


Get it right in the dirt - tips on offroad riding 

KEEP THE SUNNY SIDE UP 

Off-road riding tips from a master: If you’ve been used to a road bike all your life, changining terrain can be a rude shock to your system! 

By Tommy Johns - and with kind permission of the Club Durban Newsletter

SPECIAL SITUATIONS
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When riding off-road, a motorcyclist will encounter many different types of objects, obstacles and surfaces. Riding techniques will vary slightly for each of these and can be improved through safe and sensible practice methods. Some of these conditions may include: 

CLIMBING A HILL
Remember: 

· Some hills are too steep for your abilities. Use your common sense. 

· Some hills are too steep for your motorcycle regardless of you abilities. 

· Never ride past your limit of visibility – if you can’t see what’s on the other side of the crest of a hill, slow down until you get a clear view. 

· When approaching a hill you should: 

· Keep both feet firmly on the footrests. 

· Shift into a low gear and speed up before ascending the hill. 

· For small hills, shift your body weight forward by sliding forward on the seat.
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For steep hills, stand on the footrests and lean well forward over the front wheel in order to shift as much weight forward as possible. 

· If the hill is steep and you must downshift to prevent stalling, shift quickly and smoothly. Also don’t forget to close the throttle while shifting. This will help prevent the front wheel lifting. 

· If you don’t have enough power to continue uphill but you have forward momentum and enough space to turn around safely, turn around before you lose speed and then proceed downhill. 

DESCENDING A HILL
When descending a hill you should: 

· Keep both feet firmly on the footrests. 

· Point the vehicle directly downhill. 

· Transfer your weight to the rear of the bike 

· Shift the transmission into low gear and descend with the throttle closed to gain benefits from the engine braking effect. 

· Apply brakes to reduce speed. 

PROTRUDING OBSTACLES
Particularly while trail riding, your feet could catch on rocks, roots or stumps protruding from the ground. Such objects could also deflect your front wheel if you don’t see them in time. Be sure to maintain your concentration on the trail ahead of you, scanning for obstacles protruding in your path. When riding narrow trails, keep the balls of your feet on the footrests so your toes do not hang below the level of the motorcycle frame. 

WATER AND MUD
You may find more water and slippery mud in some seasons and climates than others; water and mud can conceal obstacles in your pathway or trail. Damp leaves and pine needles can be especially slick. 

Therefore, ride more cautiously in these periods. Ride slowly and be prepared for what your wheels may encounter. Be aware also that brake application will have to be much more gradual to avoid slipping and sliding of the tyres in wet dirt or mud. Brakes may not be as effective when wet. Dry the brakes after a deep-water crossing by applying light pressure to them while riding, until they return to normal efficacy. 

While riding in mud, you are likely to encounter ruts: 

· Maintain momentum through the muddy section, while remaining relaxed, and allow the wheels of the motorcycle to follow one of the ruts. 

· Keep your weight centred and stand on the footrests. 

· Maintain an even throttle setting. If you lose speed and the bike begins to bog down, don’t whack open the throttle suddenly. This will only cause the rear wheel to dig itself deeper into the mud. Instead, roll on the throttle gradually to maintain forward momentum. 

SAND
When riding in sand maintain a relaxed posture keeping your feet on the footrests and your head and eyes up, looking ahead. The bike will waver slightly in its path, this is perfectly normal. Keep the throttle on and shift to higher gear, enabling the bike to gain enough speed to rise on top of (or ‘plane’ over) the sand. Rolling off the throttle will effectively provide braking action: The motorcycle begins to ‘plough’ back into the sand as the speed decreases (and the weight transfer shifts forward). 

A helpful reminder when riding in sand is to accelerate sooner and brake later than you would on surfaces having greater traction. Because of the nature of sand, the motorcycle takes longer to get going and slows down much faster than on a hard surface. Therefore, use of throttle and brake must be adjusted accordingly. 

If you are riding in large areas of bare sand (as in dunes), be careful of hills of drop-offs that may be camouflages by the absence of shadows. When the sun is high in the sky, sandy hills, holes and cliffs can all appear the same colour, drastically affecting your sense of perspective. 

ROCKS
Soft surfaces like dirt, sand, and grass are somewhat unforgiving if you make a mistake. Rocks are not forgiving at all. If the rocks are small and numerous, the motorcycle will handle very similar to being in sandy conditions. If the rocks are large, you will have to carefully select a path around or over each one. 

Momentum is again very important, especially if the rocks are loose. Watch out for rocks with sharp edges which could damage a tyre, engine casing or low-hanging foot. Maintain a higher tyre pressure in rocky conditions and make sure your bike has a heavy-duty skid plate fitted to help protect the engine. I hope this is useful for you aspirant off-roaders. Further discussions will take place in the next newsletter. 



