’s imperative to get well acquainted 
with these units of measurement 
that apply only to vintage and classic 
British motorcycles if you intend to 
spend time with them. 

With a guttural growl, the 
Commando sprang to life. It took a 
fair bit of effort getting the motor to 
spin up with the kick starter to get 
it going. My kneecap’s ouchometer 
defi nitely swung its needle into the 
red zone, with my Triumph twins 
safely registering readings in the 
green. This was a sheer sign of what 
this motor was built for. 

Torque and power, that was what. 
And plenty of it on tap as I wrung the 
throttle. The motor pulled strongly 
right at the bottom end of the rev 
range and it’s easy to see why the 
Commando did really well on the 
drag strip. But at about 3500 rpm, 
it actually came alive. The Norton 
made certain that there was enough 
punch no matter where the throttle 
was at, and I felt absolutely no fl at 
spot throughout the brisk morning 
ride. Honestly, if there ever was a 
strong case to prove why British 
parallel-twins tingle the senses, the 
Commando was it. 

The effectiveness of the 
Islolastics became evident when one 
dismounted off the motorcycle and 
stepped back to look at it from a 
distance. The engine wobbled and 
shook, while the rest of the cycle 
parts barely twitched. It was surreal 
to look at, almost akin to a chained-
up pit bull barking at a deaf man 
walking by. And whilst riding it, the 
only vibes that I felt were a slight 
buzz on the handlebar grips. This 
was quite surprising, given the fact 
that the Commando 850 made do 
without a counterbalancer or even 
crank balancing from the factory.

All that shove was great and the 
frame held the bike tracking true to 
the lines I pointed it towards. But 
hurling it downhill from the Hanging 
Gardens in Mumbai, I called in 
the service of the lone solid disc at 
the fore, bitten onto by a Lockheed 
single-pot caliper, and it felt like 
trying to call someone in Antarctica 
with a string telephone. There was 
no feedback whatsoever, and despite 
pulling the lever in as far as it went, 
the speed seemed to diminish in 
multiples of zero. The rear drum, 
however, kicked in effectively and 
slowed both bike and rider enough 
for the latter to regain the colour 
in his fl ushed face. The lack of bite 
and feel from the front disc could 
be down to the fact that Xereus was 
yet to fi t the new brake pads he had 
received a few days ago and also 
one must remember that when this 
Norton was built, drums were still 
pretty much the norm. Disc brakes 
were yet to be perfected and still 
the preserve of the upper echelons 
of motorcycling. 

The Norton was a brilliant 
motorcycle that was brash and bold 
and needed real men, with hairy 
chests and calloused hands the size 
of spades, to extract its full potential. 
It was the last stand from the old 
guard and the ultimate specimen 
in the evolution of the ubiquitous 
British parallel-twin which began 
with Edward Turner’s Triumph 
Speed Twin many decades prior. But 
the Japanese had already landed 
onto American shores with their 
multi-cylinder motorcycles like the 
Honda CB 750 that could be ridden 
by just about anyone. Unfortunately 
for Norton and its ilk, the onslaught 
from the Orient was just far too 
strong, and the Commando in its 
fi nal Mark III avatar was laid to rest 
in 1977, and Dennis Poore and his 
team’s valiant efforts died with it. 
The age of the Universal Japanese 
Machine had begun. ■

A big thank you to Xereus Zend 
for allowing us to feature his brilliant 

Norton Commando.

Xereus Zend with the pride of his collection
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two-wheeled Americana, the bobber 
was the forerunner of today’s custom 
bikes, initially concocted in the 
late forties and early fi fties by GIs 
returning home from the battlefi eld 
with accumulated war wages ready 
to be spent on a motorcycle. To do 
so, they invariably used a Harley-
Davidson or Indian as the basis — 
but also vintage-era Triumph twins 
of the Marlon Brando/Wild One 
pre-Bonneville generation. A bobber 
represented a minimalist approach to 
bike building that was made for go, 
not show, hence anything that didn’t 
constitute a necessity was deleted. 

The bobber later mutated into 
the chopper in the sixties — but 
that’s another story, though it’s 
worth noting that in today’s America 
the garish, raked-out custom 
choppers that were all the rage 
a decade ago before the advent 
of sub-prime mortgages, are now 

single-cylinder motor. ‘We took a 
brand-new Royal Enfi eld Classic 
350, sat it on the workshop fl oor, 
walked around it a few times, and 
then started pulling bits off it,’ 
recalls Michael. ‘After stripping off 
all the many unwanted pieces and 
staring at the engine sitting high 
in the rolling frame, we realised 
we needed to visually lower and 
physically lengthen the profi le of the 
bike.’ First, the latter was achieved 
by lengthening the swingarm by 75 
mm with an all-new tubular steel 
design that was the handiwork of 
Hallam Racing’s Andrew Hallam, 
the co-designer 25 years ago of the 
remarkable Hunwick Hallam X1R 
V-twin Aussie Superbike.

Next came the fuel tank. ‘The 
standard Royal Enfi eld Classic tank 
is nicely-shaped in side profi le, but 
our build required a longer, leaner, 
lower tank,’ says Catchpole. ‘We 

We took a brand new RE 
Classic 350 and then 
started pulling bits off it

so very yesterday, with the clone 
manufacturers who built them 
mostly gone to the wall, leaving 
the more minimalist and far more 
rideable bobber-style customs to 
enjoy a resurgence. Hence one of 
Harley’s recent best-sellers has 
been the bobber-style Forty Eight, 
and Triumph’s authentically styled 
Bonneville Bobber was the fastest-
selling model in the history of the 
brand. Mid Life Cycles’ Brass Rajah 
shows the Royal Enfi eld parent 
factory how they might achieve the 
same goal.

With the Brass Rajah, Catchpole 
& Co. aimed to build a bike that 
he says emphasised the design 
strengths of Royal Enfi eld’s 
Classic range, focusing on its 
upright, sculpted, timeless-looking 

tried several possibilities, including 
some we had lying on the workshop 
shelves. None of them quite worked 
until we came across a replica 1930s 
Norton tank in a catalogue. With the 
31-day build deadline shortening, it 
wasn’t till the box arrived and we sat 
the fully painted tank on the frame 
that we knew we had our solution. 
Project RE350 lived!’ Catchpole then 
asked local painter Glen Stevens to 
delete the Norton branding by re-
painting and pin-striping the tank 
to stay true to his original black-
and-gold design brief, thus allowing 
the team to use the outrageously 
curvaceous Royal Enfi eld winged 
brass badges on the tank’s fl anks.

Then the build team turned to 
the details. ‘Building a custom bike 
requires two things — a unifying 

The Brass Rajah certainly lives up to its name

Brass trim extends to the custom speedo, too

The familiar air-cooled heart of the Brass Rajah

The LED tail-light almost looks like its fl oating
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MID LIFE CYCLES 
ROYAL ENFIELD RE350 
BRASS RAJAH
POWERTRAIN

Displacement 346cc, single 

Max power 19.8 bhp@5250 rpm 

Max torque 2.86 kgm@4000 rpm 

Transmission 5-speed

CHASSIS

Type Tubular steel single-
 downtube frame

BRAKES

F/R 280-mm disc /
 153-mm drum

TYRES

F/R 4.00 X 19 / 4.00 X 19 

DIMENSIONS

L/W/H (mm) NA/NA/NA

Wheelbase 1445 mm 

Ground clearance NA

Seat height NA

Dry weight 155 kg 

Fuel capacity NA

MANUFACTURER Mid Life Cycles, Australia

 www.midlifecycles.com.au

standard springs beneath the seat, 
which they did by making up a 
temporary supporting frame, then 
commissioning local fabricator Paul 
Moneta of Fabwell to create a seat 
mount that follows the curve of the 
tyre-hugging rear mudguard, for 
which he also created the semi-
hidden supports — another crucial 
element in the build. This custom 
guard had to be carefully stretched 
and re-radiused to follow the profi le 
of the re-laced 19-inch wheel sourced 
from a Royal Enfi eld Bullet 500. The 
team then fi tted a horizontal strip of 
LED tail/brake lights beneath the 
seat, which as a result seems to be 
practically fl oating in thin air when 
viewed from the side. The separate 
LED indicator lights are tucked 
further up under the seat. 

Climbing aboard the Rajah prior 
to thumbing the start button or kick 
starting it into life — just to confi rm 
how easy that is with the low 8.5:1 
compression — revealed its leather 
seat to be incredibly comfortable 
while also looking cool. For once 
on a custom bike, function meets 
form, making this an enjoyable ride 
running errands around town or 
simply for café hopping. Think of 
it as a super-cool retro equivalent 
of a 400cc scooter! The stretch to 
the dropped one-piece handlebar’s 
grips isn’t too excessive over the 
low, longer fuel tank, and it delivers 
a stance that’s relaxed as well as 
relatively sporty. Contrary to what I 
was anticipating on fi rst seeing the 
bike, it doesn’t put any excess weight 
on your arms and shoulders. 

The result is a classic-era street 
rod that’s fun to ride in town, where 
its light, nimble steering makes 
the Rajah a great tool for carving 
through traffi c, aided by the ultra-
light clutch action and the faultless 
shifting of its 5-speed gearbox. In 
spite of the engine’s small capacity, 
its long 90-mm stroke means there’s 

pretty good torque throughout the 
rev range, although with barely 
20 bhp available from the 350cc 
pushrod motor you do have to work 
the gear lever quite hard to keep up 
with traffi c on some of Melbourne’s 
broader boulevards. 

But that’s actually a pleasure 
because it shifts so well, and the 
muted but still vibrant thrum from 
the Rajah’s great-looking exhaust 
concocted by Mid Life Cycles using 
the stock header pipe coupled to its 
own chromed silencer, provides a 
pleasing soundtrack to your doing 
so. It has the look of a bobber, but 
the performance and allure of a café 
racer, making it just as well that it 
stops okay, too – though you do have 
to use the small rear drum brake 
fairly hard to stop even reasonably 
well from any sort of speed, while 
at the same time squeezing the 
single-disc/twin leading-shoe front 
brake lever tight. But it all works, 
though you do need to plan ahead in 
stopping wherever possible.

It was a pleasure to be propelled 
around the streets of Melbourne by 
the Rajah’s 350cc engine, and even 
at higher speed/revs it didn’t get 
stressed carving corners following 
the sweeps of the river in the Yarra 
Bend Park, or returning to Mid Life 
Cycles via the freeway, where it felt 
pretty long-legged. This is a great-
looking but completely practical 
custom motorcycle — the kind that 
Roland Sands, the LA-based fusion 
chef of custom cool, would have been 
proud to have concocted himself. It’s 
a user as well as a looker.

And one that $15-20K Australian 
will buy you a replica of, depending 
on the spec chosen, which compared 
to anything over fi ve times that 
amount for a US-made limited 
production large-cube V-twin like a 
Curtiss Warhawk, seems almost a 
bargain for a hand-made custom, 
albeit a pretty small-cube model. 

But Mid Life Cycles are now looking 
for more customers for Brass Rajah 
replicas, marrying Indian engineering 
with Australian fl air. ‘The hardest 
part of the whole build has been 
to ensure that every step could be 
replicated cost-effectively to produce 
a limited series of practical and 
rideable custom motorcycles using 
this same platform,’ says Catchpole. 
‘I’m glad to say we’ve achieved that, 
so we’re looking forward to building 
more Brass Rajahs, each of them 
different one from another.’ ■

Contact Michael Catchpole at 
sales@midlifecycles.com.au

for more details.
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racetracks with factory superbikes a 
long time ago. And if you think no major 
manufacturer has used this system, 
think again. 

BMW is the only major manufacturer 
that displays the willingness to develop 
funny front ends; it went for the 
telescopic fork well before it became 
fashionable; then it changed to the Earles 
fork on all its motorcycles between 1955 
and 1968; and it still uses its Telelever 
and Duolever front ends on a host of its 
bikes. The Duolever is nothing but the 
Hossack front end, and it came out a 
few years after Hossack’s patent expired. 
Tsk tsk. Even more tellingly, Honda 
quietly fi tted the 2018 Goldwing with a 
similar system and has recently patented 
Hossack-type front ends for multiple 
new models from 125cc to 1100cc. 
How about that?  

And yet, Marc Marquez’s multiple-title-
winning RCV won’t sport an alternative 
front end anytime soon. Inventions and 
ideas chase marketing, instead of the 
other way around. The benefi ts are clear, 
and perhaps it will take an engineering 
juggernaut like Honda to change this 
perception, as it should. Motorcyclists 
ride around problems every day. A 
Hossack front end solves more problems 
than it creates, and that’s despite the fact 
that the world’s best riders and engineers 
have ignored it for a hundred years. 
It’s lighter, costs less to make, and is 
easier to maintain than a telescopic fork. 
These things have a substantial knock-
on effect on manufacturing, effi ciency 
and emissions. Perhaps we needed the 
telescope to look into the future at the 
fi nal form of the motorcycle. 

with teles? Two reasons that drive our 
industries — popularity and profi t.  

For all their bluster and adventurism, 
motorcyclists are a hypocritically 
conventional lot. Motorcycles have 
always had telescopic forks — put 
anything else in their place and watch a 
curtain of hesitance fall on riders’ faces. 
Visually, suspension should be seen 
absorbing, and not be an eyesore. Given 
our tendency to anthropomorphise our 
machines, mechanical parts must appear 
familiar to our mammalian brains. It 
can be diffi cult to call your bike by an 
endearing name when it sports something 
that looks like an ant’s mandibles waiting 
to tear your head off. Which is what a 
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hub-centre system reminds me of. But 
I want to focus on a system that holds 
far more promise — and always has. 
Norman Hossack’s eponymous double-
wishbone system.

I encourage you to look up Hossack’s 
story on the Internet, since there isn’t 
enough space here to do so. What makes 
this inventor important to motorcycles is 
his system that achieves the separation of 
steering and suspension. Its simplicity is 
outdone only by Hossack’s genius. There 
are several takes on Hossack’s design, 
but all of them are based on the same 
principle as the original. It was one such 
design on the Britten V1000 that mopped 

Every rider in the world knows the 
feeling/s. A motorcycle’s nose dives under 
hard braking, a fi ght between momentum 
and the rider’s will that ties the front end 
into an uncooperative knot; mid-corner 
bumps on a fast, reducing-radius turn 
will call forth prayers from within the 
most stubbornly atheist helmets. And, as 
I recently found out fi rst-hand, there is 
probably nothing more enfeebling than 
a tank slapper at 200 kph. At the time, I 
remember thinking, ‘Why?’ I didn’t have 
time to think much else. The answer, 
as I found out later after my hands had 
stopped shaking, was the telescopic fork.  

Telegrams have given way to 
WhatsApp, but the telescopic fork pogos 
on. Thousands of the world’s best racers 
and engineers have spent almost a 
century refi ning the telescopic fork, and 
it has now reached a stage of near-
perfection. Modern teles are sublime, 
even the humble ones on a commuter to 
those electronically adjustable ones on 
the latest superbikes. Despite this, the 
inherent fl aws of the telescopic fork’s 
design still haunt it. When fork legs hold 
springs within, it’s just not possible to 
separate the functions of steering and 
suspension. But why would you want to? 
Three simple and important reasons — 
it’s safer, faster and lighter. 

A telescopic fork acts as a giant lever 
against the rest of the motorcycle, and so 
the steering head must be stout enough 
to counter its forces; that’s quite a bit of 
weight high up on a motorcycle. A fork, 
no matter how well braced, will twist 
laterally over a bump. And this system 
places a lot of faith in oil seals; in USD 
forks, this can only cause helpless smiles 
against gravity. So why do we persist 
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So why do 
we persist 
with teles? 
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