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We were taking a 
break between 
exercises when 
we heard the now 
familiar order to, 
“Light ‘em up.” 

This was our signal to start up our motor-
cycles and get out on the training range 
to practice the riding challenges we knew 
in preparation for the new ones. I was 
one of seven motorcyclists engaged in a 
one-of-a-kind motorcycle training class 
that would prove to be one of the more 
rewarding motorcycling experiences I 
have had.
 Having been a BMW rider for more 
than 20 years, I have had ample opportu-
nity to ride different models in a variety 

of circumstances. Along the way, I have 
attended a variety of motorcycle riding 
courses, the majority of them oriented to 
high speed riding skills. However, I have 
long had a high regard for the motorcy-
cling skills demonstrated by motor police 
who ride day in and day out through our 
congested city streets and highways.
 Of course we all know that numer-
ous federal, state, county and city law 
enforcement agencies here have selected 
the “authority” version of the Oilhead 
RT as their mounts of choice. No doubt 

there is a bit of pride involved when we 
can point to the fact to motorcycling and 
non-motorcycling friends that police 
departments around the country have 
chosen “our” brand of motorcycle to 
ride.
 Through a series of coincidences, I 
found the one and only motorcycle train-
ing course in the country that teaches 
many of the riding techniques employed 
by motor police. Although I had every 
intention of participating in this course 
astride my R1150 GS, I was strongly urged 
by the instructors of the program to use 
the motorcycles offered by the school at 
a very reasonable rental rate for reasons 
that will become apparent.
 The Northwest Motorcycle Instruc-

tional School is designed, co-owned and 
operated by Zsolt Dornay, a former motor 
patrol and motorcycle training officer 
for the King County Sheriff ’s Depart-
ment. This 40-hour course is based on 
the first week of training that is a manda-
tory requirement for prospective motor 
officers in Seattle, Washington and the 
surrounding area. It is essentially the 
same course that aspiring motor officers 
in the area must successfully pass before 
being accepted for motor patrol duty and 
admitted to the rest of the multi-week 

training program. So far as I know, it is 
the only police-based training course in 
the country that is open to civilians.
 Although class participants can 
undergo the training using their own 
motorcycles, retired and stripped down 
Kawasaki police bikes are available for 
use for a nominal fee. In fact, students 
are encouraged to take advantage of this 
opportunity because dropping bikes at 
low speeds is a fairly common occur-
rence. In addition, continually feathering 
the clutch is a primary riding technique, 
and for bikes such as my BMW R1150GS, 
which utilizes a single- plate dry clutch 
versus the Kawasaki’s multi-plate wet 
clutch, this sort of abuse is not practi-
cal. I don’t regret my decision to use the 

rental bike, a feeling shared by my class-
mates.
 The first day of the four-day course 
began with instructions on how to pick 
up the bike from its reclining position. 
Although we were all able to demon-
strate the ability to stand the bike upright 
by ourselves with varying degrees of ease, 
we were instructed that for the balance of 
the training, we were to wait for a second 
person to assist us to avoid possible back 
strain or injury, an instruction that made 
even more sense as the days wore on 
and our energy levels began to diminish 
during the last few hours of each day.
 Next was an exercise to help us deter-
mine the precise clutch engagement 
position for the particular bike we were 

Taking My Cues from the Boys in Blue
By Gary Prickett #29437

Facing page top: This rider begins the timed proficiency run with the Sickle. Noting his starting 
time is Co-Instructor Cindy Dillon. Bottom left: Part of the fleet of tired but tough KZ 1000 
Kopsickles that would be our mounts for the duration of the training class. Bottom right: Elliot 
from Chicago practices the one-man lift on a downed bike.
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riding. This involved placing the front 
wheel against the long edge of a 2 X 4 
piece of wood, increasing engine rpm to 
twice idle speed, then slowly releasing the 
clutch lever until the clutch engaged and 
the front wheel began to rise to the top of 
the piece of wood. This position was then 
held for three seconds before allowing 
the front wheel to continue its journey 
up and over the obstacle. The procedure 
was repeated with the rear wheel against 
the piece of wood, the objective being not 
only to slowly climb over the obstacle, 
but to do so in a slow, controlled manner 
so as not to kick the piece of wood out 
of position. This precise control of the 
clutch around the friction zone as well 
as the smooth adjustment of the throttle 
position were to be key elements in the 
performance of the various exercises 
that would be challenging us during the 
course of training.
 Another key element was the famil-
iar ‘Head-Eye’ concept. In other words, 

where ye look, so 
shall ye go. Of course, 
there’s nothing new 
about this concept. 
It is in the cur-
riculum of the MSF 

Basic Riding Skills Course, and has been 
repeated at every other motorcycle train-
ing course I have ever attended, whether 
in a parking lot or on a race track. How-
ever, it becomes particularly important 
when maneuvering through a series of 
obstacles, often with the handlebars in 
a full lock turn. Keeping your chin over 
your shoulder in the direction of the turn 
with your eyes level and looking as far 
through the turn as possible will almost 
guarantee success. On the other hand, 
look down for even a split second to see 
if your front wheel is going to hit that 
curb or cone, and the results are abso-
lutely predictable: “Aw nuts! My foot (or 
bike) hit the ground again” or “There goes 
another cone.”
 Each day during the course of train-

ing, there would be multiple opportuni-
ties to play follow-the-leader. As might 
be imagined, this exercise involved our 
instructor riding the obstacle course that 
became more complex and challenging 
with each day, with the rest of us lined 
up behind him like little chicks follow-
ing momma hen. In this case however, 
momma hen was maintaining a speed of 
10-15 mph while we chicks were strug-
gling to maintain a closely packed fol-
lowing distance of 12-24 inches from 
one bike to the other. In point of fact, it 
seemed that most of us did a better job 
of negotiating the ever more challeng-
ing obstacle course during these sessions 
of follow-the-leader than we did when 
trying to master each exercise individu-
ally. This was probably due to the fact 
that we were so focused on just keeping 
up with the bike in front that we didn’t 
have time to over-think the techniques 
for conquering the individual challenges, 
confirmation that repetition builds 
instinctive reaction or muscle memory.

LIGHT ’EM UP!

Clockwise from top left: Looking to the exit of the Keyhole, this rider practices the proper 
technique for successfully cleaning this exercise. Looking three cones ahead, this rider uses the 
Head-Eye technique to negotiate the Circle Weave. The author sets up for the first turn of the 
Dogleg (so far, so good). No, this is not a scene from a Monty Python movie—Chief Instructor 
Zsolt Dornay leads several students in a walk-through of an exercise to define the proper line. 
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 Two of the more entertaining and 
stylish looking exercises we were taught 
were posture parking and in line pullout. 
Once learned, these became part of the 
follow-the -leader routine. Following an 
appropriate hand signal, the leader would 
pull to a stop and motion with his hand 
the side on which the following motor-
cycle should park. Each of the following 
motorcycles would execute a sequential 
right angle turn, coming to a stop with 
the handlebar end 18—24 inches from the 
previously parked bike, and front wheels 
laterally aligned. With all bikes properly 
positioned and following a verbal signal, 
the leader would move forward, execute 
an immediate right angle turn in front of 
the other bikes and proceed forward. As 
soon as the leader’s bike cleared the bike 
next to him, that bike would move for-
ward, execute an immediate right angle 
turn and move in front of the other bikes 
and so forth until all bikes were again 
moving in the follow-the-leader pat-
tern. This parking and pullout maneuver 
would be repeated several times, provid-
ing the opportunity to do the pullouts in 
both right and left directions. This exer-
cise was made more challenging each 
time the instructor parked because the 
front wheels of the parked bikes would be 
placed successively closer to a curb until 
the distance between the front tires and 

curb would be no more than 24 inches. 
Of course, this meant that the clearance 
for each bike to move forward and then 
turn to run parallel to the curb and the 
front wheels of the other motorcycles in 
the line allowed little margin for error.
 Another follow-the-leader exercise, 
that was initially intimidating but quickly 
became fun, was the group “figure eight.” 
Beginning as a series of tight ‘S’ turns, we 
soon moved to a Figure 8 pattern that 
required that each bike cross the path of 
another bike in the continuous pattern. 

It was a good exercise for establishing 
speed control and building mutual trust 
among the riders.
 Time was also spent on the brak-
ing exercise. This was the only exercise 
that was familiar to me, being much the 
same as I had experienced in other riding 
courses I have taken over the years. A 
series of cones are lined up to form a 
braking chute. Riders are lined up some 

distance away from the entrance to the 
braking chute, then instructed to accel-
erate up to speed and upon entering the 
braking chute, apply either the rear brake 
only, the front brake only and finally both 
brakes. This series of runs was primar-
ily to demonstrate the relative effective-
ness of properly applying a balanced use 
of both brakes to come to a safe stop in 
the shortest possible distance. This was 
followed by repeated runs using both 
brakes to achieve complete, controlled 
stops in ever decreasing distances.

 Whereas the top speeds achieved in 
the previous classes I had taken were 
in the neighborhood of 20-25 mph, the 
objective we were working toward was 
an entry speed of at least 40 mph as mea-
sured by a radar gun, coming to a com-
plete stop within the 62 ft. length of the 
braking chute. Naturally, locking up the 
rear brake was discouraged and typically 
increased the stopping distance beyond 
the limits of the braking chute, and lock-
ing up the front brake could have even 
more dire results. The very act of accel-
erating up to 40+ mph in third gear, 

Clockwise from top left: This riders sets up for repetitive figure 8s within the confines of two 
sets of parking spaces. Chief Instructor Zsolt Dornaydemonstrates the proper technique for 
repetitive Figure Eight’s within the confines of two sets of parking spaces. This rider enters the 
second loop of the Figure 8 exercise.

PH
O

TO
 B

y 
G

A
Ry

 P
RI

CK
ET

T

this exercise was made more challenging each 
time the instructor parked because the front 

wheels of the parked bikes would be placed successively 
closer to a curb until the distance between the front tires 
and curb would be no more than 24 inches. 
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knowing that you are going to be thresh-
old braking to a complete stop within a 
distance of four mid-size car lengths, is 
approached with a high level of trepida-
tion especially the first few times you do 
it. However, as with most acquired skills, 
it gets easier with repetition, and the 
satisfaction of knowing that what once 
seemed a formidable task can in fact be 
accomplished, is a very rewarding (and 
potentially life saving) experience.
 To make the braking exercise even 
more relevant to the ultimate goal of 
surviving in high speed, high traffic situ-
ations, the braking chute was enhanced 
by the inclusion of an escape route pat-
tern of cones. Visualize the braking chute 
as the long arm of the letter “T.” Imagine 
the top of this long arm as the rear end of 
a car that has just come to an unexpected 
sudden stop in the HOV lane of the local 
Interstate Highway. You have just suc-
cessfully executed a perfectly controlled 

emergency stop, bringing your front 
wheel to within two feet of the car in 
front of you. Checking your rear view 
mirrors finds them filled with the front 
of a bus that is approaching at a speed 
that leaves no question that there is going 
to be no room for you between the bus’s 
front end and whatever precedes it when 
the bus is finally able to halt its forward 
momentum. To your left is the concrete 
barrier separating your lane from that 
of oncoming traffic. To your right is the 
lane of traffic headed in your same direc-
tion. Either of these avenues of escape 
requires moving forward and execut-
ing an immediate right angle turn left 
or right followed by another right angle 
turn around the rear of the car in front 
of you and into the narrow gap between 
your lane of traffic and whatever is beside 
it. Yes, it can be done and the position-
ing of the cones that make up the upper 
arms of the “T” shaped obstacle, provide 

In-Line Cones

Eliminator

END GATE

180 D
ecelerator

90 Degree

Decision
Maker

Offset Cones

Keyhole

Sickle

Circle
Weave

Figure
Eight

Building

Building

Dogleg

START

Northwest Motorcycle Instructional 
School general depiction of qualify-
ing course layout.

LIGHT ’EM UP!
The Rider’s Workshop

Appalachian Tours

Jim Ford
866-767-6900

ridersworkshop.com

The Art of Riding Smooth

We Make a Strong Case for Adventure Touring

PREMIUM
HAND BUILT
ALUMINUM
SIDE LOADING
PANNIERS

1.888.464.6494

WWW.MICATECH.NET

The Carolina’s 
oldest BMW
dealer

Service for all
BMW models

A complete line
of factory parts,
accessories
and riding
apparel

1431 Laurens Road
Greenville, SC 29607

(864)232-2BMW
touringsportbmw.com



August 2007    BMW OWNERS NEWS 67

the opportunity to learn and refine this 
essential survival skill.
 Another skill-building exercise based 
on a situation many of us have faced at one 
time or the other is the sudden appear-
ance of one or more road hazards under 
conditions where braking is not possible 
or practical. Extreme counter steering and 
swerving is the obvious resolution to this 
problem, and one which turned out to be 
a lot of fun.
 Beginning with some low-speed left 
and right swerves (rapid change of direc-
tion followed by a rapid return to the ini-
tial path of travel) in an unmarked area of 
the training range, we gradually increased 
speed and counter steering effort until 
we were rapidly changing direction by at 
least four feet with each swerve. Once we 
became comfortable with this technique, 
we moved to a section of the range where 
cones were arranged in an offset pattern 
which designated the point at which our 
straight line path was to be interrupted 
by our swerving around these cones, 
much as a downhill racer attacks a slalom 
run. The requirements for success in this 
exercise were a sustained speed of at least 
30 mph and no cones knocked over.
 At 30 mph, the distance between cones 
appears to get very, very short. I found the 
best way to establish a successful direc-
tion changing cadence was to trigger my 
steering effort by yelling into my helmet, 
BAM, BAM, BAM, BAM at one-second 
intervals. It was not unusual to hear the 
sound of scraping floor boards as riders 
reached the apex of each swerve.
 

For 3-1/2 days of the four-day course, 
much of our time was spent learn-
ing the required motorcycle con-
trol skills by attempting to master 

the intricacies of new riding challenges 
that were presented in a building block 
sequence. These challenges were in 
the form of exercises formed by traffic 
cones arranged in diabolical patterns. 
The afternoon of the last day would be 
spent in a timed challenge of an obstacle 
course consisting of 13 of these patterns 
having names such as the “Sickle,” “Key-
hole,” “Dogleg” and “Eliminator.” While 
running the course within the confines 
of the predetermined time limit, riders 
would also face the loss of points for 
knocked-over cones, putting a foot on the 
ground and dropping the bike. Although 
our jobs were not on the line, as is the 
case with the prospective motor patrol 
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officers who must successfully pass this 
challenge to be considered for perma-
nent two-wheeled duty, there was still 
the ego factor that made us all want to 
accomplish the task that faced us. (One 
could envision a cloud of testosterone 
hovering over the training site).
 Of the various obstacles, my per-
sonal nemesis was the Circle Weave. This 
exercise consisted of seven traffic cones 
arranged in a circle with an inner diame-
ter of 24 ft. The objective was to weave in 
and out of these cones, completing 1-1/2 
rotations of the circle. Of course, suc-
cessful completion meant, (1) no cones 
knocked over, (2) no feet on the ground, 
(3) no bike on its side. I must have tried 
this particular obstacle more than 50 
times during the course of training, and 
can remember very few successful runs, 
but I can assure you that each of these 
personal victories was SWEEEEET!
 Motorcycling has been a big part of 
my life for more than 35 years. It started 

as an off road activ-
ity that I could share 
with my preadoles-
cent son, morphed 
into an interesting 
way for my wife and 

me to visit numerous and varied parts of 
the world, and now that I am no longer 
punching a time clock, provides me with 
the mental and physical stimulation I 
need to keep each day interesting. (When 
I get older, I may take up golf.) Acquiring 
and maintaining riding skills is some-
thing I have always pursued, whether 
applying techniques learned by reading 
magazines and books by professional 
riders/trainers or participating in train-
ing courses. I only wish that this particu-
lar course had been available earlier on in 
my riding career when my more youthful 
physical faculties would have enabled me 
to more easily and effectively master the 
all-important and very subtle coordina-
tion of clutch, throttle and foot brake so 
necessary for this type of riding.
 For anyone who is the least bit intimi-
dated by U-turns, parking lot maneuvers, 
pulling out of driveways into moving 
traffic, or who would just like to be able 
to improve their riding skills by experi-

LIGHT ’EM UP!

encing some of the same training that 
many Police Motor Officers undergo, 
take this course, then be sure to practice 
what you will learn. 

C lasses are scheduled from March 
through October each year. 
training occurs over two succes-

sive Fridays and saturdays, 8:00 a.m. 
to 6:00 p.m. 
 to accommodate students from 
out of the local area, two or more 
classes are held each year in which 
training takes place over five succes-
sive days, with one rest day in the 
middle of the training schedule.
 the training facility is located in 
the seattle suburb of Renton, which 
is in close proximity to seattle-ta-
coma International Airport. Food and 
lodging accommodations are conve-
niently located nearby.
 to provide for an optimum train-
ing experience, the ratio of student 
to instructor in never more than 4:1.
 Additional information is avail-
able at: www.northwest-motorcycle.
com
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