
 
 
 

 
 

SPORTING LEGENDS: KENNY ROBERTS 
 

 
SPORT: MOTORCYCLE RACING 

 
COMPETITIVE ERA: 1974 - 1984 

 
Like many motorcycle champions Kenny Roberts began his riding career almost as 
soon as he could walk.  Raised in a tough California town, he developed a hard streak, 
which was to stand him in good stead for his GP future. 

 

 
 

By the time he was 14 Roberts was racing bikes, and he soon made a name for himself 
on the US amateur scene.  His talent and ambition saw him turn pro at 18 with one aim 
in mind: “All I cared about was winning - it has been the same ever since”, he said. 
 
Within four years he had raced to the AMA Grand National Series title to become US 
Champion at the age of 22 - the youngest winner in history.  The following year he 
repeated the feat.  The AMA series was a tough, demanding championship, which 
required the best of its champions on both dirt and tarmac tracks.  However it was 
virtually unknown outside America, so the ambitious Roberts turned his competitive 
gaze to the more prestigious European GP scene. 
 
For three years Kenny Roberts had moderate success in non-GP events in Europe 
while still returning to the States to race.  In 1977 that policy cost him the Formula 750 
crown.  Although leading the 750 Championship, the Californian flew home to take part 
in the next round of the AMA series. 
 
But by 1978 Roberts had changed his mind.  Eager for worldwide recognition, he joined 
the Grand Prix circus.  He was determined to be the best and spent hours learning each 
circuit before the race.  The dedication paid off when he stormed to the world title in his 
debut season - beating Britain’s Barry Sheene. 
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Kenny Roberts was superb at cornering, risking everything in order to improve lap times.  
 
Roberts’ championship was clinched at the Nurburgring circuit in West Germany.  
Leading the pack by eight points, he didn’t need to win the race - but still he roared to 
victory and the title. 
 
The following year Roberts secured his second Championship and in 1980 he rode 
superbly to make it three in a row - the first American to become triple champion.  
Flushed with success, he and Sheene tried to set up a rival GP series, but it was to 
prove a disaster. 
 
Come 1981, Roberts was back doing what he knew best - racing.  But Suzuki was 
challenging hard and ‘King Kenny’ had to surrender his crown after trouble with 
Yamaha’s new bike.   
 
A poor season followed, but Roberts decided to give it one last crack in 1983.  After an 
epic duel with newcomer Freddie Spencer, the Championship was left hanging on a 
final race decider at Imola.  Although Roberts won the race, Spencer took second place 
- enough to give him the world title by just two points. 
 
The 1983 disappointment nudged Roberts into retirement - but he could not leave the 
glamorous racing world behind.  After a short spell in a Yamaha dealership he secured 
a job as their team GP manager, passing on his skills to a new generation of riders. 
 
He's father of Kenny Roberts jr, and Kurtis Roberts, both are also champion motorcycle 
racers. 
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                                                                     Scott Burton’s Final Thought 
 

                                            Kenny Roberts was great to watch, as he gave everything 
                                            he had i n each and every he raced he competed in. 
 
                                            I remember watching his duels with Barry Sheene during 
                                            the early 1980’s, and their rivalry, for a short time at least -  
                                            was a defining era for the sport. Races were always 
                                            exciting, and predicting the winner was never a sure thing. 
 
 
I remember Kenny Roberts for his sheer consistency. Whilst he was never the most 
flamboyant of characters off the race track, he was an absolute daredevil when on it.  
 
He would attempt overtaking opportunities that very few bikers would dare to, which 
made for fantastic TV viewing. Since that period of time, I have never enjoyed watching 
Moto GP as much as I did back then. Kenny Roberts was a big factor in this. 
  

 
 

Kenny Roberts at full speed! 
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