Benelli’s 50cc beauty
proved no match in
the 1962 tiddler

by Peter Dobson

FIFTY ccroad racing broke out in Italy
in 1945, or thereabouts, and was
gathering momentum, if not a lot of
speed, by the time the British got into
the act some eight years later on Britax
Hurricanes. Britax imported the Ducati
Cucciolo, a motorised bicycle with an
overhead valve pull-rod engine, and they
built a batch of racing fifties using the
ingenious Ducati engines in specially
constructed frames. Elegantly wrapped
in fairings they looked not unlike the
works Gileras, but they were capable of
little more than 30mph which was hardly
blowing up a storm, although thcy made
a fearful noise.

Possibly because we arc, comparatively
speaking, a fairly well hecled, well built,
race, we British have a tendency to be
disdainful of small motorcycles — the 98cc
James Comet, which was very likeable,
could be the object of derision — and it
was largely left to the Italians and
Japanese, with profitable home markets
for small capacity machines, to cvolve
the 50cc racing motor cycle to the point
where even hulking Anglo Saxons began
to take them seriously.

During the 1950s the Italian Federation
created a national S0cc Championship,
based on hillclimbs rather than on circuit
races, and this was always won by
four-stroke Motoms, until it was
snatched away from them by a ‘double
knocker’ Demm. Of the other main
protagonists Itoms concentrated their
best efforts on the cxport private rider
market for their two stroke products,
and their machincs were raced in 1961 in
the Coupe d” Europe series, when events
were held in Belgium, Germany,
Holland, Yugoslavia, and Spain, while
Benelli, with their simple two strokes,
had some limited success in Italian
events without resorting to enclosure.
There was little or no cross fertilization
of development between Japan and
Italy, but the Japanese would soon be
streets ahead having had Walter
Kaaden’s secret two-stroke formula
presented to them on a platter when
Ernst Degner defected from MZ.

1962 saw the introduction of the 50cc
World Championship, and this elevation
to respectability not only forced the pace
of 50cc racing, leaving the poor Italians
for dead, it also brought about a great
improvement in the safety and reliability
of racing two strokes of all sizes. I can do
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& Hal pthwanaaséﬂdO the pretty little
- 50cc Benelli during the 1962 TT. His left

hand operated a twist-grip gearchange
to the standard road-bike four speed
- box. Bryans managed only 15th place
at 58.90mph for the two lap race.

no better than to quote Vic Willoughby

. . ‘it was the 50cc championship in
1962 that put the two stroke engineers on
the track of the improved stamina they
needed to be really competitive.
Spending so much time flat out, the tiny
new engines were expected to register a
new low in the reliability stakes. They
did just the opposite, and it was clear
that their smaller pistons ran cooler,
their cylinders distorted less and their big
ends were not so highly stressed. The
lesson was rammed home when cylinder
size was halved as Suzuki switched from
50cc singles to twins and improved both
stamina and power’.

Less significantly, perhaps, 1962 also
saw the importation by Fron Purslow,
the Shropshire rider/agent, of one, or
maybe two, ex-works Benelli fifties, in
addition to two ex-works 250s, and
according to a snippet under the heading
of ‘Sports Gossip’ in ‘Motor Cycling’

dated February 1, 1962, two more
ex-works grand prix Benelli fifties were
on the way to ‘Eire Benelli distributor
John Arnold. Both will be raced
wherever possible, including the TT, one
ridden by Joe Wood, a well known
member of the Continental circus, the
other possibly by an Ttalian to be
nominated by Benelli’,

Fratelli Benelli G, F, & C — Pesaro,
had given up on racing when Dario
Ambrosini, their only rider, was killed at
Albi in 1951 during practice for the
French Grand Prix. Suprisingly, Les
Graham made a brief appearance on
what was basically another 1939 Benelli.
in 1952, and then they dropped out
altogether until 1959 when they built two
up-dated 250cc singles, one of them a
‘desmo’ model. In 1961 they built four
racing fifties for works riders, to be races
in national events; Silvio Grassetti. the
factory’s development rider, bemng
responsible for this 50cc venturs.

One expects a works bike to be peemn
special, but in fact the four works S5
were very ordinary indeed. The aals
special thing about them — apar Sem e







