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Proof of Concept

“...why not a 
SIDECAR?”

project photos and story by Al Latham
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continues next page

ransporting my son Jesse 
to activities meant a fair bit 
of time in the car. Thinking 

about ways to make the travel more 
fun, I thought about my motorcycle. 
But having Jesse ride on the back 
wasn’t an option because of his 
developmental disabilities. So 
the thought occurred – why not a 
sidecar? 

There on Craigslist was a very low 
mileage, reasonably priced Yamaha 
SR500 with sidecar. My wife Susan 
was cool to the idea at first, thinking 
that because of Jesse’s reluctance to 
try new things this was going to be 
an expensive experiment. I agreed, 
and started thinking about how 
to conduct this “experiment” at a 
lower cost, “proof of concept” level.  

Introducing Jesse to anything new, 
especially something that moves 
(he doesn’t like boats) is always a 
process. We couldn’t just show up 
with a sidecar rig and expect him 
to jump in. He would need to have 
a sidecar around for a while so he 
could get used to it. I started looking 
for a good, low cost used sidecar but 
with little success. 

It turned out that the local “knower 
of where all the motorcycle pieces 
are” Bryan Hayes just so happened 
to have an old Watsonian classic 
sidecar frame for sale, and building 
the tub would be a fun project for me. 
If it turned out that Jesse wouldn’t 
like riding in a sidecar I could sell it (top) Jesse during consruction; (above) Jesse and Al; 

(opposite) Jesse’s first ride

DBEAR Sidecar Works

Dan Browning • 1396 St. Rt. 725 West • Camden, OH 45311

Custom BMW 
Sidecar Fabrication, 
Engine Cutaways 
& Machine Shop 
Service, Sandblasting 
& Powder Coating, 
BMW Motorcycle  
Service & Repair BMW 
Motorcycles Since 1962

937-533-6964
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and probably (hopefully) not be out 
too much money. Plus building the 
tub would be a fun project.

The design phase began. Working 
with wood is something I could 
do so constructing it with plywood 
became the focus. Searching the 
internet, I wasn’t able to find any 
plans or specs for tub dimensions 
so I started taking measurements 
off the few sidecars I could find 
locally, spending a lot of time 
looking at sidecars on sidecar 

websites and Google Images, and 
asking questions on the sidecar.com 
forum (thanks guys!). I Decided 
on 3/8” plywood for the bottom 
and ¼” marine plywood for the 
rest.  Let construction begin!  Jesse 
watched the process and with a lot 
of encouragement, would sit in it at 
each stage of construction.  

As construction proceeded there 
were two other factors to be 
considered. First, I was going to 
need a different motorcycle as my 

Yamaha XT225 dual sport would 
not have enough power.  Having 
started riding bikes in the ‘60s, and 
having always liked the style and 
sound of the old British singles, 
I’d started fantasizing about the 
newer 500cc Royal Enfields – old 
style with modern improvements 
like fuel injection, electric start, 
etc.. Other factors were the facts 
that I’d never driven a sidecar rig, 
and that Washington state requires a 
3-wheel endorsement for sidecars. 
I signed up for a class with NW 
Motorcycle Training. It turned out 
that the sidecar rig they were usually 
able to get for the program wasn’t 
available, but one of the instructors 
brought along his Suzuki Cavalcade 
with 2 person sidecar for me to 
train on.  What a beast!  Trying to 
wield that 8’ wide rig through the 
cones was challenging but I was 
able to do it just well enough to 
get the certificate for the license 
endorsement.  

When I finished constructing the 
sidecar body I painted it green to 
match the British Racing green 
Royal Enfield I was trying to find. 
While I was waiting for my ‘dream 
bike’ to show up, I put casters on 
the bike side of the sidecar frame 
to move it around and to introduce 
Jesse to the sensation of the 
moving sidecar. I hitched a rope 
to the sidecar frame and started 
dragging it around the yard behind 
the riding lawnmower with him in 
it. Reluctance slowly gave way to 
tolerance.   I also gave him photo’s 
of sidecar rigs which he put on the 
wall of his room. Finally a beautiful 
chrome and red 2009 Royal Enfield 
G5 showed up on craigslist and I 
couldn’t resist. It meant repainting 
the sidecar to match the bike, but 
Jesse likes red and this helped him 
‘bond’ with it.

Attaching the sidecar to the bike 
with the limited assortment of 
connection pieces that came with 

continued from page 21
Al attaches the sidecar frame.
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the frame was beyond my capability 
at home so good friend Randy 
Charrier (Eaglemount Marine and 
Salvage – “We cheat the other guy 
and pass the savings on to you…”) 
came to the rescue. Setting it up in 
his shop, we took a stab at getting 
the proper lean out and toe in. With 
a few homemade brackets we were 
able to use the connecting gear that 
came with the frame and cobble it 
all together. Now the moment of 
truth. Though I had fairly extensive 
solo riding experience the only 
sidecar rig I’d ridden was during 
the training course. Heading out 
from Randy’s I experienced the 
low speed wobble that can be 

a common characteristic, but it 
decreased as the speed increased – 
the “terror/fun” ratio was way over 
on the “terror” side at this point. We 
increased the tire inflation from the 
solo spec’s and that helped quite a 
bit, and the “terror/fun” (T/F) ratio 
inched over towards the “fun” 
side. Fortunately I’d made contact 
with the Sidestrider himself, Doug 
Bingham, and he’d sent info for 
using a VW bug steering damper to 
address the wobble issue. Fitting the 
steering damper from the sidecar 
frame to a bracket at the top of 
the forks completely got rid of the 
wobble, and the T/F ratio was now 
completely over to the ‘fun” side. 

Somehow, through dumb luck and/
or proper alignment of the planets 
or something, we hit the setup just 
about right.

Riding the rig with sandbag 
passenger, I became more and 
more comfortable with the ins and 
outs of sidecars.  Now, would Jesse 
ride in it?  He’d been sitting in the 
sidecar occasionally, and we had 
talked about it. We even watched 
YouTube videos of sidecars. Finally 
I broached the subject of a short 
ride down the driveway but he was 
resistant.  Randy came over for a test 
ride, and when we got back I asked 
Jesse if he wanted a ride. “No” he 
said - and jumped in!    Seeing 
Randy in it had done the trick.  We 
took a short ride and he tolerated it.  
He enjoys “safety rules” so putting 
on the red helmet and fastening the 
seatbelt was another attraction.   A 
few days later we took another ride, 
only went farther than he expected 
(about 4 miles).  He wasn’t real 
happy about it (to put it mildly) but 
tolerated it. Later I said “Let’s go to 
the Chimacum Corner store for ice 
cream” and he agreed. This would 
be the test – our first ride on the 
highway at 40-50 mph, for 14 miles. 
He did it! When we got home he told 
Susan “That was easy”. Since then, 
whenever I’ve given him the option 
of car or sidecar, he invariably says 
(with enthusiasm) “Sidecar”! 

Concept proved! 

Sidecar mower
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