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Schwantz was born on June 19, 1964, in Houston, TX. His parents owned a
motorcycle dealership in Houston and Schwantz learned to ride

motorcycles at the age of 3. His first machine was a Bonanza mini-bike
powered by a Briggs & Stratton lawnmower engine. Schwantz’ father
competed in observed trials and the young Schwantz joined his dad in

that sport.

My first racing hero was Mick Andrews (British observed trials
legend)," Schwantz recalls. "He would come to our dealership once a

year to put on clinics. 

My parents have old photos of me riding and wearing a Bell stroker
cap, which was the cool trials headgear of the time. 

Kevin Schwantz quickly rocketed to prominence as one of America’s best
road racers during the mid-1980s. By the late 1980s, Schwantz moved to

international competition in the 500cc Grand Prix World Championships. He
was a perennial top rider in that series and won the world championship in

1993. During his Grand Prix racing career, Schwantz 
racked up 25 career 500cc GP victories.  



 
Schwantz moved from trials to motocross in his mid-teens and became
a top regional MX racer. He also raced a few amateur dirt track races

using motorcycles borrowed from his uncle, AMA Grand National racer
Darryl Hurst. Schwantz got his first taste of road racing at an event
through the streets of Austin, Texas. Schwantz won the race over a

slew of the best road racers in Texas riding his uncle’s Yamaha short-
track racer.

After suffering a bruising heat race crash in qualifying for the Houston
Supercross in 1983, Schwantz decided to quit motocross. A few months
later, a friend walked into the shop and asked him race an endurance
road race with him. Schwantz didn’t even know what it was, but he

agreed and found himself road racing a 
shaft-drive Yamaha XJ750.

 
"I had fun and did well enough in that endurance race that I went back

to my parents’ shop and got a Yamaha XV550 Vision and taped up the
blinkers and headlights and went and sprint raced it. The next year

(1984) I got an FJ600 and did well enough that I decided I needed a RZ350
as well - so I just bought one of those, put it on terms with Ford credit

and worked and paid it off.

When I started road racing, I just used to ride like I was on the dirt. It
wasn't pretty. I just used to lock up the rear brake going into the

corner trying to get it stopped with the bike hopping and skittering all
over the place. That was the way I thought you did it."

 
During his first year of endurance racing, Schwantz impressed

journalist and racer John Ulrich. Ulrich arranged a try-out for
Schwantz with the Yoshimura Suzuki Superbike team at the end of the
1984 season. The day before the try-out at Willow Springs, Ulrich took

his endurance bike out to the track and had Schwantz make laps all day.
The next morning the Yoshimura team showed up with a Superbike, and
by the afternoon Schwantz had run close to the lap record. Yoshimura
Manager Suehiro Watanabe was so excited that he wanted Schwantz to

sign a contract then and there.

He would teach me trials and I would teach him billiards. I was a little
billiards ace back then. My claim to fame as a kid was beating Andrews

and Gary Nixon at billiards in the same year."



Yoshimura Suzuki only contested Daytona and the West Coast Superbike
races in 1985. At Daytona, Schwantz qualified third, but the clutch failed

on his bike and he didn’t even complete a lap. At the next round, at
Willow Springs Raceway in Rosamond, California, on April 28, Schwantz

won both legs of the Superbike final to earn his first AMA national
victory. He went on to win two other Superbike races that season and

was ranked seventh in the series after racing in only half of the events.
 

Yoshimura Suzuki had the new GSXR750 in 1986, and while the bike had a
ton of potential, it suffered numerous development problems. Schwantz

started 1986 finishing second to Eddie Lawson in the Daytona 200, but
then a string of bad luck plagued him the rest of the season. He missed
three of the eight rounds after breaking his collarbone in practice at
Brainerd, Minnesota, and finished the year ranked seventh once again.

The 1987 season will go down as one of the most memorable in the
history of AMA Superbike racing thanks to Schwantz and Wayne Rainey.
The duo's battle was fiercer than anything ever seen before in Superbike
racing. It was not uncommon for Schwantz and Rainey to bang into one
another at triple-digit speeds. Their fight even carried over to England
and the Trans-Atlantic Match Races, giving European fans a preview of

Schwantz and Rainey’s GP battles of years to come. Rainey won the
championship, but Schwantz closed out the second half of the season

winning five of six Superbike rounds.
 

During this same period, Schwantz was getting a taste of GP racing. In
1986 and 1987, he competed in three Grands Prix. He earned some impressive

finishes in his early outings including a fifth in the 1987 Spanish Grand
Prix.

 

Suzuki signed Schwantz to race Grand Prix full time in 1988, but before he
left he won the Daytona 200, despite fracturing his left forearm in a

practice crash. He was worried that he might not be fit for the first GP
at Suzuka, Japan, but just two weeks after  winning at Daytona,

Schwantz burst onto the GP scene with a victory at Suzuka. Schwantz
remembers those two weeks as a tremendous whirlwind that

 launched him to stardom

"My dad was with me and he said, 'We’ll go to dinner to talk about it.' The
biggest decision we had to make was who was going to call my mom and
break the news to her. She still wasn’t really enthused about me racing

at that point."



Schwantz went on to become one of the most successful Grand Prix
riders of his era. His archrival throughout, as it had been at home in the

United States, was Wayne Rainey. Schwantz won 25 GPs, placing him
second to Eddie Lawson among American 500cc GP winners.  The

culmination of Schwantz’ career came in 1993 when he won the world
championship. He was the last in the long line of U.S. riders who

dominated 500cc Grand Prix from the late 1970s to the early 1990s,
following in the footsteps of Kenny Roberts, Freddie Spencer, Eddie

Lawson, and Rainey. Schwantz won his last Grand Prix in 
Great Britain in 1994.

 
 

Schwantz unexpectedly retired early in the 1995 season. He had suffered a
slew of crashes and injuries in 1994 and early in 1995. A talk with his old

rival Rainey (who had been paralyzed in a racing accident two years
before, while battling Schwantz for the world championship) made
Schwantz realize that he no longer enjoyed racing like he once had.

 
After retiring from motorcycle racing, Schwantz spent some time

competing in NASCAR and touring car races. He also served as a
consultant for Team Suzuki and continued to make appearances and race

in special events on behalf of Suzuki. 
Schwantz was inducted into the AMA Motorcycle Hall of fame in 1999.
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