BY ERIKA BENNETT

It was time.

For more than a year, I mulled over the idea of racing my
Hawk. I know enough about the sport to understand what
an inve$tment it is. So before sinking bucks into the folly,
I wanted to attend a track school to see (a) whether I
liked the track experience enough to ju$tify the expen$e
and (b) whether I had the potential to race and do well

enough to make it worthwhile.

My recent track experiences opened my eyes. Keith Code
and Jason Pridmore gently pointed out that for my entire
riding career I had been carrying around a lot of baggage

— bad habits developed during five years of motorcycling.

My little ego had me convinced that I was a pretty decent
rider. Five years and no accidents rated as ‘decent” in my
book. But when I finished my first track school, the
California Superbike School (CSS), I was amazed at how I
had managed to get by for so many years with my “skills.”

Keith Code helped me get bitten by the track bug. When I
heard that Jason Pridmore’s new STAR (Skills and
Techniques for Advanced Riding) school was going fo be
nearby, I signed up immediately. After Code’s school I really
was a decent rider (not terrific, just decent). Once that
foundation was set, I was looking forward to the chance to

practice my new skills and to continue improving.

Learning the Code My Hawk and I headed to Keith Code’s
class in August of this year. I had some vague ideas of
what I might find at the track, including a proselytizing
instructor that students either love or hate. I liked him a
lot, by the way, but some students in the class seemed
disgruntled by some of his instruction.

I knew that I was going to leam as much as possible and
that my riding was going to improve. And it did — by
leaps and bounds. I recently chatted with Code about my
day with his school, and he said “Boy did YOU improve

G

after a day with us!” I realized that Keith paid me a
tremendous compliment, but in the back of my mind I was
thinking “Gosh, then I must have REALLY sucked to start
with!” I was mentally prepared for the California Superbike
School for weeks before I got there. I read all three of

Code’s books and grilled my racer friends for information

about schools, tracks, racing, Hawks, Keith, and the
weather. But I was minimally prepared in terms of personal
gear and bike setup. I wore my Aerostitch Roadcrafter and
suffered through the hot Texas summer. My Hawk was
stock to the core: Springs, shocks, bars, exhaust,
centerstand, ugly black plastic license-plate holder thingie
... everything but the tires. Bone stock. So what was so
great about Code’s class? He took the time to teach not

only the hows and whens of riding, but also the whys.

How to best manage the bike through a tum? Roll on the
throttle.

When do you do this? All the way through the turn from
the time you're looking through the turn ‘til the bike is
leaned over ‘til the bike is upright again.

Why do you do this? All good things come from good
throttle control through the tumns. Stability. Proper weight

distribution. Best environment for optimal suspension.

Of course, now that I understand the fizziks of
motorcycles in corners, good throttle control feels
totally natural and is one of my new good riding habits.
But it took a lot of preaching by Code and a lot of faith
(and practice) on the track to convince myself that
rolling on the throttle through a turn was in my best

interest.

Code reinforced other good cornering skills in his class.
Finding the right turn-point was an important one for me.
T had never been on a track.and was reprimanded by my
on-track instructor for “being all over the place out there.”
Fortunately, after the first track session of the day, the
staff put nice big yellow X's on the track, which helped me
find the right turn-points and tighten up my lines.

Looking through the turns, flicking the bike into the turns,
and relaxing on the bike were other major lessons of the
day. For each lesson, Code spent a good half-hour
discussing the hows, whens, and whys for each skill that
he wanted us to practice on the track. Much to my
surprise, proper cornering techniques allowed me to
identify problems with the Hawk itself. For two years, I
had been hearing Hawk owners gripe “the stock Hawk
shock sucks!” At Superbike school, I

was finally cornering well enough that I was able to

notice the shock- challenged nature of the Hawk. I also
quickly found the Llimiting factors of lean angle on the
Hawk as I made improvements to my cornering skills
(left peg, right peg, centerstand, scrape!). Was Code’s
school worth it? You bet. Would I take his school
again? I definitely will.

A Star is Born.

Toward the end of October, I struck out for Oklahoma to
spend a day with Jason Pridmore’s STAR (Skills and
Techniques for Advanced Riding) school. I was much
more prepared for my second track school. With some
basic skills under my belt and a few months’ practice on
the fun roads of the Texas hill country, I struck out for
STAR. A Fox shock, some Progressive fork springs, and
lower clip-ons were the new goodies for the Hawk. Add
to the new goodies a set of borrowed leathers and I

didn't look so out- of-place on the track.

After taking Code’s school, I had a good idea of where
my skills were and where they needed to go. At
Pridmore’s STAR school, I was in the right atmosphere
to develop my skills further. I didnt walk away from
STAR with the same newbie “wow!” glow that I got
from Code’s CSS. No one at STAR said “Boy did YOU
improve!” But I did get an honest assessment of my

skills and my progress.

To my delight, my on-track instructor extended an
invitation to join them for another session “because
there are still some things we'd like to work on with
you.” Not the high praise that my ego was hoping for,
but in the back of my mind I thought “I must be
catching on. They must think I have potential!”

Pridmore’s school was set up quite differently from
Code’s school. There were two groups of riders: those
who were primarily interested in improving their street
riding, and those who were either currently racing or
planning to race. I opted for the race group. I knew I'd
be slower than most of the other students, but I

Continued on page 3
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As I starred at my transmission neatly stacked on the
work bench, I wondered how I got there. I actually
remember how proud I was when I managed to bleed
the brakes on my Radian a scant decade ago. Only
spilled half the brake fluid too. The Haz-Mat team
wasn't so impressed. Now I'm looking at a Hawk motor
that has a similar appearance to a pile of...Hawk parts.

In a pile.

The cases are in two different boxes and the crank is
away getting re-balanced for the Carillo rods I got. And
there in the middle, is this clot of gears. My tranny.
You see I've never put a transmission together before,
and it has to go together right - with all the right
shims and bearings - or my precious motor won't move
my bike. And that would suck.

So I find myself in a place I have visited many times
before. Newbie wrenchville. “Gotta do this right.”
Nothing like THAT nagging voice pestering you as you
refer back and forth to the manual. You KNOW that this
is the first time you've done this because the manual
page is pure white - let me assure you, every time I
work on a motor the manual seems to soak up 1/2 a
tube of assembly lube and a quart of oil! Maybe that's
a good way to check a mechanics qualifications. If the
manuals are ragged an well used - that's a good sign.

New manual? Find another socket spinner.

Anyway, I carefully stacked the tranny together, having
to be very sure of which gear is which as I'm swapping
from the stock tranny to a close ratio unit. The tough
part is picking up both transmission stacks, AND the
shift drum at the same time, making sure the shift forks
stay in place, then dropping the whole slimy assembly
into one side of the crankcase. No problemo. But I'll
manage to do it, and the motor will survive the
onslaught of the 1999 CMRA endurance series, fending
off those damned SV 650's. It has to. I don't want to

do this again too soon.

So what if the thought of swapping spark plugs seems
daunting? Go ahead and do it - but here is my advice.
1) Buy the best tools you can get. I recommend
Craftsman. 2) Use the right tool for the job. 3) Take
your time. 4) Use the manual. 5) Double check your
work. 6) Be satisfied.

Dipping your pinkie toe into the pool of wrenching isn't
a big deal after you have done it. Soon you'll be pulling
the valve covers off and starring at you new feeler
gauges contemplating setting you own valve
adjustment. It's no big deal. Soon you will be able to
slap together a close ratio transmission, toss it into the
crankcase and slap the rest of the motor together in an

afternoon.

Then you can teach me how to do it.

New Little Hawkster

There 1s a new addition to the Lillemo riding communuty.

Joshua Stone

Born February 9, 1999

He 1s the coolist dude, he doesn’t do anything yet but he's still cool. He'll be rnppin up

the Highways on my vintage Hawk in about 16 years. Everybody's healthy.

I bought a garage mate for the hawk about a month ago, 1t's a 1998 Kawasalki Concours.

The 1dea 15 to travel two up with Louellen or the kids. Not Joshua for a while, although

he probably fits in the saddle bags just right.




wanted the racing lectures and I wanted faster track
speed. The lectures were set up to cover distinct sets of
information, but the track sessions didnt necessarily

correspond with the classroom information.

Pridmore and Lance Holst covered a variety of topics in
the classroom, including: relaxation techniques, visual
skills, cornering lines, body positioning, and suspension
set-up. Track time was somewhat of a free-for-all. There
were no assigned on-track instructors and there were
no specific lessons or skills we were supposed to work
on during track sessions. The burden was on the
student to hook up with an instructor and ask for help
or advice, which worked well for some students and left
others with little individualized attention. I hooked up
with Paul Kuna early in the day. Paul, a veteran
instructor of Reg Pridmore’s CLASS, talked with me
about my current skills and my goals for the day.

My biggest concern was ground clearance: “I'm scraping
things left and right.” My hope for the day was to learn
how to hang off the Hawk and to be able to mentally
separate hanging off from falling off. Before getting to
STAR, I asked friends how to hang off. Their responses
were “Just hang off.” That just wasn't enough
instruction for me. “Oh, we'll get you hanging off,” Paul

assured me. He wasn't kidding.

Before giving me any instruction, he followed me
around the track to see for himself what issues he
would have to deal with. Then he had me follow him
around the track for a few laps, observing his body
position. Next he had me mimic his body position
for the rest of that session. I didn't have to worry
about my speed or my lines; Paul controlled those
and I followed, concentrating on my body position.
Occasionally he'd pull me into the hot pit lane to
talk over my progress and give me pointers. He even
went so far as to dump a handful of baby powder
onto my seat at one point to help me slide easier

from side to side.

I learmed exactly what I wanted to from STAR. I had a
goal, I worked on it all day, and I accomplished what I
set out to accomplish. By the end of the day, I was
getting comfortable with my body position on the bike,
my lines were decent (at CSS I got chastised for having
“no lines;” at STAR I got praised for having “tight
lines”), and my lap times and confidence were
improving. And with a good suspension set up, I was

finally able to test the Hawk more. The rear end stayed

where I put it, and the front end was more responsive.
The Hawk and I finally felt at home on the track.

Was Pridmore’s STAR school worth the 450 mile, 9-hour
drive to Oklahoma? Absolutely. You can count on my
being there next year. I have plenty of skills needing

further refinement.
The XX Factor

What of it? Did my gender influence, interfere with, or
otherwise play a part in my two track days? Yes and no.
Code thinks that women make the best students because
“they’re more likely to do the drills and practice the things
we teach.” He also thinks there aren’t many women racers

because women aren't “aggressive enough.”

Pridmore also thinks women make terrific students. In his
experience, he’s found that women “check their egos at
the door” and are “most open to leaming.” He also thinks
that’s why not too many women attend riding/racing
schools: because they think they need aggression and ego
in order to participate, “although that's not true.”

What do I think? The gender-defining moment at Code’s
school came with my first session on the track. Before
entering the track, a fellow working course control would
ask riders a general question before he'd let them enter
the track. The first time he stopped me he patted me on
the shoulder and said “Okay, guy, what are you going to
work on this session?” After hearing my response (an
obvious female voice) he said “Oh. You're not a guy. Well,
have fun out there, uh, (pause), girl.” Did this really
matter during the course of the day? Nope. But I was

amused that he was caught so far off guard.

The gender-defining moment at Pridmore’s school came
the night before class. Hanging out in the parking lot of
the hotel I met a couple of BMW guys who gave me a bit
of a hard time, saying things like “Oooh, we heard there
was a fast girl on a Hawk out here ... you must be her.”
And “Hey, speed girl, are you going to set the new track
record? I bet you're really fast.” I laughed them off and

turned in for the evening.

The next day, as we were self-selecting into groups of
street riders versus racers, the look of surprise on the
Beemer Brothers’ faces was quite enjoyable. They headed
off for the street group as I headed off for the race group.
You know what? I didn't hear a peep out of those guys for

the rest of the day, and I gave them plenty of

opportunity. Again, did this make a difference in the day?

Other than giving me a little smug satisfaction, it didn't
factor into the day.

How did my gender make a difference, then? I've always
been a believer in getting as much as possible out of the
classes I take. I like to get the most bang for my
education buck. As a college student I did anything I
could that would made me stand out (i.e., sitting in the
front-row-center seat, asking a lot of questions, showing
up early, visiting teachers during office hours). Why? I
discovered the secret formula: If the teacher gets to know
who you are, you'll get more individual attention. I've
taught college courses as well and have experienced this
phenomenon from both sides of the desk. What made me
stand out most at both CSS and STAR was my gender.

I was one of four women at CSS and the only female at
STAR. I used that fact to my advantage (and no, you
cynics, I didn't bat my eyelashes at Keith or Jason to get
attention). I looked different from most of the other
riders, and I sounded different. It's as hard to not notice a

woman in a room full of men.

When I comnered my assigned on-track instructor at CSS
before the day started to talk about my expectations and
skills, he took a bit more time to listen to me than he did
with most of his other students. At STAR, I had an
instructor virtually to myself for about 80 percent of the
time I was on the track. There were five on-track
instructors and about 17 students. That left four students
for every other instructor. Did I get more individualized
attention than most riders on the track? Yep. Was it
because I was female? I don't know what odds Jimmy the
Greek would give to that bet, but I sure wouldn't bet

against them.
Erica “Kneepuck” Bennett's racing future.

My Hawk and I have come a long way, and we have quite
a trip ahead of us. It's amazing what some choice bits of
hardware will do for a Hawk’s performance and what some
choice bits of information will do for a rider’s performance.
Code may believe that women don’t make good racers, but
watch out, Texas. There's a new girl in town. She’s got a

Hawk, and she’s leaming how to use it.



















