Ridersto Remember....Bjorn Knutsson
By Geoff Langley

Bjorn Knutsson

In any list of speedway's greatest riders the names @F0wxdin and Barry Briggs
will be very close to the top (some would say at tm),tyet Bjorn Knutsson who was
for several years their contemporary and in every ptdpeir equal has been largely
forgotten. This is probably because his internationaktax@s relatively short, but in
those few short years he won every major honourgbg fad to offer, before
retiring, aged 28. So | hope this tribute will jog a few mae®m

Bjorn first crept into the Speedway Star and News WRHddkings at Number 19 in
1959. The following year, aged 22 he was in the top ten, thahd rest of his career
he was never ranked lower than fourth.

He was still only 22 when first selected for Sweden’sldvoup side, but it was the
following year,1961 that he set the world on fire. In §edr he qualified for his first
World Final, by coming second only to Ove Fundin in teopean Championship
and beating the great Igor Plechanov into third plabenTat Malmo, he almost took
the world title at his first attempt. He won four raeesl set the three fastest times of
the night, but fell when matched against the eventual wiusndin when second
place would have brought overall victory. As it was hetibe silver medal after
beating Briggo and Gote Nordin in a run-off. The same lgeaigned for
Southampton, where he was in a formidable partnershipBarry Briggs and it was
no surprise that Southampton finished second in the Natieague that year and
then went on to become clear winners in 1962.

In the 1962 World Final Knutsson took 10 points from 4 ridesabugngine failure in
his other race left him facing Ove Fundin in a run offtfee bronze medal. Fundin
won the run off after Knutsson fell. However he hasl¢bnsolation of having won
both the Nordic and European Championships that yearngeaindin into second
place on both occasions. A trio of victories over kamneas completed when he beat
him in the Golden Helmet match race championship.



Ove Fundin won the 1963 World Final, but dropped his only pdititeonight to
Knutsson, who was the only rider to out-gate the festisg Fundin, and then held
on to get the biggest cheer have ever heard in a spesthdym as he took the
chequered flag after both riders performed a master4ddmsgh speed riding. Bjorn
finished second overall with 13 points. He had howevemedahe European
Championship, again pushing Fundin into second place sowhasreery little to
choose between them by this stage.

In 1964 he came to West Ham where | saw him regularlyvé&tean extremely
stylish rider who always seemed to find plenty of duMwehout wasting an ounce of
effort by wandering off line, overshooting a bend or lifting fnont wheel. His inch-
perfect machine control enabled him to dive into the nagsbwf gaps between an
opponent and the apex of a corner then nudge the oppasieatwithout knocking
him off and thus not getting excluded. He was, in my opinmmaf the most exciting
riders | have ever seen.

He was only fifth in the 1964 World Final after heavy taimed the track into a mud
bowl and made serious racing almost impossible, but hisnpeathces over the
season, which included Nordic Champion, still kept him timrthe Speedway Star
World Rankings. However in 1965 he swept all before himngathe World Title at
Wembley and moving to number one in the World Rankings.

Having achieved his ambition and had an injury-free caaganrt from a broken arm,
he seems to have decided to quit at the top. His attesgiems to have been on
business interests in the 1966 season, form sufferedlyglighd he retired .

It was a loss to speedway as he was only about a ysartbhn lvan Mauger and was
the only rider with a realistic chance of challelggMauger's domination of the sport
from 1968-79. | have often pondered on whether any Ivan's SndWrowns might
otherwise have gone to Knutsson. We will never knovweooirse, but | think there is
a high chance they some of them would have. People @fentook the fact that
Mauger was unable to win the World title until Knutsson letgled and Briggs and
Fundin who were both several years older, and by thehéan at the top for more
than a decade, were getting past their best. Mauger masta29 years old when he
first became World Champion, which makes him one efaldest men to win for the
first time. Moreover Mauger was never ranked above ksoutsn the World
Rankings. Bjorn Knutsson on the other hand proved hinsdié capable of beating
Briggs and Fundin at the peak of their powers. Maybe soithdigsagree with this
assessment but by any standard, Bjorn Knutsson was aigexatho deserves to be
remembered.
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