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ONE LUMP...OR TW0?

FAINTLY across

years there comes the
echo of a fiddle, and one
- begins to wonder at
whom the music was
directed. But let's start
with a letter from reader
E. Ulrich, of Kingston-
on'Thames. “1 wonder
if you would like to en-
quire,” says he, all in-
nocuous-like, “ whether
the 1937, 38, and 39
works Nortons were, as
invariably described,
double knockers? Steve
Lancefield certainly has
a couple of ex-works
heads with a layout
identical to the mid-
thirties Velocette dog-
kennels single camshaft,
rockers fully enclosed,
and pushers coming out
to meet the valves.

" Fred Frith is reported
to have said that that
was what was actually
under the tank. The
double-knocker was an-
nounced in May, 1937,
but played the same
tricks as had the Velo, a
year earlier.”

Interesting, don’t you
think? Research into the
1937 TT issues revealed
publicity in plenty for
the ““new double-over-
head-camshaft Norton,”
complete with a sketch
showing the layout of
the cambox gear train
(just like that of the
familiar Manx, in fact).
There was a lot more in
the technical review of
the TT, a week or so
after the event. 'Surely
“ Motor Cycle’s” men
in the Island could tell a
single-knocker from a
double - knocker? After
all, we had a representa-
tive in the stripping tent
after Frith’s Senior TT
win — and he com-
mented on the condition
of the piston  crown,
among other things.

Well, one man who
should be able to put the
record straight once and
for all is Bill Mewis, in
pre-war days the race-
shop foreman at Brace-
bridge Street, but cur-
rently works manager at
the King Dick spanner
factory. " Your chap is
quite right,” confirmed
Bill. “We did have the
cdouble-knocker in the
Island for 1937, but it
gave trouble so we didn’t
race it. Instead, we used

Freddie Firth at speed in the 1937 Senior TT, which he won. Although advertised by
Norton’s as a double-knocker, his machine in fact had only one camshaft.

a special type of single-
knocker head, with en-
closed rockers and little
pushrods — about 5/16
in-diameter, as | recall
— to operate the valves.
This differed from the
production single-knock-
er, in which the rocker
arms operated directly
on the valves.”

So now, over to the
man who won that 1937
Senior TT, Fred Frith.
“ Yes, it was a single-
camshaft head,” he
agreed. “ My recollection
is that we first raced the
double-knocker model in
the 1938 TT series. There
were both 350 and 500
cc version, but the three-
fifty was a bit of a wash-
out at first, and hadn’t
the speed of the Junior
Velocettes. Harold Dan-
iell won the Senior at 91
mph, you’ll remember,
but the best we could
manage in the Junior
was third, so for the rest
of the Continental seas-
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line, the 1938 works Nor-
tons had a number of
other novelties — such
as telescopic forks,
spring heels, and conical
wheel hubs. * Those
hubs werent a total
success either,”” com-
ments Bill Mewis. ”“ We
got through the TT, but
in the Ulster Grand Prix
that August, Daniell had
just broken the lap rec-
ord and was leading the
500 cc class handsomely
when he suddenly slow-
ed. The rear hub had
started to break up — it
wasn’'t linered properly
— so when he came
into the pits we slung the
covers over the bike and
gave out a collapsed
wheel bearing as the
trouble.”

The sound of a far-off
fiddle — and it was at
the Norton team’s great
rivals, Velocette, that the
music was directed. Yet
over and above the
sound of the singles
there could be heard an-
othersong, that of the
flat twin; Daniell’'s de-
parture from the Ulster
West through
on his BMW.










image2.jpeg
THE PICTURE on this page, taken quite
recently, is of a cam-box from an actual 1937
works Norton racer. It was taken by John
Deacon, a knowledgeable enthusiast who has on
occasion called me to task in these pages on
points of inaccuracy, and he was able to get the
picture because Steve Lancefield has preserved
these historic bits and picces for over 40 years.
And, in their own small way, historical is what
they are. When I was a lad, back in the 1930s,
the best thing about each new Spring was not
mother earth’s reawakening — the daffodils, the
lambs, and all that performance. For me, the
annual stirring of the loins was occasioned by the
reappearance of “TT Notes and News” in the
old The Motor Cycle of fond, if possibly
over-venerated, memory. Whoever did TT
Notes and News had a job of filling a page every
week, for about three months, with hot news of
the wonders to be revealed when it all happened
in the Island in June. Which, considering that
the entries for the Senior could quite likely close
at about 30, meant that any jam that came his
way had to be spread pretty thin. As against
which, of course, finding something of interest
to say on an entry of about 30 — but made up of
eight makes — could be easier than doing it for
an entry of 150, all of them Yamahas.

1, sweet mystery ...

Anyway, come Spring of 1937, there was a bit
of real news, because Norton let it be known
that their works entrics would have
twin-camshaft motors. And, indeed, there it all
was for nuts like me to salivate over — the
vertical drive shaft, the bevels, five spur gears
across the top and the two camshafts. The
reason for this being particularly piquant in 37
was that the other firm, Veloce, the ones who
tried so hard to compensate for practically nil
resources by having ideas, had done exactly the
same thing the year before and had really come
unstuck with it. Looking back after all this time,
it'’s really hard to see what there was to get
excited about, because by that time both the
Norton and the Velo cylinder head and valve
gear looked exactly like a cross-section of a 1912
aero engine.

Be that as it may, it was big news at the time
and, as is now well known, it made for two good
stories — about 40 years apart. Story one — the
1937 ome — was how Velos went
double-knocker in ’36, blew it on a fourpenny
Oldham coupling which let go, and then had the
galling experience of seeing Norton use the same
layout a year later and proceed to win
everything on what proved to be very fast
machines. And those *37 Nortons, for their day,

were very quick motors. Taking the Island as a
yardstick, those '37 works bikes bumped up the
lap speeds by some 4 per cent in one year, where
a2 per cent increment per annum was about the
going rate over the years. The 40 years later
punch-line is also now well known, which is that
they weren’t using double knockers at all; that
Norton couldn’t get them to work in time for the
TT, 50 they whipped out the twin cams and the
gears and — desperation stakes — replaced
them by a single camshaft and long rockers all
inside the new double-knocker cam-box.

I don’t know when this remarkable deception
first got blown but I do know how I heard about
it. Tt was about five years ago and the
aforementioned John Deacon and I were talking
to Steve Lancefield. One of us said something
about the pair of fantastically quick Nortons
which Steve had built for Harold Daniell in *37
— quick enough to have made the Joe Craig
works motors look sick if he hadn't the
double-knocker development that year. To
which the dour, always friendly, but
no-nonsence, Lanceficld replied: “Bloody
rubbish. Those 37 TT Norton weren’t twin cam
jobs. And I've still got the bits at home to prove
it

Now to someone like Deakin, who really does
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