Open Road

Choosing

HY DO WE choose the bikes we
do? It's a question the OEMs
have been asking themselvesfor-

ever. My suspicionisthat it hasalot to do
with the stories we make up for ourselves;
stories that serve to sort out all the people,
places and things in our lives. It's not
rational. Focus groupsare missing the point.

Here's my theory: In essence, we're all
novelists. Perhaps after years of watching
too many TV reruns, we're quick to con-
coct dramatic plot linestofit thefew known
factswe might have about any subject and,
without any corroboration, leap to the con-
clusion that we “know” the whole story.

Pick any subject. Well, for our purposes,
pick any motorcycle. Themore popular the
brand, themorelikely that we' Il have made
up some good stories about it, so rather than
sidetrack my argument by runningintoirra
tional prejudice, I'll make up afictitious
brand. But imagine any brand you know.

Thisbrand hasalong andillustrious his-
tory. Some riders are drawn to it particu-
larly for thisfact, perhaps for nationalistic
qualities that they admire in its country of
origin. One of the qualities of our made-up
stories is that they make us feel powerful,
they differentiate us from others. We usu-
aly don't admit it, but, “I’m right, you're
wrong” is the meaning they convey. So,
“Mine is better than yours,” might be the
story of our motorcycle. Separating our-
selves from othersisaway to control feel-
ings of being lost in the crowd. By
identifying ourselveswith asmaller subset
of the group, we avoid being dominated by
the majority and can even feel superior,
achieving our own sense of domination.
Depending on our need for belonging with
agroup we want to join, we may choose a
motorcycle regardless of its mechanical
goodness, smply because ownership will
insure our acceptance.

How powerful is this need? One of our
contributors, who shall remain nameless,
routinely has businesswith the ownersof a
particular brand. So awkward isthe subject
of hisownership of adifferent brand, that he
would rather hide the fact than deal with
their “mineisbetter than yours’ storiesand
attitudes. Y esterday, he told methat he has
decided to sell his motorcycle to buy one
that will be accepted by thisgroup. At least
he can admit it. Most of the time, our true
motivations are hidden, cloaked in justifi-
cations—more stories.

Because of thisgroup psychology, some
of the storieswe share don’t even need to be
verbalized. Everyoneknowsthat Brand X is
the product of a country whose engineers
arelegendary for their...domination.

Of course, these are relatively harmless
games when it comes to motorcycles,
although they must frustrate the product
plannersto no end. Regardlessof how many
Pavlovian cues they may incorporate into
products, meant to pull the buyers of
another brand onto their bikes, the mythic
hold of our storiesisnot so easily broken.

The real problem is when we make up
stories about other people. By simple asso-
ciation, we can attribute all sortsof qualities
to people we hardly know. My picture
above, aboard the BMW R1150GSisaper-
fect example. Just after | became editor, |
had correspondence with severa readers
who assumed all sorts of things about me
because they had pre-existing stories about
BMW owners. | wasoneof “them.” But, in
fact, I'venever owned aBMW. | chosethe
image based on thefact that if | could have
afforded one, the GS was the most impres-
sive bike | had tested the year that photo
was taken. The problem with making up
Stories, and I’ m sure you associate with peo-
ple who have made up stories about you
without knowing you—perhaps because
you own a motorcycle—is that the stories
prevent usfrom ever knowing the other per-
son. Although they offer the payoff of mak-
ing us feel self-righteous and immune to
domination, the downside is that they iso-
late us. We can' t share oursel ves with peo-
plewe ve boxed up in stories. And, for the
obsessively judgmental persondlity, it can
be so extremethat it becomesaform of soli-
tary confinement that killsthejoy of living
and ruinson€ shealth. Can you think of any
of your acquaintances that describes?

Obviously, most of MCN's readers are
considerably more open-minded, or they
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would cancel their subscriptionswholesale
every time we aired any criticism of their
favorite brand. But the point is that being
judgmenta in this way, whether it’'s about
motorcycles, people, places or thingsis a
trap. Inour sense of superiority and disdain,
we are locked up in a prison of our own
making. We can't breathe the fresh air of
new experiences, make new friends, or try
new motorcycles.

I’m not suggesting that any of you are
such ahard case as I’ ve described, but the
tendency to make up storiesis very subtle.
We often do it without noticing that we' ve
doneit. Take alook at all the relationships
inyour life, and seeif you can find onethat
isn't working. Do you have a particularly
convincing story about that person? Do you
wish that person would change? Can you
seethat your story doesn’t allow any possi-
bility for themto beany different with you?

Obviously, I"'m writing from personal
experience. It took some extraordinary
coaching, but | cameto my own realization
about stories some five years ago. Things
opened up for mein miraculouswayswhen
I let go of my stories. It gave me the cour-
age to repair important relationships, and
opportunities appeared that | wouldn't have
believed possible before.

I’'m not a psychologist, although my
father had a distinguished career in psy-
choanalysis, so the subject isnatural to me.
I’'m only suggesting that if we let go of our
judgementsand stories, we' || see how much
we have in common with one another and
our liveswill bericher asaresult.

Motorcyclingisaninspiring activity, rich
with colorful characters and true individu-
dists, thrilling in its physical challenges,
thought-provoking in its elegant engineer-
ing and full of opportunitiesto sharein its
community.

I’'m truly blessed to spend my time shar-
ing this magazine with all of you each
month. Y our letters constantly reveal what
aunigueresourcethismagazineis, and how
much you value what we strive to do.

MCN istruly acommunity effort. When
you ask, “issomeone el se having thisprob-
lem?’ and others respond, as a group we
generate knowledgethat can befoundinno
other way. | love that.

| just wanted you to know that | value
truth more than stories, and you can count
on meto keep your faithin MCN. Cheers!
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—Dave Searle
Editor



