
Harry Hurt Speaks Out

O
VER 20 YEARS ago, Harry Hurt discovered he had
“built up a terrible concern that motorcycles were
getting the bad rap in traffic accidents investiga-
tions” and the famous “Motorcycle Accidents:
Cause Factors and Identification of Countermea-
sure,” better known as the “Hurt Report”was his
effort to counter that bias with objective, accurate

analysis. That same passion for scientific accuracy and unbiased
motorcycle research still drives him today. Recently, Hurt sat down
with Dave Searle, Fred Rau, Walt Fulton III, and Wendy Moon at
the Head Protection Research Laboratory and discussed the state of
contemporary motorcycle research.

Hurt was a biker long before he became a researcher—and that
love of the sport was what led to his life’s work. He described him-
self as “scooter trash” as a youngster and he later worked in a Harley
shop until he could save enough to buy a used police bike. In fact,
he still has the first new motorcycle he ever bought, a “1947 Harley
61, with original paint on it, too.”

After working in the aerospace industry, he began teaching engi-
neering and safety science at the University of Southern California
and doing in-depth investigations for the U. S. Department of Trans-
portation. In the course of his work with car collisions, he noticed that
the police reports on motorcycle-car or single-vehicle motorcycle
collisions were “absolute BS, trash first-class.” In them, a big motor-
cycle was always identified as a Harley, he said, and a small one
was always identified as a Honda, and they always “came out of
nowhere going too fast.” It took a long time, though, before he found
“really good people who didn’t like what was going on” including
Executive Vice-President Chet Hale at Honda, Ivan Wagar head of
the Safety Helmet Council, and Lewis Buchanan, the motorcycle
specialist at DOT. Together, they were able to get Hurt’s landmark
comprehensive study funded and underway, through the efforts of the
independent “National Motor Vehicle Safety Advisory Committee.

Fifteen years later in 1998, Harry Hurt retired from USC, and,
with their blessing, “took everything [involved with motorcycle
research] but the paint” with him. That everything included mechan-
ical testing devices and an archive of every helmet they ever tested
since 1978. Hurt then began the Head Protection Research Labora-
tory in Paramount, California which tests helmets for various enti-
ties as well as participating in other massive research projects
including the British MAIDS study and an accident causation study
in Thailand, of which he’s very proud. When it comes to helmets,
the nature of head injuries and the world of safety studies, Harry is
the go-to guy.

THE SURPRISING TRUTH ABOUT HELMETS
Helmets, he says, “have reached a level of perfection that’s pretty

hard to beat,” although he has worked with an exciting possibility
for the future. HPRL has done some testing for Skydex’s cutting-
edge technology for Navy flight crew helmets. The energy absorb-
ing liner is made of small plastic cone-shaped elements that “crumple
and absorbs energy very, very efficiently.” Also, because the cones
are lightweight and air can flow between them, the helmet is better
ventilated and lighter than ever. He notes the cone-system will pass
even the severe Snell first-impact test with only about an inch of
space between outer shell and inner covering of the liner. The prob-
lem, though, is getting it to conform to the many curves inside a
motorcycle helmet, and the solution, he says, is “in the shape of a
dollar-sign” but so far, no major motorcycle helmet manufacturer is
interested in pursuing this technology for riders, although there are
applications underway for football helmets and industrial safety
helmets.

Even so, and surprisingly, he says “the plain old DOT helmet
that you can get for 70–80 bucks, is about as good as you can get.
They just don’t bring the raves from your friends, but they are great
protection.” Despite how preconditioned we all are to think that the
more expensive helmet is always the better helmet, he says it’s
merely more features and not more protection that high-end hel-
mets offer. In fact, cheaper helmets can even be better since they
have softer liners and are made to DOT rather than Snell standards.
“When you make a helmet withstand one or two 10–12' drops [the
Snell standard], you’ve got a pretty stiff, hard helmet. But, falling
from a motorcycle is typically a fall of 5 or 6 feet, so the rider wants
the softest, thickest helmet liner possible.”

YOUR HEAD: A BOWL OF WARM JELLO
In many fatal head traumas, the bones aren’t broken at all because

the skull is thickest in the forehead and back of the head where
impacts are most likely. It’s also thinnest on the sides, and the tem-
poral regions are the most vulnerable of all. Although helmets do
protect the skull, the helmet’s primary benefit is to the brain inside,
which isn’t a solid, firm organ like the heart. It may look like cau-
liflower, but its actual consistency is more like warm, half-melted
Jello. We were amazed. Even undamaged, it’s so fragile that cheese-
cloth must be slipped between the skull and the brain to form a sort
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Legendary motorcycle researcher Harry Hurt has more to say about acci-
dent investigation and what’s happening in motorcycling today than ever
before, despite recovering from recent surgery.
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