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la dolce vita

The original patent submitted for Vespa and Lambretta scooters was 
described as “a motorcycle of a rational complexity of organs and 
elements combined in a frame with mudguards and a casing covering 
the whole mechanical part”. Phew! In reality, of course, they were 
somewhat simpler than that and have always been a real hoot to ride.

Scooters were originally made to compete on cost and weather 
protection against the motorcycle. Their design was broadly copied 
from the American Cushman scooter, which was used by the U.S. 
military for getting around damaged roads and bridges during WWII. 
Italy’s urgent need for modern and affordable transport for the masses 
gave rise to the evocative Vespa and Lambretta scooters. 

Scooters are a lot like Italians. 
They’re fairly noisy and flamboyant 
yet fun to be around. Sometimes 

they’re impractical and 
temperamental yet they are 
effortlessly stylish. This mix of 

things shouldn’t really work but 
somehow it just does. 

Vespa on the other hand means ‘wasp’ in Italian. The mixture of two-
stroke oil in the fuel produced plenty of smoke, and the engine made a 
high buzzing sound like – you guessed it – a wasp. Since 1946, the 
Vespa has evolved from a single model motor scooter to a full line of 
scooters like the PX150, Vespa S and GTV300 available locally. On a 
scale unimaginable today, the biggest sales promotion for Vespa took 
place in 1952 in Hollywood. Audrey Hepburn side-saddled Gregory 
Peck’s Vespa in the feature film Roman Holiday. That stunt alone netted 
more than 100 000 sales for the brand.

In 1956, John Wayne dismounted his horse in favour of a Vespa to 
get between takes on film sets and by the end of the 50’s, many 
glamorous film stars had become Vespa owners. In a powerful ‘Him, her 

Think scooter and chances are you’ll conjure up a vision of those 
iconic Italian brands. The name Lambretta comes from the Lambro 
river in Milan and was originally designed by a man who hated 
motorcycles. Not a great start, you’d think, but Corradino D’Ascanio 
created a truly revolutionary bike with enough front protection to keep 
the rider relatively dry.

The pass-through leg area design was a nod towards the possibility 
of skirt wearing passengers. Legend has it that the reason the engine 
was at the back of the bike on the right-hand side was to counter 
balance the weight of the legs of female passengers riding side-saddle 
dangling on the other. The front fork, like an aircraft’s landing gear, 
allowed for easy wheel changing.  

and the Vespa’ love triangle campaign, Vespa created a series of 
postcards for lovers and sweethearts to send each other from all over 
Europe. They depicted couples in romantic situations on their Vespas. 
It’s amazing what they could do on a scooter back then.

Advertising for scooters initially emphasised the bike’s affordability 
but as post-war Europe became more affluent the message changed. 
Vespa posters started showing young and happy couples doing 
romantic and exciting things while straddling their ever-faithful Vespa. 
Once the domain of families who would clamber aboard, six at a time, 
Vespas were now for lovers. 

These scooters had three or four gears and two-stroke engines 
ranging from 49cc to 198cc. The 1950’s and 1960’s saw these scooters 

Vespa on the other 
hand means ‘wasp’ in 
Italian. The mixture of  

two-stroke oil in the fuel  
produced plenty of smoke,  

and the engine made a high 
buzzing sound like – you 

guessed it – a wasp.

The look is as iconic as ever, 
with not much having 
changed on the Vespa since 
its introduction after the 
second World War.
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become the vehicle of choice for the UK ‘Mods’. Jimmy’s Lambretta Li 
150 Series 3 made an impact in the classic scooter movie and to this 
day it attracts an eclectic following of ‘revival’ Mods, collectors, 
commuters and even racers. In 2010 Lambretta returned to 125 Grand 
Prix racing in order to gain publicity for its new range of scooters. 

In more recent years, many urban commuters have been keen to 
purchase new or restored scooters. A shortage of available parking for 
cars in cities and the low running costs are two reasons for the increase 
in scooter popularity. In contrast, a scooter is considered a utilitarian 
vehicle for hauling products and it can even seen transporting up to 
five family members and an array of various barnyard animals in much 
of Asia and Mexico.

There are still quite a number of clubs across the world, devoted to 
Lambretta and Vespa scooters. Locally, there are many privately owned 
scooter shops which deal with everything from sales, services, parts, 
tuning, performance and complete nut and bolt restorations of these 
classic Italian thoroughbreds. 

By the 1960s, the Vespa—originally conceived as a utility vehicle—
had come to symbolize freedom and imagination, and resulted in 
further sales boosts: four million by 1970, and 15 million by their 50th 
anniversary in 1995.

In the light of the vastly increasing sales, Vespa recently developed the 
GT, offered as a 200 cc four-stroke and a 125 cc that went on to produce 
their largest-selling scooter ever, the 250 cc-engined GTS250. Vespa 
re-entered the Indian market this year with their sport 125cc engines. 

But the Italians don’t have it all their own way. Far Eastern designers 
have begun to realise that people not only want to be able to buy a 
practical and reliable ‘work-horse’ but they also would prefer to look 
good as they go about their daily business. Even BMW has 
decided to offer a scooter, even though it is a 
600cc tiger. 

The bikes
Vespa sent me their PX150 to try out. At once, I could feel the sun on 
my skin and smell the freshly-cut grass. Even the trade-mark ‘reng-
deng-deng’ of the engine seemed just right. Everywhere I went on my 
Vespa I was greeted as an old friend. Even the older Vespa owners 
greeted me enthusiastically. There’s not a lot of them left though,  
as the Italian government has a policy of rotamazione, paying people 
€1 000 (R10 000) to crush their old bikes to meet EU emission levels, so 
there are very few vintage Vespas left on the road. Sacrilege!

Don’t underestimate how dearly Vespas are held. Those simple 
elegant lines are part of their DNA. For older generations the Vespa 
was the cheap family vehicle that helped them get back on their feet 
after WWII. To teenagers in the 60’s and 70’s it was a cheap and 
stylish ticket to freedom. Even today the release of a new model is a 
subject of much debate, with people from all walks of life having 
an opinion on whether the Vespa spirit has been retained. 

My opinion?  
Hang the expense (it’s R55 000). 
Go out and buy one!

Here are a few of 
the many scooters 
available locally 
that may well bring 
on the good life! 

SYM Mio 100cc
No Italian badge here, but this offering is full of enough 
flair and imagination, with retro styling and it has a 100cc 
four stroke and quality feel. A few neat little touches help 
to give this scooter a bit of extra character; for instance the 
smart clocks can be backlit in three different colours to suit 
your mood and has remote seat and petrol cap opening. 

Flush fitting indicators, chrome detailing around the 
clocks, flip out pillion pegs, chrome bars and a functional 
grab rail all add up to an overall aesthetically pleasing 
machine. Not only does the scooter look good to the eye 
but it’s also finished extremely well too, all the body 
panels fit perfectly and look top notch. 

BMW C600
BMW have used their very significant motoring experience to enter the scooter 
market at a time where traffic congestion and parking restrictions are escalating. 
With their twist-and-go automatic CVT transmissions and knees-together, 
step-through seating, scooters offer a great transition to two wheelers, if you 
are willing to forgo the creature comforts of a car. 

This beast is more of a maxi than a mini 
though and while they’re smaller and 
more nimble than any car, they are 
bigger than many motorcycles. 

What the C600 offers, that a smaller scooter can’t, is an exciting 
alternative for a customer that BMW might otherwise lose to a rival 
company. If you want the power, but don’t want to swing your leg 
over, or want a less top-heavy bike but still demand the power, 
handling and exhilaration of a motorcycle, this is for you.

Other scooters worth a look

BMW C600

SYM Mio 100cc
There are no rough edges or flimsy looking 

plastic here to spoil its appearance so we hope 
that this scooter should last well.


