500cc SHOOTOUT

BATTLE OF THE

TITANS

Yamaha vs. Honda vs. Suzuki vs. Husqvarna vs. M-Star vs.

All three of the European big bikes need to go on a diet. Overall,
the best handling is the M-Star. Both the Husky and KTM are a
little nervous on a motocross track.

By the Staff of DB

acing an Open class bike on the average

motocross track is an exercise in futil-
ity. A pack of 250s will snap at your heels
and slip under you in the tight sections. Even
125s will irritate you in practice and drive
you whacko if you have to race with them.
At the end of the moto, your arms will be
aching, your hands numb from the vibra-
tion, and your spirit bent, if not broken.

Why, then, oh why do people ever bother
racing one of these unforgiving monsters?
Is it for the boost to the ego: ‘“Yeah, I ride
a big bike, buddy. None of those popcorn
machines for me!”’

Well, to genuinely understand a big bike,
you have to race it in its element. . . where
it’s happy. Where the arm-wrenching power
will be an advantage. Where you have room
to let that sucker breathe in the top gears.
Where the tears will be pulled out of the cor-
ners of your eyes in spite of good goggles.

Take that same 500cc bike that reduced
you to dog vomit on the tight track, and get
thee unto ‘a Grand Prix. Something with a
few long straights. None of this tight, pan-
sy foo-foo bike track stuff. Nope. We want
a track that has you in top gear and wishing
you’d put one more tooth on the counter-
shaft sprocket.

This is where the joy is. . .letting the en-
gine wind and kick and snort. Exploring the

The Honda, Suzuki and Yamaha are lighter than the Euro machines
and are more at home on a motocross track. Of the three, the YZ

has the best overall manners.

upper limits of never-never land. Experienc-
ing the thrill of a power wheelie. . .in top
gear. Now that’s what Open bikes are made
for!

THE FIRING LINE

Nineteen eighty-four hasn’t been kind to
the powerhouses of the motocross world.
For some reason, their advancement is lag-
ging behind the 250s and 125s. This year’s
crop of machines has seen the pendulum ef-
fect: Excellent 1983 bikes received big
changes and took a step backwards, while
mediocre sleds took the elevator up a flight
or two.

We’ll have six bikes in the shootout. They
are the Honda CR500, the Yamaha YZ490,
the Suzuki RMS00, the M-Star 490, the
KTM 495 and the Husky 500CR. Before we
plunge into the shootout, we’ll give you a
very brief rundown on each machine.

Honda CRS500R: Instead of updating its
excellent 480R version, Honda chose to
build a whole new motorcycle from the
ground up. The 500 is bigger, heavier and
faster than the older 480, sports a disc brake
and exhibits inbred factory traits in the cor-
ners.

Yamaha YZ490: Yamaha’s ‘‘run what
you brung’’ theory carries over to the 490.
They kept the looks very close to the ’83 and
opted to redistribute the weight to get han-
dling gains. Actually, the big YZ is remarka-

bly close to what Glover rides in the out-
door series.

Suzuki RM500: New forks, blue boots,
and surprisingly little else has been done to
the RM. A few years back they punched the
motor out, but it still retains the four-speed
tranny, the dual airbox, and the same plastic
as the ’83.

M-Star 490: This baby looks remarkably
similar to the deceased Maico 490. In fact,
it’s nearly identical! Big news comes in the
five-speed trans and a rear Ohlins that hits
closer to the mark. Internally, ithe same
clutch and cylinder are activated, as are the
forks (only with the Maico logo removed).

KTM 495: Energy went into the suspen-
sion department and into mellowing the
power delivery of the KTM. Upside-down
White Power forks are used, as well as a pig-
gyback White Power single shock. A diet
reduced the weight somewhat from the
porky ’83 model.

Husky 500CR: Big news comes in small
packages on the Swede-mobile. A plastic
low-hanger tank and an ’80s-patterned rake
for quicker turning mark the changes. It’s
the only six-speeder and dual-shocker of the
bunch.

There you have it—six killers, head to
head. The end results of each category will
be graphed out so you can draw an easy
conclusion as to the winner, and the losers.
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The KTM is not really comfortable on the tight MX tracks. Tim Hanna (no rela-
tion to the Hurricane) muscles the big 495.
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Handling the big Honda takes grit. An explosive motor rips off the bottom, and cou-
pled with a strange mix of quick turning and a shaking head, it will take an experienc-

ed rider to handle Big Red.

Once properly set up, the RM will turn
with the best of them. But, take it out in
a high-speed section and the head
shakes so badly it’s scary.

PERFORMANCE

None of the six bikes in the shootout can
be considered slow. They represent the
blown fuelers of the motocross world, and
what’s important is the type of power they
put out and how usable and/or ridable it is.

The KTM, Yamaha and Suzuki come
equipped with four speeds, the Honda and
M-Star with five speeds, and the Husky has
a four- or six-speed transmission. For pure
shifting ease, the M-Star tops the field, fol-
lowed by the longer throw of the Husky.
The YZ and RM are down a tad because
of excess notchiness, and the KTM and
Honda wallow in last for their less-than-stel-
lar shifting performance.

Starting these beasts isn’t best done in
shower shoes. They require a healthy kick

POWER

Excellent

Very good
Good

Average

Hopeless

YAM HON SUZ HUSKY KTM M-STAR
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with a good, strong boot on your foot. With
a handlebar-mounted compression release,
the M-Star is by far the easiest to fire. Next
comes the KTM with a well-designed kick-
start lever with which you can get the need-
ed leverage to get a muscle boot in. Behind
the KTM comes the Husky, which also has
a fairly smart lever design. In last are the
RM, YZ and CR. Awkward kickstarters
and bizarre jetting hamper all three. Once
the jetting is dialed, the YZ gets easier. The
CR and RM are a hit-or-miss deal. Some-
times they fire, sometimes it’s hopeless.
In the usable pony department, the Yama-
ha is the clear winner. A monstrous low end
and killer mid-range are mated to a decent
top end, making the YZ the king of the

SHIFTING
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YAM HON SUZ HUSKY KTM M-STAR

power giants. Next in line comes the M-Star
with its responsive low end, healthy mid hit,
and the hardest and longest-revving upper
hit of all the Open bikes. The Honda puts
out a violent rasp that’s potent and strong,
but is downgraded because of the unpredic-
table blast that scares even the most experi-
enced riders. To compound matters, sand
riding produces a detonation that can only
be fixed by reshaping the head. The KTM
and Husky are tied, as both bikes have plen-
ty of boost but vibrate like blenders and
aren’t too impressive in the upper-hook de-
partment. Last goes to the RM by virtue of
the least power and the worst gearbox spac-
ing. It’s good for the Novice, useless for the
Expert.
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