Bonneville Salt Flats

The famous Bonneville Salt Flats in the state of Utah have been America’s premier speed records venue for motorcycles since the late Forties. A vast lake in prehistoric times, it is now a completely level, expanse of dried-out salt, baked hard by the sun.

A course is marked out with a straight line on the salt, once drawn with used sump oil.  Several miles long, it gives riders a chance to build up speed before entering the timed speed trap, which is followed by slowing-down area, in which a parachute may be used for drastic braking. To claim an official record, a machine must make two runs in opposite directions (to adjust for any wind effect) within a specified time. This has proved a stumbling block for many a record hopeful.

In the early days, many Bonneville competitors ran motorcycles that were tuned, but not radically modified. Riders did not always wear protective clothing, either. When Roland Free set the US motorcycle speed record at 150mph on a 1000cc Vincent Black Shadow in 1948, he wore only a bathing cap, trunks and beach shoes to cut weight and wind resistance. For the best streamlining effect, he lay along the top of the bike, instead of sitting on it normally.

German factories used sophisticated streamlined shells on motorcycles from the Thirties and in 1951 NSU raised the absolute world motorcycle speed record to 180.29mph on an autobahn. This prompted a small group in Texas to build a Triumph streamliner intended to better the German factory’s speed.

The projectile, designed by aviator Stormy Mangham and powered by a Jack Wilson-tuned Triumph Thunderbird engine running on nitro fuel, was ridden at a two-way average of 193.30mph by dirt racer Johnny Allen at Bonneville in 1955. Although not sanctioned by the FIM, the world governing body, the record was recognised throughout America.

In 1956 NSU took a large team to Bonneville and raised the record to more than 211mph. The ‘Texas cigar’ responded with a two-way average of 214.17mph. Again, there were political problems with the FIM, but with no doubt over the validity of the figures, Triumph capitalised on the achievement and adopted the Bonneville model name for its flagship 650cc T120 twin launched for 1959. Allen’s legendary streamliner is displayed in the Museum.

Triumph reigned at Bonneville until 1970. In 1962, Bill Johnson clinched an FIM-sanctioned record at 224.57mph in a T120-powered streamliner and in 1966 Detroit dealer Triumph Bob Leppan hoisted the record to 245.66mph with a double-engined projectile.

Bonneville speeds have steadily increased and the absolute record was raised to 350mph in 2006, by US racer Chris Carr in a machine with a V-four engine built by Californian records veteran Dennis Manning of BUB Exhausts. 

