MOTORING

A Royal revival?
On the sweeping roads surrounding Santa
Cruz in California, Robb Report UK climbs
aboard Royal Enfield’s new 650 Twins to
discover whether this regal motorcycle
marque really can become king of the road
by Hugh Francis Anderson
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hat do you think of Royal Enfield?” It’s
a question asked by many motorcyclists
over the years, and one that so often
prompts the response, “Not much”.
Until now, that is. Thanks to the
marque’s CEO and MD, Siddhartha Lal,
the era of Royal Enfield apathy is waning at a rapid rate.
The story of Royal Enfield is one inundated with heritage
and prestige. Though it started life in 1851 as a sewing-needle
manufacturer, by the late 1890s it was producing its own bicycles
alongside firearm components for the Royal Small Arms Factory,
the latter inspiring its everlasting Made Like A Gun motto. By
1901, it was building small-capacity motorcycles, and a series of
key contracts throughout both the First and Second World Wars
solidified its position in the British motorcycle industry.
A pivotal change for Royal Enfield came in 1955 when it
partnered with Madras Motors in modern-day Chennai, India.
Indian production began in earnest to fulfil the needs of the
police and military, but it soon became the machine of choice
for civilians. Out-engineered by its competitors, Royal Enfield
ceased UK operations in 1970.
Though many Royal Enfield models have been and gone, its
500cc single-cylinder Bullet has been a staple of the marque
since 1953 and has remained relatively unchanged for the past
40 years. Needless to say, it could not withstand the rate of
motorcycle development across Europe and the USA, and as
a result its reputation outside of India slowly plummeted. But
times are changing, and the new Interceptor and Continental GT
are every ounce the modern motorcycles they need to be.

The author finds Royal Enfield’s new
models to be on the marque in Santa Cruz
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And this is all due to Lal’s unwavering
dedication to bringing Royal Enfield to the
fore once again. When Eicher Motors, his
family’s monolithic company, consumed
Royal Enfield in 1994, it was teetering on
the edge of collapse. But when Lal became
CEO in 2000 at just 26 years old, he
staunchly worked on turning the company
around. He opened a R&D facility in
Bruntingthorpe, Leicestershire, in 2015
and enlisted the help of trusted industry
experts to rebrand Royal Enfield as a
modern motorcycle manufacturer. The
result? The two-cylinder 650 Twins.
“We were very keen to do a Twin – it’d
been on our minds for quite a while,
but we felt that we needed to add a lot
of capability to do it well,” Lal tells me.
“The other part of it was that we wanted
to create a motorcycle aimed at a global
audience again. While India is our home
market, we wanted something that would
suit the UK and Europe, the USA, Latin
America and Asia, too, so we needed to
turn the entire development process on
its head.” Indeed, from producing as few
as 20,000 motorcycles when Lal took
over, the company aims to produce close
to a million motorcycles by the end of
2019. That’s a 50-fold increase in under
20 years. Is this just the start? “For sure,”
says Lal. “There’s nothing like the Twins
on the market at the moment. If you look
at where other brands are, then you have
to beat them at their game, but if you
create something new, then you are the
captain of that. We’ve done it in the past
and our success has come from being
completely different.”
And so, to the bikes. While both
models share the same chassis and
engine, they feel like wholly different
machines. In true Enfield fashion, both
iterations are inspired by past models.
For the Interceptor, look no further
than the original Steve McQueen-esque
Interceptor, first launched in 1960,
while the GT stems from the original
250cc version created in 1963 to appease
London’s booming cafe-racer scene.
Though a 535cc variation of the GT was
released in 2013, it’s best not to talk about
that one too much.
On the road, the Interceptor sits like a
true roadster. Body position is upright and
comfortable, while the machine is agile
enough to see you through winding roads
with ease. The GT, on the other hand,
offers far more in racing aggression due to
its clip-on handlebars and rear-sets – yet
it’s still comfortable. But the most notable
element is the engine. Years of R&D have
gone into producing this 650cc paralleltwin, the first twin-cylinder engine to
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come out of Royal Enfield since 1970.
In addition, a wonderful mid-range
torque curve means that these bikes
keep on pulling through the gears, giving
confident, controlled power at all times.
For a global market, and a clientele
that will likely be first-time riders, the
Twins offer everything you could want.
Style? Yes. Performance? Yes. Handling?
Yes. They’re also genuinely fun to ride,
which is the single most important
factor. And for those that want full
custom-bike capabilities, Royal Enfield

will sell a host of aftermarket style and
performance parts, too. Indeed, when
Lal rode with us, he was on the only GT
to feature the soon-to-be-homologated
S&S aftermarket exhausts: their tone
is so delicious I may have to buy one
myself. And the truly remarkable thing?
Both models will come in at under £6000
(the Interceptor, from £5495, and the
Continental GT, from £5699). Royal
Enfield, it appears, has rediscovered
the firepower that first brought it to the
world stage over 100 years ago.

For a global market, and a clientele that
will likely be first-time riders, the Twins
offer everything you could want. Style? Yes.
Performance? Yes. Handling? Yes. They’re
also genuinely fun to ride

Royal Enfield’s
Continental GT

CEO Siddhartha Lal
on the road

ROYAL ENFIELD INTERCEPTOR
& CONTINENTAL GT
Engine: 4-stroke, single-overhead-cam,
air-oil-cooled, 648cc parallel-twin
Power: 47bhp at 7250rpm
Torque: 52Nm at 5250rpm
Fuel capacity: 13.7L (Interceptor);
12.5L (GT)
Weight: 202 kilograms (Interceptor);
198 kilograms (GT)

The man behind the mission
Siddhartha Lal, CEO and MD, Eicher
Motors was born in 1973, and is the son
of billionaire motor-tycoon Vikram Lal.
He received an undergraduate degree
in Economics in 1994 from St. Stephen’s
College, Delhi, and a postgraduate degree
in Automotive Engineering in 1998 from
the University of Leeds.
In 2000, at the age of 26, Lal took over
as CEO of Royal Enfield motorcycles.
Six years later, he assumed the role of
CEO and MD of Royal Enfield’s parentcompany, Eicher Motors. Over the past
18 years, Lal has turned Royal Enfield
into a billion-dollar company, which is
currently producing in excess of 800,000
motorcycles a year.
“Royal Enfield is about heritage, doing
simple, old-school things,” he says. “It has
an enormous heritage that is extremely
important to us, but also to our customers
too. It allows us to continue to do what
we love to do, which is make simple
motorcycles that are drawn from our
history.”
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