A cult motorcycle from

India driving the world

Muscular and
pliant, the
Bullet—an
Indian-made

avatar of an
old British

brand—has

found renewed

popularity
over the last
few years

HE ROYAL En-
field Bullet, of-
ten described as
the oldest con-
tinuously pro-
duced motorcycle i1n the
world, 1s a cult product for
enthusiasts who love it for
1ts vintage feel as much as
for thethrum of i1tsengine.
Muscular and pliant, the
Bullet—an  Indian-made
avatar of an old British
brand—has found renewed
popularity over the last few
years, as leisure motorcy-
cling in India has blos-
somed. Its manufacturer,
Royal Enfield Motors, sold
almost 1,75,000 motorcy-
cles—Bullets as well as
threeother brands—in 2013.
Royal Enfield’s newest
model, a midsize “cafe rac-
er”’ called the Continental
GT, was Introduced at an
elaborate event in London
In September. “It’s the first
bike that we’ve developed
keepingthe world market in
mind,” said Siddhartha L.al,
who 1S credited with turn-
ing Royal Enfield around.
Lal,age40,1sthechief ex-
ecutive of Eicher Motors, a
manufacturer of buses,
trucks and tractors that
owns Royal Enfield. Uncom-
monly for an Indian execu-
tive, he sports sideburns
and wears jeans and a
bomber jacket to meetings.
He wasriding a Bullet when
hewas in university, well be-
fore Eicher, under his fa-
ther’s management, bought
Royal Enfield in 1993.
The sale price was “just
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Workers inside Royal Enfield Motors factory in Chennai; the company’s newest model, the Continental GT (below)

pennies”’, Lal said. Eicher
reported revenue of more
than $1 billion 1n 2012.

The Bullet was first pro-
duced by a British firm
named Royal Enfield, but af-
ter that company shutdown
In 1971, its Indian manufac-
turing unit—in the city of
Madras (now Chennail)—
bought the rights to the
name and continued to pro-
duce the Bullet.

But through the 1970s and
1980s, Lal said, Royal En-
field’s management made a
series of bad decisions and
buried the company in debt.
“The motorcycle was still re-
silient, though. It was proba-
bly selling 1,500 or 2,000
pleces a month,” he said.
“EicherboughtRoyal Enfield
because at its core was the
Bullet. That wasthe appeal.”

Lal set himself to turn
Royal Enfield around 1n
2000, when he was 27, and
the company first sputtered
and then roared back to life.
Dan Holmes, who fell so in
lovewith aBullet hesawata
trade show that he opened a
Royal Enfield dealership in
Goshen, Indiana, recalled
how the quality of the
motorcycles
1m-

proved from the late 1990s
through the 2000s.

“Eicher started investing
real money into their bikes,”
Holmes said. The electric
startgrewmorereliablewhile
fuel injections and transmis-
silons wererevamped.

The Royal Enfield motor-

cycle, whose basic profile
changed very little over the
years, appealed to buyers,
he said, because one could
tinker endlessly with it. Jay
Lenoownsone, asdoes Billy
Joel. Holmes himself owns
what he calls “the two most
modified Royal Enfields 1n
theworld”, which he used to
setspeedrecordsatthe Bon-
neville Salt Flats in 2008.

As one of perhaps seven
or eight exclusive Royal En-
field dealers in the United
States back in the early
2000s, Holmes sold his mo-
torcycles for $3,500 to $4,000
each, taking custody of
them In dribs and drabs
from a national distributor.
In 2003, his best year, he sold
35 Royal Enfields.

Exports remain limited,
although they are growing,
and Lal 1s ambitious about
scaling up. Last
year, Royal En-
field exported

3,000 motorcy-
| cles. Six hundred

-y of those went to
America, 1ts
biggest
overseas
market.

ROYAL ENFIELD
SOLD 1,75,000
MOTORCYCLES—
BULLETS AS WELL
AS THREE OTHER
BRANDS—IN 2013.
ITS LATEST MODEL,
A MIDSIZE ‘CAFE
RACER’ CALLED THE
CONTINENTAL GT,
WAS INTRODUCED
AT AN ELABORATE
EVENT IN LONDON
IN SEPTEMBER

Back 1n India, however,
Royal Enfield hascaught the
beginning of a wave 1n
leisure motorcycling. Ku-
mar Kandaswami, a senior
director at Deloitte Touche
Tohmatsu India, said a split
had emerged in the market,
between riders who wanted

light motorcycles just to
commute and those who
wanted the thrill of the ma-
chine itself.

“Even at a rough esti-
mate, there are easily half a
million buyers out there
who want to use motorcy-
clesforleisure,” Kandaswa-
mi1 said. “There are active
motorcycle communities
now. Our highways have im-
proved. People have more
money to spend.”

The vastness of this mar-
ket attracted manufactur-

ers like the British Tri-
umph, which opened 1n In-
dia 1n 2013, and Harley-
Davidson, which arrived in
20009.

“Before we came, if there
was any passion among mo-
torcyclists at all, it was
among Royal Enfield own-
ers,” Anoop Prakash, the
managing director of
Harley-Davidson India,
sald. “People underestimat-
ed the market, thinking
that, at our level, sales
would be fewer than 800
bikesayearacrossthecoun-
try.” Since July 2010, more
than 4,000 Harley-David-
sonshave beensold in India.

Royal Enfield, whose mo-
torcycles cost $1,500 to $2,500
In India, positioned its vehi-
cles precisely halfway be-
tween cheaper, lighter com-
muter bikes and the heavier,
more expensive class repre-
sented by Harley-Davidson.
The midsize 1S becoming a
point of convergence. Com-
muter motorcycles are get-
ting larger and more com-
plex;fromtheotherdirection,
Harley-Davidsonrecently un-
velled 1its lighter Street 500
and Street 750 models.

“It’sthefirstnewplatform
that Harley-Davidson has de-
veloped from the ground up
in 14 years,” Prakash said.
“It’s a result of how urban
our market 1S becoming.
These are the bikes that will
fitan urban lifestyle.”

Royal Enfield has been
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the biggest beneficiary of
this boom 1n India, selling
50,000 bikes 1n 2010 and
orowlng by more than 50%
year-over-year since then.

At that hectic pace of the
lastdecade, quality 1ssues of-
ten wore down the reputa-
tion of Royal Enfield. Rishad
Saam Mehta, a travel writer
and Bullet enthusiast who
calls it “a meditative motor-
cycle—on a Bullet on the
highway, you feel alone and
happy”’, also said that his
Bullet would negotiate the
Himalayas perfectly well,
but then would break down
Inatriptothegrocery store.

Asthe company expanded
1ts ambitions and faced West-
ern manufacturers, it re-
alised theneed tomakeitsmo-
torcycleslesstemperamental.

Some of the quality trou-
bles stemmed from 1ts near-
ly 60-year-old plant. That
factory, once capable of pro-
ducing only 2,000 motorcy-
cles a month, was upgraded
and squeezed. It turned out
12,000 bikes last March.
“Therewasn’tasquare inch
of land available,” Lal said.
“It was chock-a-block with
bikes or parts or something
or the other.”

The first phase of a much-
needed new plant near Chen-
nai, spread over 50 acres and
built with an investment of
$24 million, opened in April.
Together;theplantswillaimto
produce 250,000 bikes 1n 2014
and eventually 500,000 a year.

Lal talked with passion
about the new plant’s robot-
iIcpalntingarms, ergonomic
electrical tools, Italian
presses and the ability to
build motorcycle {frames
perfectly, down to the mi-
cron. “We’veautomatedalot
of jobs, sure,” he said. “But
our ‘Handcrafted in Chen-
nail’ tagline is absolutely
true. Where there was merit
and value in handcrafting,
we’'ve kept that.”

The London introduction
of the Continental GT an-
nounced, In an emphatic
way, Royal Enfield’s return
to British shores, a satisfy-
1ng completion of the circle.
“We used to play a hands-off
role in our distribution
overseas,” Lal said. “All
we’'d do 1s call and say:
‘When can we send you the
next shipment?” Boom! One
container load goes out.”

“Now we want to work
much more closely with our
distributors,” he said. “Our
intentions have moved from

Indiatothe world.”
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