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RIDER ED ‘GIMME 5’
IT’S ALL IN YOUR HEAD
Do you dread having to do a U-turn in a confined space, find yourself “duck-walking” your ‘Wing around?  Do you find yourself making lots of small corrections as you go through curves instead of making nice, smooth arcs?  Good news! It’s all in your head.  No, I don’t mean like that; I mean that most of your control problems are all in your head or, more specifically, how you position your head.

The single biggest error that most riders make is their failure to LOOK WHERE THEY WANT TO GO.  I know that, for most of us, it’s been drilled into our heads since we started walking, “Look where you’re going!”  Usually, that works pretty well but motorcycle handling is a bit different.

Motorcycles tend to go where you are looking and the failure of riders to smoothly negotiate curves or successfully make U-turns is their failure to turn their heads and focus on their desired destination in the roadway.  Most riders, when making a U-turn, will focus on the roadside or ditch rather than the area much further behind them like the centerline of the roadway. I’ll say it again, motorcycles tend to go where you are looking.  If you’re focused on the ditch, guess what?  That’s where you’ll go.  A GoldWing Top Gun rider I know suggests that the rider should, “Look past their antennas or tail lights.” Another one told me, “Don’t look where you’re GOING; look where you WANT to go.”
Similarly, if the rider doesn’t look as far through the curve as possible, they end up doing what Lee Parks, in his excellent book TOTAL CONTROL, calls “50 pencing” (the British 50 Pence coin is faceted around its edge), basically converting the curve into a series of short, straight lines.  Again, the cure is to TURN YOUR HEAD. Focus your attention as far through the curve as possible (keeping moving your focus as you progress through the curve), maintain a steady or increasing throttle and trust your tires (you do have good tires, don’t you?).  The majority of riders who crash in a curve (roughly 50%) follow the same process: (1) They fail to slow to an appropriate entry speed (that’s a speed that will allow you to accelerate all the way through the curve), (2) They stop looking where they want to go (if they ever were), (3) They start looking where they want to land.  One more time; motorcycles go where you look. If you think you’re too fast as you enter a curve: (1) Keep looking at (or for) the exit of the curve, (2) Press the handlebar to lean the bike some more, (3) Hold your throttle steady and stay off your brakes, (4) Trust your tires.
If you go back and consider the things I’ve just talked about, you’ll see that the solutions to these very common problems are “all in your head.” Some of the solution is how you position your head; some is how well you use the contents of your head.  Safe riding is much more your eyes and brain rather than hands and feet.

Motorcycling requires considerably more concentration than does automobile driving because motorcycles are less stable and more vulnerable than cars. A pothole that is uncomfortable in a car can cause a motorcyclist to crash. A stone kicked up by a passing car that bounces off a car’s windshield can knock a rider completely off their bike. Consequently, a motorcyclist has to be much more aware and focused.
Being a safe, smooth motorcyclist? It’s all in your head.
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