ISLE OF MAN TOURIST TROPHY

For most of the 20th century, the Isle of Man Tourist Trophy races were the most important in the world of motorcycling. Still run on the Island’s public roads, the TT presents the ultimate high-speed challenge for both rider and machine. Success demands exceptional nerve and skill on the part of the competitor, while machines need to be extremely fast, handle well and remain ultra-reliable under duress.

The first Tourist Trophy race was in 1907. Intended as a test for typical touring motorcycles of the day, it was set up as Britain’s alternative to poorly regulated events on the Continent. The Isle of Man was chosen as the venue because its autonomous legislature could close off public roads for racing and had done so for car events since 1905.

Perhaps inevitably, the TT evolved into an event for pure racing machines. It was contested by British and foreign makers who found the punishing circuit useful for testing and improving their products. For decades the TT played an important role in advancing the design of the motorcycle.

British makes were to the fore in the early decades, although the American Indian factory’s Senior victory in 1911 was a warning against complacency. AJS, Levis, Norton, Scott, Sunbeam, Triumph and Velocette were all prominent TT contenders, but as the event’s fame spread it attracted foreign entries. By the late Thirties, the Italian Moto Guzzi factory and the German BMW, DKW and NSU marques were heavily involved.   

When road racing world championships were set up by the Fédération Internationale de Motorcyclisme (FIM) in 1949, the TT counted as a title round equivalent to a British Grand Prix. The length of the Manx 37.37-mile Mountain Circuit meant that it was the toughest round in the series. In the Fifties, the 500cc Senior TT race was usually over 264 miles.

Huge crowds watched the TT in the early Fifties, when the exceptionally gifted rider Geoff Duke was one of Britain’s best-loved sporting heroes. He rode for the Norton team, by far the most successful in TT history at the time, but when the Birmingham factory scaled down its racing activity, Duke felt forced to sign for the Italian Gilera team to ride its exotic four-cylinder machines.    

As racing speeds rose to 150mph, more and more international grands prix were held on closed circuits with safe run-off areas. As a result the TT Mountain Course, lined with kerbs, stone walls, trees and telephone poles was increasingly perceived as particularly dangerous. Some leading riders from Britain and abroad opted not to race there and after 1976 the TT lost grand prix status.

Capitalising on the rise of racing for roadster-based superbikes, the TT adapted and survived. Speeds rose to an astonishing level and inevitably the big Japanese makes became dominant, although they often relied on British expertise for TT machine preparation. Honda was notably consistent in supporting the TT and the legendary King of the Mountain, Ulsterman Joey Dunlop, took 24 of his 26 TT wins on the marque’s machines between 1983 and 2000. 

In 1992 the Scots rider Steve Hislop, one of the greatest Mountain Course competitors of all time, took a popular Senior TT victory on a Norton Rotary, averaging 121.28mph for six laps.

While less important internationally, the ‘last great road race’ managed to survive some lean years, including total cancellation due to the foot and mouth disease outbreak in 2001. In 2007 the event celebrated its 100th anniversary and the first lap of the Mountain Course at over 130mph was achieved by Lancashire rider John McGuinness on a Honda.    

TT Milestones

1907

First TT races won by Rem Fowler (700cc Norton, twin cylinder class) and Charlie Collier (500cc Matchless). Fowler made the fastest lap of the 16-mile St John’s circuit at 42.91mph.

1911

A much longer circuit, the basis of the famous Mountain Course, adopted. It hastens the development of multi-speed transmissions. The Senior and Junior capacity classes established.

1920

Last TT win by a side-valve engine (Tommy De La Hay, 500cc Sunbeam) in Senior race. Lightweight race for 250cc machines added.

1923-1925

Sidecar race included in programme.

1924

First lap of 37.73-mile Mountain Course at 60mph, by Jimmy Simpson (350cc AJS).

1926

Velocette’s 350cc Junior win by Alec Bennett is the first by an overhead camshaft engine and first with a positive-stop foot gearchange. First 70mph lap by Jimmy Simpson (500cc AJS) 

1931

First 80mph lap (Jimmy Simpson, 500cc Norton)

1937

Freddie Frith sets the first 90mph lap on a Norton with plunger rear suspension.

1938

Harold Daniell raises outright lap record to 91mph on Norton with new telescopic front fork.

1939

Irish racing legend Stanley Woods takes his 10th TT win in the Junior on a Velocette.   

1947

TT racing resumes after World War Two, veteran Daniell wins Senior. Clubmans races for non-experts on standard machines introduced. 

1950

Norton wins Senior-Junior double with new Featherbed frame. Riding in his first international TT, Senior winner Geoff Duke breaks Harold Daniell’s 1938 lap record. 

1954-1959

Shorter 11-mile Clypse Course used for 125cc Ultra Lightweight race and re-introduced sidecar event, plus 250cc Lightweight from 1955. 

1957

First 100mph lap by Scot Bob McIntyre, on an Italian 500cc Gilera four in the Senior race. It was run over eight laps (302 miles) to celebrate the TT Golden Jubilee. Last Clubmans TT races staged. 

1959

Honda is the first Japanese maker to contest the TT.

1960

All races now on Mountain Circuit. First 100mph lap by a single-cylinder machine (Derek Minter, 500cc Norton) in Senior race.

1961

Mike Hailwood (21) wins an unprecedented three TTs in one week, giving the Honda company its first victories in the 125cc and 250cc races and taking Norton’s first 500cc Senior win since 1954. 

1962

Chris Vincent gives BSA its first international TT victory in the Sidecar race. 

1967

Triumph wins the premier 750cc class of the newly-introduced Production TT  (John Hartle, 650cc T120 Bonneville).

1969

Malcolm Uphill sets first 100mph lap by a Production machine (650cc Triumph Bonneville).

1971

First Formula 750cc TT won by Tony Jefferies (Daytona Triumph Trident). 

1973

Peter Williams wins F750 race for Norton on a Commando-engined Monocoque, with a best lap at 107.27mph. Norton team mate Mick Grant is second.

1975

Triumph Trident ‘Slippery Sam’ wins the 750cc Production TT for the fifth time in a row. Sam’s farewell win is in a testing 10-lap 377-mile event.  

1977

Grand Prix status withdrawn. ‘TT Formula’ races introduced.

1978

Legend Mike Hailwood makes a popular comeback and wins TT Formula 1 race on an Italian Ducati.

1984

Premier 500cc class of the first and only Historic TT race is won by Dave Roper on a Team Obsolete 1962 Matchless G50. He is the only American rider to have won a TT race. 

1989

First 120mph lap by Steve Hislop (750cc Honda RC30) in Formula 1 race.

1992

Norton returns to the victor’s rostrum when Steve Hislop wins the Senior on a 588cc Rotary. It was Norton’s 43rd TT victory. 

2000

Northern Irish TT legend Joey Dunlop raises his total of TT wins to an unrivalled 26. He was killed racing in Estonia later in the season.

2007

The TT celebrates its Centenary. Lancashire’s John McGuinness achieves the first 130mph lap in the Senior race. His 1000cc Honda was built specially for the TT at Honda’s UK racing HQ in Lincolnshire. 

