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Making Your Own Luck
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By David Swarts

or so the saying goes. But some

people, whether they realize it

or not, make their own luck
through preparation, skill and ded-
ication to their mission. Professional
road race tuner John Ethell feels that
luck played a large role in the suc-
cess of his relatively new motorcy-
cle tuning shop. But the skills he
learned while paying his dues in pro-
fessional racing, the wide variety of
services he offers and the relation-
ships he has with his customers indi-
cate that luck has had little to do
with his success.

Ethell was introduced to motor-
cycles when his father bought a dirt
bike for the then four-year-old and
his older brother to share. That led
to many years of riding and racing
motocross near their home in Ven-
tura County, California, north of Los
Angeles. And when you ride as much
as Ethell did, a certain level of
mechanical work is required from
everyone involved to keep things run-

ning properly.

I would rather be lucky than good,

(Opposite Page) John Ethell skands with a Honda racebike in front of his shop, JETT Tuning. (Above) Road rading and
motocross bikes co-existin the work area at Ethell's shop. (Below) The parfs and accessory section Photos by David Swarts.

“When we would have to put
new top ends in our two-strokes,”
said Ethell, “my dad would have to
go help my brother repeatedly. So
while  was waiting I would get bored
and start doing it myself, thinking worst-case
scenario Dad would just have to re-do it. I
don't remember, but I think [ was seven or eight
years old when I first put my top end together.
My dad came over and said, ‘You did a good
job." So after that, I was off and running (as a
mechanic).”

During his high school years, Ethell took
a break from racing motocross and got into
riding personal watercraft in the Pacific Ocean.
That led to jobs as a mechanic and engine builder
in the personal watercraft industry immediately
after high school, but Ethell continued to work
on his friends’ dirt bikes in his spare time. That's
when a satisfied friend and customer came up

with JETT, which stands for John Ethell Tun-
ing Technologies.

Shortly after quitting his job at a personal
watercraft dealership in Lake Havasu, Ari-
zona, and coming home to California unem-
ployed, “I got a phone call from this young kid
named Jason Pridmore,” Ethell remembered.
“He said, ‘Hey, I heard you're pretty good with
motors. Can you come down and help out my
crew chief for a little while?’

“I didn't know anything about streetbikes,
but I went down there and started helping him
on his Kawasaki ZX-7RR. Obviously, it was a
huge learning curve, but I handled it pretty well.
I got done with what I was working on, then he
said, ‘Hey, do you want to go see what you've
done go around the track? I can't afford to pay
you, but I'll put you up in a room and I'll feed
you.’ So me and his crew chief started driving
his box van to Charlotte Motor Speedway, and
I got to see him race for the first time.”

Ethell ended up staying with Pridmore to
finish that first season, 1992, in the AMA 750cc
Supersport Championship. Ethell enjoyed the
challenges of racing and continued to work with
Pridmore through the 1993 and 1994 seasons
even though he had to wrench on other people’s
bikes in the garage at his apartment and take
odd jobs—including selling vacuum cleaners
door-to-door—to make ends meet.

Pridmore missed the entire 1995 season
with a badly broken leg, but he and Ethell reunited
in 1996 when they worked together on a Kinkos-

continued on page 88
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sponsored program. In 1997, Ethell followed
Pridmore to Carry Andrew’s Hypercycle Suzuki,
and Andrew offered Ethell full-time work between
the race team's activities and customer work
at the Hypercycle tuning center.

Ethell and Pridmore won the 1997 AMA
750cc Supersport Championship, but Ethell left
Hypercycle at the conclusion of the season
and soon found a new opportunity with Zero
Gravity's Glenn Cook.

“He called me up,” said Ethell, “He said
he was working with Aprilia and they were gonna
start this Aprilia Cup Challenge and start doing
some testing with the Mille to bring it into the
U.S., and he wanted to know if I would be inter-
ested. At the time I was working on bikes out
of my garage at my apartment, so I said, ‘Sure.™

Ethell went to Italy for training, came back
to the U.S. and started working on the Aprilia
Cup Challenge and on sorting out the Mille
RSV1000 V-Twin sportbike, including racetrack
testing.

“We ran into this little Japanese kid who

claimed he could ride as fast as the Bostroms
and everyone else,” said Ethell. “Really? You
ever road raced?’ ‘Not really. I rode a YSR50
once.”
“We just needed laps done,” continued Ethell.
“So we sent him out at the big track at Wil-
low. After about his 20th or 30th lap I looked
at his times and I looked back at Jason's lap
times, and on a box-stock bike this kid was
within one second of Jason's (750cc Super-
sport) pole time on a 750. I thought, ‘That’s
pretty good.”

Cook and Ethell invited the kid to come ride
the bike again at Las Vegas Motor Speedway,
and again he was turning competitive lap times.

“So that was how [ met Jake Zemke," said
Ethell. “Then he goes, Tf1 were to get a bike would
you build it and go to the races with me?’ ‘Sure,
whatever.’

“I figured he was broke as a joke, just a
young kid who didn't have any money and it
was never gonna happen. Two weeks later he
showed up at my house with a brand-new GSX-
R750 and said, ‘OK, let's go." We went and
did four AMA rounds (in 1998), and he got bet-
ter and better and better. He ended up getting
a third at Las Vegas, which was the season
finale.”

That earned Zemke a ride for 1999 with the
Cycle Gear Suzuki team and Ethell got a gig
on the team that started out being part-time
and ended up being full-time, including dri-
ving back and forth on a weekly basis from
his home in Southern California to the team’s
base in Northern California, on top of flying
to races.

“At the end of the year it looked like Jake
was going somewhere else, and I didn't know
what [ was going to do,” said Ethell, who then
got an offer to join the American Honda fac-
tory race team as a mechanic.

“I worked with Miguel (Duhamel) in 2000,
2001 and 2002,” he said. “I did Supersport chas-
sis in 2000 and 2001. Then in 2002 I did all
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the engines for the Supersport
program and some RC51 Super-
bike engines. We only did a lim-
ited Supersport program in 2002,
but we got first and second with
Miguel and Nicky (Hayden) at
Daytona.”

Ethell considers watching
the engines he built taking first
and second place at Daytona as
one of the highlights of his career
as a racing mechanic, but he
said one of his biggest learning
experiences—and the one that
prepared him for operating JETT
Tuning—came in 2003, when
American Honda assigned him
to work out of the Erion Racing
shop on Zemke's CBR954RR
AMA Formula Xtreme program.

“That was really an eye-
opener for me,” Ethell said, “find-
ing out what it's like to not have
the budget to just go get what
you need and have it made, fig-
uring out vendors and suppliers.

“It's funny. I remember being
upset that I couldn't have blue

shop towels at Erion. Years
later, I have my own business
and [ found out why you don't
have blue shop towels—because
they cost triple the money of reg-
ular paper towels.”

Ethell left American Honda
in 2004 and landed a spot on
a private road race team, but
American Honda asked Ethell
to come back in 2005 and work
on engine development for the
CRF250R four-stroke moto-
crosser. But rather than the

With work orders hanging along the wall fo the left, John
Ethell takes a phone call during Roadracing World's visif fo his
Camarillo, California shop, JETT Tuning. Photos by David Swarts.

beginning of another long stint
with the company, that year at
American Honda made Ethell
realize that he wanted to do
something different.

“The freeways were a mess and diesel fuel
was going up like there was no tomorrow,”
said Ethell, who was making a hellacious com-
mute from his home in Camarillo to American
Honda's campus in Torrance, California. “T would
leave at 4:15 in the morning, get down there,
work a full day and some days I would sleep
in the transporter, other days I would drive
back home and sleep for a couple of hours and
go back.

“At the end of 2005, I figured I had had
enough of the commute. It was too expensive.
It was a fun project, but motocross wasn't really
my cup of tea at the point. I thought it's time for
me to figure out what else I'm gonna do.”

So Ethell rented a 1500-square-foot unit
in Camarillo, opened JETT Tuning and enjoyed
immediate success, albeit with dirt bikes more
than road race machines in the beginning.
In fact, Ethell said 80% of his business involved
working on dirt bikes when he first opened his
own shop.

“It's funny,” said Ethell. “T've got some cus-
tomers that only know me for doing road race.
They don't even know I work on dirt bikes. And

I've got customers that only know me as the
‘Carb Mod Guy." They don’t even know I work
on streethikes.”

Thanks to knowledge gained while working
in the American Honda motocross engine devel-
opment program, Ethell quickly earned a rep-
utation among customers for relatively inex-
pensive and highly effective modifications to the
carburetors of four-stroke dirt bikes.

“We modify the carburetors on them so that
they actually run the way they were designed
to,” Ethell explained. “We get rid of the pro-
duction errors that are in them, change the fuel
pressure, change the jetting, all that stuff. When
we're done, they run like they are supposed to.
There’s no bog, no hesitation, none of that stuff.
There's not a bolt-on part out there that will fix
that. It's a production issue. I've done probably
960 carb mods over the last five-and-a-half years.”

However, after working with American
Honda factory teams and spending five years
with Erion Honda—winning the 2008 AMA For-
mula Xtreme Championship with Zemke and
also taking on Moto2 with Roger Hayden at Indy—
Ethell has also earned a reputation as a Honda
specialist. Ethell says that's a bit of a double-
edged sword.
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“I'have people wanting to send me their
Kawasaki carburetors, asking me if I can
work on it,” said Ethell. “Sure, it's a car-
buretor. What's the problem?' When they
get it back, they say, ‘Wow! You know
how to work on Kawasakis.' It's funny, but
I haven't found a way to break that cycle.

“I worked for Jason on Kawis. I worked
for Jason on Suzukis. I worked for Jake on
Suzukis. I did a little bit of Yamaha work.
I worked for Aprilia. I worked for Honda,
and of course all I'm known for is Honda.
There's a ZX-6R motor back there I need
to do right now. I still haven't figured out
how to break that stigma that I'm only a
Honda guy.”

Any such misconception didn't really
seem to be hurting JETT Tuning when I vis-
ited. All makes and models of dirt bikes, side-
by-sides and ATVSs flowed through the door
while I was there and a tricked-out BMW
S1000RR racebike sat on the Dynojet Model
250i dyno in the Industrial Noise Control
dyno room, waiting for tuning. At the same
time, however, two Honda CBR600ORR ex-
Formula Xtreme racebikes, (complete with
carhan hrakes earhan-fiher wheels and full
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