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lying to the Isle of Man this summer,
FI re-read Mark Gardiner’s Riding

Man, trying to get a sense of what
lay in store. Gardiner, a middle-aged
advertising executive with a road-racing
habit, visited the TT for the first time asa
spectator in 2000. Two years later he cast
aside all else, moved to the Isle, and began a
totally devoted effort to qualify for, race in,
and survive the 2002 TI. A powerful read,
the book was an introduction to the type of
people I'd meet on the Isle and the passion
that motorcycles invoke in them.

Northern Ireland

Before getting to the Isle, my first stop

is Belfast, Ireland at Phillip McCallen
Motorcycles, a dealership where I'd
arranged to rent a KTM Duke 690. When
you want to take a bike out of country and
ferry it to the TI fora week, it helps to rent
itfrom an 11-time
I winner.
McCallenis

truly “roadracing
royalty,” as a
couple Irishmen
later told me at
the TI.

After McCallen
crouches for

a final check

of the Duke’s
chain tension, I
depart for a day of
riding Northern
Ireland’s
Causeway Coastal
Route. My goal:
get to Ireland’s
premier road-

race course, the
Northwest 200,
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and “have alap.” No sooner do I hit the
Coastal Route than three bikes appear in
the mirrors.

One of the riders, on an early-

90s Honda 400 Super Four, has
long grey hair flapping from

under his helmet. We passa few
cars together then I wave them

by, hoping to have some “local
knowledge” leaders to follow. A
spirited 75 miles later we pull over
at a pier in Portrush; helmets come
offand we're instant friends.

The riders are Josh, Sparky, and
Peter—he’s the one with the grey
hair, and he’s Josh’s Dad. Peter
tells me the Super Four was Josh’s
first bike and, now that Josh has
elevated to a
new CBR600,
Peter takes
the Super
Four out.
Peter is
clearly
pleased at

since the Northwest had just been run two
weeks prior. We blur through the 11- mile

course. Afterwards Peter says he’s sorry

Alone again, Iride down to Ballymoney—
the current family hometown of the
Dunlops who moved there from Armoy
several years back. In the quiet memorial
gardens on main street sit bronze statues of
Joey and Robert Dunlop.

theloan of Josh's old
ride, and happy to be
back on a bike.

I tell my three
impromptu
Irish roadracing
instructors of my plan
to hit the Northwest
course foralap and
they gladly volunteer
to lead. We roll across
the starting blocks
freshly painted on

Portmore Road,

they were
slowing me down, I'say I doubt that
very much. Very much.

Over burgers and chips on the shoreline,
we talk about bikes and how, as akid,
Peter used to holiday in the *50s at one

of the flats right behind us. Feeling that
should let them be on their way, I re-enter
my Aerostich, a process at which they all
marvel and, rightfully, snicker a bit. Peter
reaches out a gloved hand for a farewell
shake and says in his kind way, “safe
journey home, Courtney.”

Joey Dunlop memorial in Ballymoney, Northern Ireland

Joey is relaxing on his trademark Honda,
helmet on the tank, gloves behind the
fairing. Thick head ofhair, longish and
flowing, as inlife. A crack of a smile and

a deeply-satisfied gaze in his eyes. Nights
later, on the Isle of Man, I meet a white-
haired Welshman who has been coming
to the TI for 57 years. I tellhim I visited
the memorial, and he lovingly recounts the
bronze of Joey. He is a stout man and his
words come from a place deep in his chest,
he grasps his pint and says with conviction
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“There’ll never be another Joey.” A tiny
shine in the corner of his eye betrays him.

Preparing to leave the memorial, I chat
with a passing couple. The woman, Ruth,
does most of the talking and explains that
her cousins were all

boys
who raced all their lives
so she’s grown up around
motorcycles. Racing is important to her.

We talk about this year’s Northwest 200,
bemoaning that all but one of its races were
canceled due to heavy rain and, sadly, a
bomb hoax. Ruth is disgusted by the hoax;
she looks around and lowers her voice “at
the height of The Troubles we never had
such a thing at a roadrace. Never in 40
years. That’s the thing with motorcycle
racin’, doesn't matter where ya come from
orwhat ya are. We're all the same.” With
the conviction that a racecourse transcends
religious differences, the recent hoax
brought shame.

Isay goodbye to Ruth and ask the way

to Joey’s Bar, which the Maestro opened
several years before he died and is still run
by the Dunlop family. She motions a block
off Main Street, past a humble stone church
and down a quiet lane.

High School Spring Break and
High Tea

The next morning at the ferry terminal,
the electric atmosphere of the Isle of Man

buddy Jason, the town
barber in Ramsey

begins in earnest. Bikes far outnumber

cars. Though the riders are of all ages, each

is as excited as if he or she were headed to

high-school spring break. Despite steady

rain, some stay outside the depot and just

sit on their bikes, helmets on,
poised in the boarding
line.

Aboard the sold-out
ferry of fullleathers
and race boots, the
throng chats feverishly
and gestures wildly
with imaginary
throttle hands and
lean-angle displays.
One approaches and
introduces himself as
Steve; he is curious
about my first-timer
impressions of
the TI. On paper,
Steve’s a husky, 20-something
hooligan. But he buys us both
ateaand as we chat I discover
he’s alevel-headed guy who
holds down two jobs, one as a driver’s ed
teacher. He plans to run his GSX-R 1000
in the ‘sprints’ (drag races) that are open to
all riders. He’s brought extra clutch plates
because last year, when
it came time to go home,
his plates were so fried he
had to push his bike to the
ferry.

My riding

Nearby are three
wizened older fellows
who've been having a
small reunion, crouched-
in close and quietly
chatting about the good
times “with Joey.” I
strike up a conversation
with one and mention
the “Armoy Armada,”
the hometown name
for Joey and his racing
palsin the “70s. He
acknowledges this

with a knowing smile,
leansin, and reveals
thathe and his buddies

Haywand
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were Joey’s arch rivals from the town of
Dromara, the “Dromara Destroyers.” These
brushes with historic greatness, and not-
so-secrets bequeathed to willing listeners,
became classic on the Isle of Man.

Rolling off the ferry, Steve

kindly agrees to escort me to

the paddock. The TI' paddock

is magical. Anyone can

wander amongst the factory

teams, ogle the bikes from

inches away, ask questions,

maybe even get handed a

souvenir. Days later I strolled

the pits on a quiet evening

and found Conor Cummins’
mechanics completing a few

final tasks to prep his bike for

the Senior race the next day. We
chatted while one swapped out
Conor’s brake pads, worn from

that day’s racing. Finishing the

job, the Irish mechanic winds

down our conversation with a smile and
asks “do ye want a sooveniir?!” Before I
know what’s happened, the worn brake
pads are in my hand and have been signed
by Conor. All without prompting; just
typical T friendly.

From the paddock I head for the town of
Ramsey and

goes James Hillier’s knee slider over the
storm-drain at Parliment Square corner
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cap oft my first night on the island at The
Swan pub. There, sitting at a side table and
dressed as though they could be taking
high tea, were Charles and Vera—all smiles
and soaking up the

Courtney
poses with Charles and Vera

scene. Charles is a Manxman from birth,
slight of stature with a twinkle in his eye
and a giggly sense of humor that says he’s
having the time ofhislife every minute. He
can scarcely sit still as he recounts his days
riding two-strokes, the kind with two
external magnetos on both sides of the
crankease. I1e’d stop along The Mountain
to clean the carbon from
the spark plug, then carry
on.

Now he likes to take Vera
for drives in his car over
The Mountain, but he
teases that she closes her
eyes when the speedo hits
ahundred. She smiles and
blushes. About four years
ago Charles took to courting
Vera after both their spouses
(multiple for her) had passed
on. They’d been love-birds
when Charles was in the
service in WWII and now
*ve re-lit the flame after
64 years of not having seen
each other. Verais 82, Charles
is 84.

After midnight I finally wave off Charles’
relentless pint-buying and walk them to
their car. Charles says to me as he unlocks
the door for Vera “I've only

got-a-go just acroos thee way”

and motions a few blocks. We

alllaugh, but I'm glad for his

little reassurance. I submit to

their insistence that I promise

to join them at the pub the

next night, feeling all is right

with the world.

Vantage Points

Watching the TT firsthand is
visceral. There are hundreds
(if not thousands) of vantage
points around the 37.7 mile
course; you could come to
the TI fora lifetime and
never watch it from the same
place. All vantage points

are amazing, shocking and
awesome in their own way. At
a couple of special spots I was
the only actual ‘spectator,
just standing on the shoulder,












