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THE ENTHUSIAST

BY TAMARA WARREN
Norton makes meticulous, state-of-the-art hand-built motorcycles — 
a tradition that dates back to the late nineteenth century. The brand 
has proven its capabilities through the precision and sleek looks of 
its Commando 961 line up, a name that’s already a Norton classic.

Stuart Garner, a UK businessman and motorcycle enthusiast, 
resurrected the Norton nameplate in 2008 and returned the 
company to its British roots. The new Norton Commando debuted 
at the 2009 Festival of Speed. “The Commando was a bit of a game-
changer with the engine, performance, reliability and the handling of 
the motorcycle and it remained an incredibly successful model for 
the brand for nine or ten years and sold tens and tens of thousands 
of bikes,” he says. The return of the Norton motorcycle is not a 
matter of nostalgic folly. The Commando lineup includes three 
contemporary and very powerful motorcycles — the 961 SF, the 
Café Racer and the 961 Sport.

The history stands as a benchmark for the modern machines made 
by Norton’s skilled craftsmen. Older iconic models are displayed 
at the U.K. company headquarters, where Norton focuses on its 
future with a talented cadre of motorcycle builders. The company 
headquarters are located at Donington Hall, a majestic countryside 
estate that spans 25 acres housing the design center and including 
a modern production facility. 
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Photo above: The Norton Domiracer, the company’s latest special edition, offered in a collection 
limited to 50. Right: Donington Hall, the company’s new headquarters. 

“We actually have one of the first bikes we ever made in 1902 in our 
collection, so we’ve got a huge heritage that makes us stand out,” Garner 
says. “But in the modern day the main reason we stand out is that we hand-
build every bike here, in the factory at Donington Hall in Britain.” 

Norton’s pedigree dates back to its founder. James Lansdowne Norton, a 
bicycle builder, established the company in 1898 in Birmingham, England 
and built the first Norton motorcycle in 1902. However, Norton struggled 
to find footing with his bespoke business. In 1912, creditors took over 
and stabilized Norton Motors. By the late 1920s, Norton was thriving. Its 
teams were strong contenders in the motorcycle racing circuits, a streak 
that continued throughout the 1930s. “With over sixty team awards, forty 
premiers, including two outright wins in the Scottish plus three solo wins 
and five sidecar wins in the Experts, no other manufacturer could approach 
these achievements,” the Norton Owners Club writes in a historical 
overview of the brand. The company shifted gears to support military efforts 

during World War. II. The company eventually returned its strategy toward 
commercial interests. In 1967, the iconic Commando made its debut and 
the company reached its 20th century height. 

Even when the brand stopped making new models in the 80s and 90s 
(CQ), the indelible imprint of the legendary racing bike has never quite 
withered — there are over 50 Norton owners clubs around the world. 
Now enthusiasts have a chance to experience the culture of Norton first 
hand at the new factory. “Each bike is made specifically for the customer,” 
Garner says. “We let customers have a choice of any color that they want. 
We encourage people to send in an (image) of how they’d like the bike to 
look, and we’ll send that off to the paint shop and we’ll paint anything for 
them.” Then there are the options for personalized finishes and seating 
configurations. Buying Norton is more akin to purchasing a bespoke suit on 

Saville Row than the traditional dealer experience. Customers, who range 
in age from 24 to 82, travel to Donington Hall to observe the build process. 
This work is often highly personalized. The company is involved in numerous 
charities including the British Limbless Ex-Service Men Association, and 
has designed custom bikes for disabled veterans. 

The line up of Norton motorcycles represents the brand’s history including 
the hand-polished aluminium engine covers and the fuel tank. “They’re 
hand-polished in England so they’re cast out of aluminium and then they’re 
taken out of the foundry and machined to get the internal surfaces to 
tolerance. When that’s done, they go off to be hand-polished and a guy on 
a buffer wheel will polish all of the casting imperfections out until we’ve 
achieved a mirror finish in the engine cases.” Then there’s the cast of 
the iconic Norton logo. While the design has legendary design cues, the 
engineering is decidedly contemporary. Norton’s motorcycles also possess 
powerful engines. The most powerful to date is the Norton Commando 

961 SF, which is equipped with a 961cc parallel twin with hydraulic push-
rod valve actuation, dry sump, 3-bearing crank, balancer shaft and cassette 
gear box. 

Norton continues to grow its ambitions through the prowess of its factory 
race team. In fact, Norton plans to debut the Norton SG3 TT race bike at 
the 2014 Isle of Man TT Races in June and eventually make it a road-going 
bike. It’s always about moving the envelope forward for a company that’s 
long rode deliciously close to the edge. “If you look at a bike or a car from 
the 1920s, today it bears no resemblance,” says Garner. “But if you look at 
each one backwards, you can see it kind of morphing into the next design 
and it’s quite a linear process of one to the other.” Norton plans to add 
a new chapter to that legacy, as it paves the road for motorcycles of the 
future and stays true to its British racing roots. 
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“EACH BIKE IS MADE SPECIFICALLY FOR THE 
CUSTOMER,” GARNER SAYS. BUYING A NORTON IS 

MORE AKIN TO PURCHASING A BESPOKE SUIT 
ON SAVILLE ROW. 

Norton owner Stuart Garner on the Salt Flats. Garner holds the land speed record on a rotary.
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