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The Rob Vine Rickman Métisse   
          by his brother Alex Vine 
 
The ‘bike you see here is a Rickman Métisse 
framed Norton Atlas 750, with a 5 speed ‘box, 
assembled by Rickmans as a rolling frame in June 
1972 for its first owner, Steve Skinner, of Geddinge 
Farm, Lydden, Kent. Steve was one of Rob’s 
closest friends, and Geddinge Farm is the location 
of Lydden Hill Racing Circuit, a few miles outside 
Dover in Kent. This was Rob’s local circuit where 
he learnt most of his early lessons. 
 
The engine now installed is thought to be of 1970 
vintage and currently contains a 2S cam, (1S is road 
spec, 4S is extreme race, but the latter was rarely 
used due to reliability problems,) high compression pistons, twin 32mm Amal Mk1 concentric 
carbs. Drive is via a transfer chain and dry multiplate clutch to a separately housed 5 speed gearbox, 
thought to be by Quaife in this example.) 
 
Steve, having spent all his money on it, had to save up for an engine, so the bike didn’t make its 
debut until early 1973. He continued to run the bike both locally and across the South of England 
for the next three years, enjoying some success along the way, most notably 3rd overall in the 
Marlboro Championship one year. 
In the autumn of 1975 Steve sold the Norton to Rob, again without the engine, and Rob spent the 
winter rebuilding it to the highest spec he could afford, including a 4S cam.  
It is believed his first race was at Lydden at the Triumph Owners / Astra club weekend meeting in 
April. He came home intact, and promptly loaded everything into a van and set off entirely on his 
own for the next meeting at Snetterton. He returned with the “Best Novice” trophy, his first, and 
again he and the bike were undamaged. Several people suggested he’d nicked the trophy!  
 
The Vine family have a few cups and trophies that were won on this Norton: 
 
9/4/77 Lydden   Bantam Racing Club trophy Open 1000cc 1st & 3rd 

10/4/77 Lydden                ? wooden thing            ? 1st B  
 
23/4/77 Snetterton  ? trophy  1st & 2nd 

24/4/77 Snetterton       BMCRC small silver mug  1000cc 3rd 

24/4/77 Snetterton       BMCRC small silver mug #2  1000cc 3rd 

24/4/77 Snetterton       BMCRC large silver mug  1000cc 1st 

 
7/5/77 Brands Hatch       BMCRC large silver tankard  1000cc 1st 

 
29/5/77 Lydden  ? wooden thing   2nd A 
 
There are a few others that don’t have dates on them, but they are of a type, with the wooden 
trophies, being handed out at Lydden around this time. 
 
Regular visitors to Snetterton may remember Rob’s signature move of straightening Russells by 
taking a wide line in, cutting across the concrete infield and thereby being on the power about 30 
yards earlier than everyone else going onto what is now called Senna Straight. After Rob had 
graduated to a Yamaha TZ350 he continued the practice and on one occasion Keith Huewen lost a 
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race to Rob by a few feet as a result. Years later Keith mentioned it to one of Rob’s mates, (Rob 
Sewell,) so it clearly made an impression on him. Rob’s racing notebook records the incident thus:  
 
“Snett Newmkt. 30th April ‘78. 45 miles. Used 
“D” pipes. Now only fractionally slower than 
Paul’s (Paul Todd?) Rev counter OK (had been 
very erratic for several meetings for no reason) 
15:36 gearing. 9th in 1st race due to bad start due 
to no confidence due to wet track. 1st in 2nd race 
beat Hewen (sic) on last corner. 2nd in 3rd race 
couldn’t beat Tony. Fell at Esses, front end slid 
out on wet patch while second in last race. Carb 
flooding cured. Starting perfect. Won £18 best lap 
1.16.4”) 
 
The results were beginning to come steadily now, 
but it was becoming obvious that Rob was faster 
than the Norton; he needed something more modern. The very first entry in Rob’s racing notebook 
is “Bike acquired 14/6/76. Crank, Clutch, cases 200 miles.” We have been puzzled by this for a 
long time, but it has eventually dawned on us that it is an error. The notebook is essentially a 
maintenance record for the two-stroke race bikes, and that 1st entry has been added later in a slightly 
different pen. It would seem that he wrote ‘76, but meant ’77. It is a fact, however, that after that 
date the Norton was never used again. The May ’77 trophy from Lydden in the list above is the last 
clear evidence that we have of the Norton’s use. After a clutch failure it was dismantled, 
presumably for repair, but instead it stayed in bits for a quarter of a century.  
 
The “acquired bike” referred to above was a used Yamaha TZ350. The TZ was first used at Brands 
on 18th/19th June ‘77, and it was on that first TZ that he made his first appearance at the Isle of Man, 
in the Senior race of the 1977 Manx GP. 
 

The Restoration. 
 
2010 will see the 25th anniversary of Rob’s death at the age of 30 during the 1985 TT Senior race. 
After his death a Nobles Hospital Gift Account was set up in his name to provide medical 
equipment for doctors, paramedics and marshals who provide medical services at the TT, MGP and 
indeed all Manx motorsport events. The Rob Vine Fund Gift Account became Registered Charity 
No 954 [ Isle of Man ] in 2005. I don’t really know what we, the family, expected the fund to do in 
the long-term really, but we need not have worried. From day one it has been run by Dr. David 
Stevens MBE who has never missed a chance to promote the fund and today it is the cornerstone of 
medical provision for all motorsport events on the Island. See www.mms.org.im/robvinefund/ 
 
The 25th anniversary seemed to me to be something that needed marking. I had been tripping over 
the remains of Rob’s first race bike for many years and had been thinking, for a while, having it 
restored and auctioned for the Fund would be as good a way of doing that as any. 
 
After Malcolm Wheeler of Mortons Media Group Ltd kindly published an appeal in Classic Racer 
asking for help with the restoration, we were contacted by Peter Allen of Whitfield, near Dover. He 
has extensive “form” in restoring old British bikes. If you’ve ever been to the National Motorcycle 
Museum at Solihull (close to the NEC & Birmingham Airport) you’ll have seen an example of his 
work, (a Matchless G50.) 
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I delivered the bike to Peter in Feb ’09. As you can see from these pictures, it was a motorbike in 
name only… I wasn’t going to have the time to contribute anything more than money and an 
occasional decision to this restoration, but Peter seemed unconcerned. 

 
Peter set to, sorting through the trays and 
trying to identify any missing parts, or 
anything that was beyond repair. In the end all 
that was missing was a brake caliper, clutch 
hub, oil filler cap and the usual selection of 
easily lost fiddly bits that you don’t find out 
about until you get to re-assembling 
something. I can usually lose those in a matter 
of days, so it’s a minor miracle that after more 
than 25 years and two house moves, so little 
had escaped.  
 
Needing somewhere to start, and with it being 
cold outside, the wheels were chosen as a starting point, and duly stripped, inspected, polished and 
reassembled. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We had several sets of forks to choose from so work progressed, but it was clear there was a big 
decision just around the corner… Pete was quietly building up a completely restored suspension 
system, but it deserved to be hung on something rather prettier than the scruffy frame sitting in the 
corner of the ‘shop. Something had to be done. Many of you reading this will be smiling at this 
point, having been there yourselves. We had a nickel plated frame that had a fair amount of surface 
corrosion on it. There was no major pitting, but enough that merely polishing it would ensure it 
would never be as nice as the rest of the ‘bike. The obvious solution would seem to be to re-plate it. 
The problem with that, is the the old nickel would have to be removed beforehand as it isn’t 
possible to plate over the top of it apparently, (I don’t know, ask a chemist!) The only effective way 
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to do that is to dip the frame in a very aggressive acid bath. The history books of ‘bike restoration 
are littered with restorations that stalled at this point, as the acid doesn’t only eat the nickel, it has a 
good go at the frame itself (in this case Reynolds 531 tubing, popular at the time for top of the range 
bicycles.) It is not unknown for frames to come out of this process unable to support the weight of 
the powertrain… 
 
Several days went by while I tried to make a decision. Anyone who has watched me try to choose 
between tea & coffee will know where that was leading… 
 
Not for the first time (or last) in this project, Peter sensibly looked to Road Star Cycles of Dover 
(01304 202881) for advice.  
'They arranged for the frame to be internally steam cleaned to remove any oil traces before having it 
stripped and re-plated resulting in the exemplary job you will see if you get close to it.  
This in turn resolved another 
decision we had been batting about, 
namely whether to return the bike to 
its original oil tank-in-frame 
arrangement, or restore the very 
home made separate tank system that 
Rob had created for it. Now that we 
knew the frame was clean inside, and 
oil tight, we went with originality, 
not least because we didn’t have the 
home-made oil tank. 
 
This all tied up nicely with Pete’s 
hard work on the suspension, as now 
he had something worthy to start 
hanging bits on. (I probably 
shouldn’t mention it here, but my background is in car restoration, and this is the first bike 
restoration that I’ve had any dealings with. I really like the way that bikes reach a point where you 

feel you’re getting somewhere much earlier 
in the process!) 
 
About now, Pete had to put the ‘bike to one 
side and get on with a planned house 
extension, with only a few auto-jumbles to 
sustain him through a summer of domestic 
upheaval. 
 
Forward in time now to Christmas 2009 and 
the extension is more or less complete. Time 
to get back out to the garage and start fitting 
the oddments bought at the Cheltenham 
‘jumble… 
 

After assembling the rolling frame and offering various bits up to it to make sure that everything 
fitted, Pete turned his attention to the engine and ‘box. 
 
We were again apparently spoiled for choice as we had a range of cylinder heads and major engine 
parts, but most of them fell by the wayside after a proper inspection. (Heads with loads of cooling 
fins missing etc.)  
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After Pete noticed that one of the 
heads was fitted with lightened valves 
and uprated valve springs etc the 
choice came a bit easier. The block 
had a brand new piston in it already, 
and was in basically good condition. 
This is more than a little remarkable 
given that the outhouse where the 
mechanical parts of the ‘bike had been 
hibernating had had several inches of 
water in it during the Great Floods that 
happened in this corner of the country 
in early 2001. As soon as I realised, I 
had lifted everything up out of the 
water but all the same I was deeply 
worried when Pete started to work on 
the gearbox and bottom end of the 
engine. Once again my fears proved 
unfounded, as there was no sign of its 
ducking when all the covers came off. 
 
So now things were really moving 
forwards. The engine (sans head) was 
offered into the frame, gearbox 
attached, Pete’s repaired and restored 
chain-guard attached, and we were 
getting to the point where Pete starts 
muttering about “getting it running.” 
 
I say “repaired and restored” because it 
looks as if the cause of the final, 
permanent retirement was a clutch 
failure and probably not a mild one 
either. It’s not obvious in the picture 
but there are several repairs to the 
chain-guard around the clutch, and 
most of the remaining clutch 
components showed signs of a “full” 
life, well lived… At about this point 
Pete went for a well deserved 
fortnight’s holiday. 
The original distributor contained little 
of use. What had been in there had 
turned to a solid lump of rust, but it 
looked as if a few of the vital parts had 
been lost even before that happened. A 
solution arrived in the form of a new 
Moira electronic ignition system 
supplied by Mistral Engineering (020 
8501 2161.) This is about the only 
concession to modernity that Pete has 
made in the whole job.  
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It fits entirely within the distributor, so 
the only visible sign of the conversion 
is a couple of small wires running up 
the frame tube to the coil, battery etc, 
and the control unit mounted just 
ahead of the battery.  
 
We next spoke on the telephone about 
a month later, and I was made up to 
hear that it was running! Evidently 
Pete had reached that point in the 
rebuild where the end is in sight, and 
you start running for the finish. 
 
 
 
Pete claims that his knees are 
not what they used to be, so 
when the great day came, he sat 
on the thing while several keen 
amateurs pushed him around 
his sleepy cul-de-sac. The Atlas 
has a huge amount of 
compression, and duly refused 
to burst into life until a former 
biker and now rugby playing 
neighbour appeared.  
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The Norton clearly knew when it was bested and duly started. A quick look at the exhaust in the 
picture will give you an idea of what that sounded like, if there was ever any doubt. To avoid a 
central role in an am-dram remake of the Wicker Man, Pete wisely shut it off. 
 
With the Bike running, Pete’s work was more or less done, but it wasn’t running particularly well, 
and a set-up was clearly needed. One sunny Sunday evening Rob’s old mates Quentin Hadfield and 
Steve Skinner were rounded up, and the Norton was trailered to a quiet strip of private road outside 
Dover. 
 
After a bit of experienced 
pushing it fired. A check of 
the ignition timing showed 
no problems, but we had a 
small fuel leak and then 
broke the remaining 
original fuel tap. One of the 
carbs was leading the other 
quite seriously, and there 
was no kill switch (and no 
sign of it’s ever having had 
one.) Steve was rightly 
unwilling to try riding the 
thing as it was, so it was 
returned to Pete’s for 
fettling and we agreed to 
try again the following 
Sunday. 
 
This time all was well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Steve Skinner on board again for the first time in more than 33 years. 
The nice fairing, perspex screen and seat were all removed or swapped for old tatty ones to prevent 
damage. 
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(L – R, Quentin Hadfield, Steve Skinner and ace restorer Peter Allen.) So that’s it, how to restore a 
Norton Métisse without getting your hands dirty… 
 
All this is of course leading somewhere. To mark the anniversary of Rob’s death in a crash at the 
Black Dub during the 1985 Senior TT, it seemed a good reason to drag the Norton out of its 
hibernation, get it restored and auction it in aid of the fund. To that end, there will be an auction 
after the evening prize giving for the Classic races at this year’s Manx GP meeting on Wednesday 
1st September in the Villa Marina, Douglas. If you’ve ever wanted to own a classic Norton racer, get 
yourself to the MGP, and remember to pack your chequebook. 
Sealed bids will be accepted in advance and can be sent to Dr. David B. Stevens MBE, 
The Hoggery, Nobles Park, Douglas, Isle of Man IM2 4BD 
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                    technical details: 
 
Frame: Rickman Métisse No 992 - R - Date 6/72  Oil filled: 5 pints approx. 
Primary chain oiler feed in O/S rear subframe : 1/2�pint. 

Engine Number: 20M3S 147362    Bore: 73mm (+20) 

Stroke: 89mm.   750cc     Camshaft: 2S 

Polished and balanced flywheels and con-rods  Engine sprocket: 21T 

Gearbox sprocket: 19T     Rear wheel sprocket: 52T 

Carbs: Twin 32mm Amal Mk1 Concentrics  Mainjet: 260.  

Needle jet: 106.      Pilot jet: 25. 

Slide: No 3 cutaway.      Needle clip: bottom groove. 

Ignition: Moira electronic by Mistral Engineering timed at 28 degrees BTDC.  

Powered by 12v battery through 6v coils (negative earth), no charging system. 
 
Spares to be sold with the Norton are all unrestored but potentially serviceable and sold “as is” :- 
3 Cylinder heads    1 Clutch basket (almost complete) + 8 friction plates  

2 Tuning-side cases    Various rockers, valves, springs and pushrods 

Engine plates     Engine stand 

2 Amal Mkl concentric 32mm carbs  2 cutaway bellmouths 

2 twist grips     2 Engine sprockets (21T+23T) 

2 Alloy rear sprockets (42T+44T)  5 Norton Roadholder forklegs (3 short + 2 long) 

5 Finned exhaust pipe locking nuts  1 Fairing top section 

4 Fairing lower section halves (2 pairs)   Side mounting battery tray 

1 Seat (no pad)     1 Rev counter + cable + drive 

1 steering damper bracket   2 Rear shockers 

Various oil pipes. gaskets, cables, nuts, bolts and fairing brackets     
 
Pete Allen, Ace Restorer, 
11 Grace Meadow 
Bewsbury Cross Lane 
Whitfield 
CT16 3HA  01304 821 691 
 
Road Star Cycles, (John & Steve) 
Victoria Pk Mews 
Dover, Kent 
CT16 1QP  01304 202 881  www.roadstarcycles.co.uk 
 
Mistral engineering, (Moira ignition supplied free, rrp £80ish)  
Unit 12, Taylors 
Gravel Lane 
Chigwell, Essex 
IG7 6DQ  020 8501 2161 
 
Alex Vine 
50 Whitstable Road 
Canterbury 
CT2 8DJ  01227 470 986  
 
Thanks also to the Isle of Man Steam Packet Company for FREE ferry passage of van with bike. 
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