	

	The Philosophy Of Riding In A Group
By Peter Short (From an e-mail sent to Club Central subscribers)
On all of Club Central's club rides this year, amongst the Safety Notes that I include in all the Route Sheets published to date, one will find a note like "Keep a 2 sec minimum following distance (4 sec in the rain) from the bike on the road ahead; ride en echelon in towns - line astern on open roads" or words to that effect. 

I have recently had queries raised as to precisely what I mean by en echelon and thought I would try and explain the background to my safety note. We all ride high quality motorcycles and I strive to match that quality in my riding skills - don't always get it right though!! 

Firstly, the words en echelon is just my larney use of what I believe to be French for 'staggered pattern' (Afrikaans: trapsgewys ingerig) meaning first bike to the right of the lane and the following bike to the left and so on down the chain; the traditional method - it would seem - that bike riders have adopted. 

I do not think I need dwell on the latter issue of turning a bike, because we all know that the way to steer a bike is to use the COUNTER STEERING technique (i.e. press on the inside bar or pull on the outside bar - or both as you prefer) and not by leaning your weight left and right. Moving one's body off centre-line is a tactic designed to move the centre-of-gravity of the whole vehicle to the inside of the corner, thereby allowing the bike to stay more upright than otherwise it would be and therefore using the full contact patch of rubber (to the edge of the tyre tread in racing); thus increasing the speed before tyre adhesion will fail. Leaning your weight with the bike once into the turn is a valid and safe style to adopt of course but this on it's own is not what turns a bike. On to the more important stuff! 

All advanced riding manuals and training will advise you to maintain AT LEAST a 2 second spacing to the vehicle ahead of you on the road (easily done by checking a mark on the road that the bike ahead of you passes and saying to yourself 'twenty-one; twenty-two' at normal speech pace by the time you reach the same point). 

Many will argue that even 2 seconds is not enough in certain circumstances. If one is riding in staggered formation and you maintain a 2 second spacing to the bike in your path you have structurally halved your spacing to only 1 second to the bike ahead of you on the road - granted it will be to one side but still your spacing is only 1 second and the bike ahead of you will use the whole of the lane (if not more) in an emergency situation and also in even ordinary corners! Given that the average person's reaction time is around 0.7 sec (meaning the fright you get that makes you say 'Oh Sh**!' before you react by doing something!!), bikes are riding virtually on top of each other. In my book, spacing is what makes for a pleasant and safe riding experience, not riding so close to other bikes as to make the experience almost sexual in nature! Pilots have a saying on take-off "that you can't use runway that you choose to leave behind you" and I think in similar vein, there is no substitute for a proper air gap to the vehicle ahead of you on the road. 

If one is riding in staggered formation, a problem will also always arise at every corner - as each bike takes the corner, each using the proper entry point, apex and exit point, it is axiomatic that any following distance you may have created is immediately - at best - halved, so you are down to less than a second in this situation purely from the dynamics of the ride. Not something one would want to have happen in a corner I would guess. The reaction to this is that the following bike taps off just a little at the entry point (because this is one's instinctive reaction to the gap closing so rapidly) and this immediately puts a wave of unexplained (usually no brake light warning either, and thus slow to react to) retardation into the following string of bikes, just where one would not want it to happen (approaching a corner). Any such wave (or surge) down the line of bikes magnifies itself the further back one is in line. 

Riding too close, of course, also has the effect of making a rear-view mirror 'sensitive' rider (which I hope we are all at least aware of what's in the mirrors) to perhaps ride in a more hesitant manner in certain situations, also creating unexplained moves. 

A combination of single rider bikes and those with two-up in close company, each with very different braking ability because of the mass difference alone, also creates havoc when spacing is insufficient. 

These are some of the main reasons why I advocate firstly, applying as a minimum, a 2 second spacing to any vehicle ahead of you on the road and secondly riding Line Astern as the normal formation, only recommending staggered but with still 2 seconds to the bike ahead on the road (as opposed to in your path) when the group is likely to be riding at around the 60 - 70 km/h mark ('in towns'); this is really only recommended to try and stack a few more bikes into the chain between traffic lights and other negators of group coherency when riding in towns and such. The TWO SECOND (minimum) gap should rule all your riding. 
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