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This cover of IronWorks proudly honors two sides of custom bike building:
the new and the old. The past is faithfully represented by Bob McKay’s far-
out 70’s-style digger, a product of good friends and genuine components
that add up to a true piece of American motorcycling history. Meanwhile,
Pete Pearson of Rocket Bobs
Cycle Works in the UK offers up
his Gas’d Rat Shovelhead, an
AMD Championship contender
that shows what’s possible when
all bets are off and the canvas is
blank. So old or new, we’ve got
something for you. Dig in!
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Motorcycle shows, whether we like it
or not, are a big part of our scene.
You don’t have to be a dedicated

custom builder to be inspired by a full-blown
custom sled, and you don’t have to attend
the biggest shows in the world to find some-
thing that speaks to you, that grabs your eye
and forces you to look at it again, to trace
the bike in front of you back through a hun-
dred little cuts, grinds and welds that add up
to the finished machine.

That’s just the beginning of what Pete
Pearson and his wife Lisa of the UK’s
Rocket Bobs Cycle Works have done with
the Gas’d Rat, an intensely detailed ma-
chine that defies easy categorization, clas-
sification or criticism. The machine also
belies its name; yes, it echoes Pete’s fas-
cination with the early gasser drag scene,

but this jewel is anything but a rat bike.
Each look begs the question, “How the hell
did he do that?” and each joint and weld
hints quietly at an answer. 

Just look at the bars, for starters. While
builders have been cutting and re-welding
bars since the beginning of time in an effort
to get a certain look or riding position, Pete’s
bars, at first glance, look like a simple copy
of a narrow, low-rise motocross bar. But a
closer look reveals more than a dozen indi-
vidual cuts and welds, all done by hand to
achieve the right position and a look that’s
clearly focused on the craft of the work as
much as the finished product. And they’re
not just a wild one-off part, either; Pete has
the jig and cuts all figured out, and makes
these Lobster Back bars available to anyone
interested in buying a set.

Matter of fact, Pete’s range of custom
parts is almost as impressive as his off-
the-wall custom work. He fabricates about
two dozen custom parts in house at his fa-
cility in Swindon, England, and is only get-
ting started. “I’ve been so busy, I have an-
other 30 products that I haven’t even got
up on the site yet,” Pete adds excitedly.

But you can check out the parts line on
your own time; we’re here for the Gas’d
Rat, in all its hand-made glory. Sure, the
frame is technically stock—carried over
from the ‘79 FXS an American friend do-
nated—but that doesn’t tell half the story.
Torn down for its third rebuild that would
put the Gas’d Rat on the international
stage for the final round of the AMD
World Championships, the frame went
under the knife for almost three weeks.
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An obsessively
and  ingeniously
 engineered
Shovelhead

Story by Vincent Stemp
Photos by Marilyn Stemp and Thunder Media Service

IWnov13pgs_cs_IW0204Pgs_CS  8/19/13  4:49 PM  Page 10



Every single frame joint was separated
and dressed or replaced before being
jigged in place for welding. “The headstock
area alone took a week of machining and
finishing,” Pete admits. Still, that’s pretty
quick work for hand-machining the head-
stock from scratch and tacking it in place
in accordance with the new frame geome-
try that Pete decided on to “completely
nail my idea of a lowrider,” he says.

A list of the individual frame modifications
could fill an encyclopedia, but some features
in particular rise to the top. Check out that
rear end; Pete planned to ride this sled
hard, so a simple rigid rear wasn’t going to
offer the chassis compliance he was looking
for. While many parts like the triple trees
were drawn with CAD software and then
machined, Pete worked out all the engineer-

ing for the rising-rate mono shock rear sus-
pension by hand at the drafting table, using
methods older than motorcycling itself. Up
front, a pair of shaved Sportster fork legs
gripped in the aforementioned CNC-ma-
chined trees keep the front end copacetic.

Road-holding duties are left to wide but
balanced Michelin tires in the front and rear,
wrapped around dual 17” wheels for light,
balanced steering and handling. And speak-
ing of lightweight materials, check out those
wheel rims; they’re actually carbon fiber,
laced to light Kite billet hubs. Wild stopping
power comes courtesy of three Harrison
calipers per wheel clamping down on floating
Beringer rotors. “I wanted to do something
along the lines of English Don, you know,
with two big calipers in the rear, but on both
ends,” Pete muses.

As it turns out, having wide rubber and a
bevy of brake calipers was more than just
an exercise in style. Pete’s as red-blooded
and power hungry as the next rider, and on
a bike littered with lightweight running gear
and thirty pounds of frame shaved away
through diligent engineering, a properly ag-
gressive engine was in order. Pete served
up this treat himself, rather than letting an
outside shop do the engine build for him. “I
have to be able to do all the work, apart
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from paint,” Pete insists. Did somebody say
“obsessive?” 

What was originally an 80” stock Shovel-
head motor underwent the Rocket Bobs
massage from top to bottom. Pete dynami-
cally balanced the bottom end using a sealed
tube of mercury enclosed in the output pul-
ley and capped the con rods with Keith Black
pistons, yielding 98” of displacement and an
aggressive 11.5:1 compression ratio in the
trimmed and shaved cylinders. S&S heads
were ported by Pete and treated to a mas-
sive Andrews cam, backed up by Evo-style
hydraulic lifters. Ignition duties are handled
by a pair of Morris magnetos, mounted on
adapted case bosses and igniting the twin
plugs that Pete modified each of the heads
to accept. Custom Rocket Bobs velocity
stacks feed the rare, sought-after S&S twin
throat carb, while exhaust is expended
through pipes that Pete hand-rolled from
steel sheet. “I love the four speed twin shock
frame, but with twin shocks the pipes are al-
ways ****ed,” Pete points out. But with his
custom mono shock, he was able to fabri-
cate the striking pipes that exit on both sides
through custom dual diameter tips.

This punishing powerplant pumps out
torque through a Tech Cycle belt drive and
clutch into a Baker 6-into-4 transmission.
Even for Pete, who has plenty of experience
with Shovelheads, the power of this bike is
dramatic to behold compared to a stock
FXS. “It goes like a raped ape,” Pete grins.

Animal allusions aside, the Gas’d Rat’s
performance hasn’t been restricted to ac-
celeration and horsepower figures. After
showing it in the final round of the AMD
World Championships at Big Bike Europe in
May, Pete wrangled a third place finish—in
the world, mind you—in the fiercely compet-
itive Freestyle class, an award Pete accept-
ed with evident emotion. “Not bad consider-
ing the bike was originally built for a differ-
ent class altogether,” Pete said later.

Not bad? Sounds to me like classic Eng-
lish understatement! IW
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*RESOURCE
Rocket Bobs Cycle Works • Swindon, UK

+44 7714 205576 • www.rocketbobs.biz

“Long live the Queen…”

Think you’d like to see more? Go to www.IronWorks-
mag.com and click on “Bikes.”
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Gas’d Rat Specifications
Name: Gas’d Rat
Owner: Rocket Bobs
Builder: Rocket Bobs

GENERAL
Year, Make & Model: 1979 FXS Lowrider
Assembly/Builder: Rocket Bobs
Timeline: 8 Months

FORKS
Year/Model: Rocket Bobs stanchions and dampers
w/shaved Sportster legs
Builder: Rocket Bobs
Type: Cartridge
Triple trees: Rocket Bobs, 7075 Billet

ENGINE
Year/Model: 1979 Shovelhead
Rebuilder: Rocket Bobs
Displacement: 98”
Lower End: Rocket Bobs
Balancing: Rocket Bobs
Pistons: Keith Black
Cases: H-D, re-worked
Heads: S&S, re-worked
Cams: Andrews
Lifters: Evo-type hydraulic 
Carb: S&S dual throat
Air Cleaner: Rocket Bobs, knife edged Velocity Stacks
Pipes: Rocket Bobs, hand rolled from 0.7mm sheet.
Ignition: Dual Morris Magnetos

TRANSMISSION
Year/Modifications: Baker 6-into-4
Engine sprocket: Rocket Bobs
Trans sprocket: Tech Cycle
Wheel sprocket: Talon

FRAME
Year: 1979 4 speed
Designer/Builder: Fully Rebuilt by Rocket Bobs
Rake/Stretch: 33.3 degrees/none

ACCESSORIES
Bars: Rocket Bobs, Lobster Back
Risers: Integrated
Fenders: Rocket Bobs, custom Voodoo fender
Gas Tank: Gilera/Rocket Bobs
Oil Tank: Rocket Bobs, 316 Stainless
Headlight: Rocket Bobs, billet Night Nemesis
Taillight: Rocket Bobs, Mini Strip Light
Speedo: Moto Gadget
Pegs: Rocket Bobs, Stunt pegs
Electrics: Minimal!
Seat: Rocket Bobs, Gel

WHEELS/TIRES
Front Wheel: Carbon Matrix rim w/Kite billet hub 
Front Tire: Michelin full wet
Size: 120/60 17”
Rear Wheel: Carbon Matrix rim w/Kite billet hub
Rear Tire: Michelin full wet
Size: 160/50 17”
Hubs: Kite
Rotors: Beringer/Rocket Bobs
Brakes: Harrison/Rocket Bobs

PAINT
Bodywork/Molding: Rocket Bobs
Painter: Art
Color: Rocket Bobs Fire Cherry Candy
Powdercoating: Rocket Bobs
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