Boys and Bikes
by

Eyes Right

Fairfax, VA - The weather was lousy.  Intermittent rain fell throughout the day, and the wind, although from the southeast was more than an annoyance.  Yet over 130 boys from around this area came out into the rain for an afternoon of BMX racing.

Bicycle motor cross appears to be one of the rising kids sports for the 80’s.  At the moment it is predominately an obsession for boys 10-17, but there are a few girls who race.  Boys as young as 5 also compete and some grown-ups try their luck on larger bikes in the 17-and-over classes.

The major pieces of BMX equipment, in terms of cost, are the bicycle and the helmet.  BMX bikes are expensive; most competitive models have lightweight alloy frames and components and cost $300-600.  Prices for helmets are also rather high, typically $50-$100.  Padding for the frame runs another $10.  There is not additional mandatory equipment to race, but many of the riders have gloves, racing pants, jerseys and goggles.  Most of this paraphernalia becomes moot as soon as the race begins because the main factor (at least 80% according to knowledgeable observers) is simply how hard and fast the rider pedals.

Most BMX raceways are dirt tracks under 1000 ft long consisting of several sharp turns (called berms) and jumps.  To win a rider must amass the best point total from a series of three heats (races).  At local tracks a rider simply shows up prior to race time, pays his five bucks to enter and waits for a moto assignment.  (A “moto” is a grouping of 5 to 8 riders who will compete against each other in 3 heats).  As in most sprints, whether it be running or drag racing, the start is very important.  Whoever is leading at the first turn usually manages to hang on to win the heat because he does not have to pass anyone on the subsequent jumps and turns.
There are surprisingly few serious injuries in these local BMX races.  Although there are spectacular crashes and “wipe-outs,” the riders are well-protected with safety equipment and they land in dirt.  The speeds are low enough to avoid dangerous levels of momentum

All of this is, I suspect, very symptomatic of American male youth today.  There is even a separate language involved with the sport – sort of a teenage male version of “valley girl” talk.  BMX does involve considerable capital investment and heavy parental involvement.  Who do you think drives these 8-year olds to the BMX track?  Peer pressure is enormous;  one BMX bike on a neighborhood street soon spawns a dozen look-alikes.  So stand by, parents of America, you could be next!

I thought you might like to know.
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