
YOU LOOKIN’
AT ME?

R E A D E R ’ S  R I D E  B Y C H A R L I E B L A C K F O O T

equally grizzled dog in the bucket, both sporting WW II bomber goggles. I’m pleased
to report Joe St. Romain is not such a man. In place of the dog is Joe’s lovely wife,
Deborah, and in place of the rattletrap is the gorgeous orange Sportster you see here.
That’s right, I said Sportster. Never heard of a Sportster with a sidecar? Well, neither
had Joe, but that comes later.

To get the full picture, you’ve got to go way back to 1968, when a 15-year-old Jo e
found himself the proud owner of a Honda Su p er 90 after a friend had abandoned it

for a whoppin’ 150cc. The law at the time
allowed a young, up-and-coming trouble-
m a k er to get a motorcycle license at 15  —
no insu r ance needed! Car licenses wer e
still your stan d ard 16; I guess the philoso-
phy was “Heck, boy, on a bike you’re only
going to nail yourself.” Joe kitted that 90
out with straight pipes and a set of ape-
h an g ers pulled off his ban an a - s eat bicycle.
Sure, those apes looked like the business,
but th ey had a pesky way of fouling up th e
th r o t tle cable and getting it stuck on full
twist. “If you wanted to go fast, you had to
s o rt of ease into it and wait about 10 or 15
minutes,” Joe rem em b ers. “But if you just
gunned it real quick, well, it would stick,
so you had to reach down, unscrew th e
c arb u r e t o r, and jiggle the line to bring it
around.” Fast being a “b l i s t ering 43 mph,”
Joe wasn’t ev er in too much dan g er, but
the bike sure had a certain char a c t er.

IT TAKES A CERTAIN KIND OF MAN TO RIDE
WITH A SIDECAR. YOU KNOW, THE 
GRIZZLED ROAD TRAMP CAPTAINING SO M E
R ATTLETRAP CROS S - CO U N T RY WITH HIS 

Joe St. Romain’s unusual XL
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to the local Harl ey dea l ership an d
bought a green 883 Sportster. Okay, not
exactly the money shot one would imag-
ine, but it had been 30 years, and his last
bike was a mere 90. The Sporty was
almost an 800cc improvem ent, an d
that’s when things got interesting.

While milling around the dealership,
Joe overh eard some guys talking. “I
heard two words that didn’t go together
— Sportster and sidecar,” Joe recalls. So
he struck up a conversation. Turns out
there was a small company by the name
of Liberty Sidecar in Seattle that manu-
factured such a thing, and one of the
guys knew someone who had one he was
itching to get rid of sitting in his barn.
Before long, Joe was riding around on a
green Sportster with a maroon sidecar.
C l earl y, something had to be done.
Drawing upon his en g i n e ering back-
ground, and his 30-year-old goal of a
really cool bike, Joe started crafting.

Much fun was had during those formative years, but when
Uncle Sam came calling in the early ’70s, Joe had to put away
his open-road dreams for military service in Vietnam. No one
likes having to go to war, but at least Joe was assigned the task
of being an electrical aircraft engineer, which would prove use-
ful in later years. After returning from the war, Joe’s two-
wheeled hankering was put on hold once more when he was
drafted yet again — this time into marriage. Luckily for him, it
was with a wonderful woman, and four children followed
which pretty much ate up the rest of the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s.

Now, don’t get the wrong idea. Plenty of wrenching was
done in that span of time, mostly on old muscle cars and the
like, but it wasn’t until 2001 that Joe and Deborah let out a
gargantuan sigh of relief upon realizing that the kids were
grown and the time had come. So what did Joe do with all that
pent-up desire for mega-horsepower freedom? He went down
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R E A D E R ’ S  R I D E

Got a bike you think belongs here? Well, send it to Reader’s Ride, c/o American Iron
Magazine, 1010 Summer Street, Stamford, CT 06905. Be sure to send a few photos
showing both sides of the bike shot the same way we do a bike feature, as well as
some shots of you with the bike. We’ll also need full contact info for you, including a
daytime phone number. Sorry, photos will not be returned.

One thing he noticed right off was that th e
bike looked kind of scrawny next to that nice
wide sidecar. The solution was an o th er th i n g
you rarely see on a Sp o rt s t er: har d b a g s .
“ Wi thout the bags,” Joe believes, “I think peo-
ple would look at me and say, ‘Hey, look at th a t
bobsled trying to pass that motorcycle.’ Now it
looks more like a single unit.” That said, th e
addition of the bags presented the an n o y i n g
p r o b l em of having to disman tle the rear ta i l-
lights anytime he wanted to remove the bags. Joe corrected th i s
by mounting the lights on a hidden bracket undern ea th th e
l i c ense plate. The resu lt is a bike that can be converted to have
three distinct looks in a short amount of time. It only takes 20
minutes to pull the sidecar, and an o th er 10 to lose the bags.

Joe also believes in continuity. Once he and Deborah agreed
on that eye-popping orange hue, he set out to cover ev ery logical
inch of the bike with it. One part i c u l arly clev er detail is that all of
the recessed lettering on the control, gas, and oil caps is orange as
well. He achieved this by painting the entire surface of each item ,
waiting until th ey got ta c k y, th en gen tly wiping th ey down with

dowco

paint th i n n er, leaving only the recessed part
o r ange. It makes for an interesting look.

Oth er modifications include a high-flow air
c l ean er, Thunder Jet kit, Sc r eamin’ Ea g l e
exhaust, custom orange seat (cut and shaved by
Joe, and stitched by Deborah, a seamstress by
trade), dual front brakes, and a lower e d
Progressive Su s p ension upgraded front en d
( c o m p l em ented with a White Br o th ers rear ) .
He also added dual discs on the XL’s bow, and a
single disc from a Dyna to the sidecar to pre-
v ent its ten d ency to pull the bike’s back end out
upon braking. “No w, ev en with the sidecar, th e

thing will stop on a dime, and ev en give you some chan g e , ”
quips our man. The final touch, howev er, to furth er distan c e
himself from his old Honda 90, was for Joe to convert th e
engine to a 1200 with ported and polished heads, hot cams, an d
ignition. “It goes real good. It ’s got some unction to function,
th a t ’s for sure. W h en ev er my youngest son, Mitch, comes back
he always has a big smile saying, ‘Man! This thing is pissed off. ’ ”

Yeah, there’s no doubt it takes a certain kind of man to ride
with a sidecar. Eventually, I asked the inevitable question:
“Why a sidecar?” Joe’s response was typical Joe. “Well, my wife
loves it. And I’ll put it like this. You know when you’re in a
boat and your going 30 and it feels like 60? Well, in that side-
car when you’re going 60, it feels like 120. Everybody that gets
in it feels like they just came back from Six Flags. And you
know, I’m different, and I like my machine to be different,
too.” You can’t argue with that. Thank God they never made a
sidecar for a Honda Super 90. AIM


