Stuart Gruh‘um won TTs on two
wheels (left, Suzuki 50, 1967)
and four, in the green camaros |
(above) he raced In the 1970s |
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here are many examples

of a racer’s talent being

passed on from father to

son, and even to a third

generation. Indeed there

are whole clans, like the
Andrettis and Unsers in the USA, where each
succeeding generation seems destined for the
family business. Damon Hill is the only case so
far of an F1 World Champion’s son becoming
World Champion (a goal for you there, Nico)
but, as editor Damien’s poignant chat with
Jacques Villeneuve reminded us in Motor Sport
last month, without the Zolder tragedy that
took Gilles’ life Jacques too could have been a
champion son of a champion.

It would take a4 qualified psychologist to
analyse the complex motivations that drive the
son of a racing driver to go racing himself. Yet
we can all imagine what it must be like for a
young boy growing up in the household of a top
racer as he watches his famous father grapple
with the pressures and dangers of a racing career,
and receive the plaudits and rewards of success.
But what if — as Joann Villeneuve described so
movingly last month — that household is riven by
tragedy? What must be the effect on a young
boy of losing his father just when success was
giving him, in his son’s eyes, a sort of
immortality? And then, how does a mother feel
if she sees her own son move towards the career
that robbed her of her husband?

They’re all questions I want to ask when I
meet Stuart Graham for lunch. A top-level bike
racer in the 1960s, Stuart is the only Isle of Man
TT winner who is the son of a TT winner. He
then switched to cars, and became the only man
to win the TT on two wheels and four. His
father, the great Les Graham, was World
Champion in 1949; but in 1953, when Stuart
was just 11, Les was killed on the Isle of Man.
Six years later Stuart began racing bikes himself.

He is 70 now, small, fit and wiry, the same
nine stone he was 50 years ago. He still dons his
helmet to enjoy historic outings at Goodwood,
but has sold his thriving Honda car dealership.
He lives with his wife Margaret and a line-up of
cherished classics, from frog-eye Sprite to
300SL Gullwing, in the comfortable Cheshire
house they bought in the 1960s. Stuart’s local is
theCholmondeley Arms,a Victorianschoolhouse-
turned-pub near the Pageant of Power venue.
He tucks into a plate of prawns, whitebait,
calamari and crab, followed by Cholmondeley
Mess, a welter of strawberries, meringue and
cream, and takes a couple of scant sips of
Sauvignon Blanc. “The boxer Henry Cooper
said to me years ago, ‘Bloody ’ell, Stu, you can
put it away, you skinny little bastard. You’re a
burner.” I think that’s a medical term.”

Les Graham started as a teenager on the dirt
tracks of his native Liverpool, and was a
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[t's already a unigue claim, being the TT-winning
son of a TT winner, but this man embelished 1t by
winning further TTs in big, brawny saloon cars
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professional road racer by the time World War
1I stopped everything. He flew Lancasters and
was awarded the DFC for bravery, but would
never divulge why. “All we could find in his
logbooks was an entry after a raid over some
U-boat pens in 1944 that just said, ‘Bit of a
hairy evening.” As a kid whenever I tried to ask
him anything about the war, he’d just dismiss it.

“After the war he joined AJS as works rider
and development engineer, working on the
famous AJS Porcupine, so called because of the
cooling fins sticking up at all angles on its big
fore-and-aft V-twin. It handled a bit like a five-
barred gate, but in those days everything did
until the Manx Norton came out with a proper
frame. But it was quick. In 1949 the first World
Championship was run - the car Championship
only started the following year — and Dad won
it. Suddenly he was someone for everyone to
cheer for in austere post-war Britain. He
appeared on early TV shows, and there was
always somebody coming to the house to take
photos or do an interview. I was seven, my
brother Chris was four, and we just accepted
that we had a famous dad. j

“There was a lot of complacency in most of
the British motorbike firms. Dad was trying to
move development forward at AJS, but it was
like pushing water uphill. And by now the
Italian bikes were starting to show well. In B
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1950 Dad won the Swiss GP again for AJS, but
Umberto Masetti took the championship on a
Gilera, and MV Agusta were developing a four-
cylinder 500 with shaft drive. Dad could see the
way the wind was blowing. So when he was
approached by Count Domenico Agusta at the
end of 1950, offering pretty spectacular money
for the time, he signed. Some people likened it
to Dick Seaman going to Mercedes in 1937.

“MV’s Four was quick and powerful
but pretty crude, and Dad’s brief was
to develop it into a winner. In 1951 he
didn’t score any points because it broke
all the time. In 1952 it was better, and
he built up a big lead in the Senior TT.

Oil was blowing out everywhere and

his boot and the gearchange pedal were
covered in it. On the last lap his foot
slipped, he missed a gear and he over-
revved it, bending a valve. But he
nursed it home to finish second. As the
year went on the Four became more
reliable, and finally at Monza
in September Dad won, the
MV’s first victory in front of
its home crowd. The #ifosi
went completely mad. Three
weeks after that he won the
final round in Barcelona,
finishing up second in the
Championship, three points
behind Masetti. So for 1953
hopes were high.

“Dad was approaching 40,
and reckoned that after he’d
stopped racing his future
would still be with MV on
the engineering side. So he
moved the family to Italy,
and found a house in a little village in Lombardy,
in easy reach of the MV factory at Gallarati.
My brother and I had lessons from a private
tutor, and were due to start school in Switzerland
that summer. I was obsessed with cars and

motorbikes, of course. I’d spend hours

wandering around the MV factory, getting in
the way. Dad would chuck us in the back of his
Jaguar MkVII and take us down the autostrada
to Monza when the Grand Prix cars were
testing: Fangio and Gonzilez in the Maserati
A6GCMs, Ascari and Villoresi in the Ferrari
Tipo 500s. We’d be running wild around the
paddock, drinking it all in. Ascari and my dad
became good friends: Alberto’s daily driver was
a Jaguar MkVII too, so they compared notes.
“Geoff Duke had now moved to Gilera, and
everybody was saying 1953 was going to be a
vintage season, a head-to-head between Duke’s
Gilera and Graham’s MV. The Isle of Man was
the first round of the championship, and we all
travelled to England for it. My brother and I
stayed with my grandmother at Wallasey while
my mother went with Dad to the Island. MV
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[1] Graham made his
outdated Matchless 500
single go absurdly fast [2]
Honda six was baptism of
fire [3] Stuart leads Honda
team-mate Mike Hailwood
at Monza [4] father Les was
1949 World Champion on
AJS , and then [5] turned
MV Agusta into world
beater [6] Stuart learns
skills on father’s MV

had a single-cylinder 125¢cc bike, effectively a
quarter of the Four, and Dad ran that in the 125
TT. It was a hot class in those days with works
Mondials and NSUs, but he beat them all. Back
at Wallasey there was great excitement that
Daddy had won, and everything was looking
good for the Senior TT the next day.

“We listened to the radio commentary, done
as usual by Graham Walker, Murray’s father.
Dad was second at the end of the first lap. Then
suddenly he wasn’t mentioned any more. I
supposed he must have retired. The race carried
on and finished, and then my aunt arrived. She
was obviously upset, and it scared me. I knew
something was wrong but I didn’t know what.
She took us upstairs, sat us on the bed and told
us: Daddy’s not coming back.

“My next memory is of going with my cousin
into the park to feed the ducks, and a newspaper
photographer sneaking out of the bushes and
taking my picture. And next day, walking to the
shops, my aunt hurried me past a newsagent,
but I’d seen a picture on one of the front pages
of a body lying on the pavement beside a
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crashed motorbike. There were many theories
about what happened, some plausible, some
outlandish. But the basic story is that as he
hit the big bump at the bottom of Bray Hill
something broke, or maybe the bike just got
away from him. He hit the wall on the other
side and was killed instantly. If you go in there,
you’re not going to walk away from it.

“We never went back to Italy. I remember, in
the silly way kids do, being worried about my
pushbike which was still there. But the Agusta
family were wonderful, they arranged for all
our personal effects to be sent back to us. In this
country the trade barons from Castrol, Lucas
and Shell were all very helpful to the widow
with her two young boys. She found a house for
us to live in, and my brother and I were sent to
boarding school. It was a traumatic time, but
children are very resilient. Life carried on. It’s
amazing how you can get over these things.

“I still had my total obsession with cars and
motorbikes, and spent all my time reading car
magazines and drawing bikes in my exercise
books. So I only scraped a couple of O-levels,
but I managed to get an apprenticeship at
Rolls-Royce in Crewe. I was 16, and to get to
work I got myself a Lambretta scooter. Then I




