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Cycle Test

KX125

With just a few changes to the KX,

KAWASAKI

Honda will no longer dominate the 125 class

® This one is for motocross only. The
Kawasaki KX 125 won’t double as a week-
end playbike or desert sled because the
powerband 1s far too narrow. Even for
motocross you'll need tap dancing lessons
to give your feet the speed they need to
keep the gearbox in step with the engine.
A good rule of thumb is to downshift twice
every time you roll the throttle off.

This fancy footwork isn’t necessary be-
cause the KX 125 is lacking in peak power.
All the shifting is required because the
KX 125 has a torque band considerably
narrower and more feeble than certain
other 125s—most notably the DKW and
Honda Elsinore. At 6500 rpm the Honda
produces 10.0 foot-pounds of torque com-
pared to 6.23 for the Kawasaki. Torque
peaks are 10.72 at 8000 for the Elsinore
and 9.48 at 8500/9000 for the Kawasaki.
Nevertheless, a good rider with a well-
oiled left ankle can win with the KX 125,
and even beat an Elsinore, but he’ll have
to work harder.

Anyone with experience on a 125 has
long ago built up a crusty callous on his
shifting foot, so he’ll probably learn to
cope with an extra few shifts per lap.
Excellent handling—which approaches the
best in its class—offsets the Kawasaki’s
narrow torque range and really helps it
win races. Chassis performance easily
rivals the 125 Husky and certainly matches
an Elsinore or Suzuki. In short Kawasaki
has leapt into the 125 class with a bike
capable of winning in the hands of a good
rider. But why should a good rider use
his skills to help the Kawasaki win when
a couple of other bikes in the class can
help the rider win by offering him a bet-
ter engine?

Throughout our testing that question
kept popping up. It first surfaced when
a few little things went wrong: the ques-
tion loomed awesomely when the big-end
bearing self-destructed. Kawasaki may
have rushed the release of this bike so
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An expert can parlay good handling into a win,
but the novice is hindered by a pipey engine.

it could complement the KX 250 and KX
450 production models this year. What-
ever the reason, Kawasaki is in the unique
(and to some manufacturers, enviable)
position of releasing a bike that is imme-
diately competitive. But the bike needs
more work, which of course the giant
Japanese conglomerate can afford to give
it in short order. It’s a shame that next
year’s models will presumably be per-
fected at the expense of this year’s cus-
tomers. But consumers end up doing the
final R & D on any new product.

Both the 250 and 450 KX models re-
ceived extensive prototype development
in America and successful testing in actual
competition by Jim Weinert and Brad
Lackey. Stateside R & D did not help
develop the 125 at all. Even the bike which

Eddie Cole (Kawasaki’s 125 MX teamster)
races now is nothing more than a pre-
production model that is almost identical
to our test machine and the ones custom-
ers will be able to buy.

The KX 125 is Japan’s baby all the way.
In fact Kawasaki’s headquarters thought
enough of the engine to build an entirely
new enduro around it (the KS 125) to
replace the old F-6, which was already
one of the best in its class. Somehow, the
KX lost the real advantage of rotary-valve
design: to widen a powerband without
losing great percentages of peak power on
either side of the maximum power rpm
figure. A wide powerband should be in-
herent with a rotary valve; as the spinning
disc closes, the crankcase is sealed tightly
and no charge can escape back through
the carburetor. A piston-port engine relies
on resonating pressure waves in the inlet
tract to trap the charge, and since these
waves vary in efficiency according to en-
gine speed, rather large amounts of power
and torque are lost at other than optimum
revs. The KX 125 rotary-valve engine
should outpower piston-port designs.

Yet without the advantage of a rotary
valve, Honda’s Elsinore has more peak
horsepower, more peak torque and more
torque at every point between 6500 revs
and 8500 revs than the Kawasaki ever
does. Without its good handling the KX-
125 wouldn’t stand a chance. Without a
good rider to exploit that good handling
the bike won’t stand a chance. That’s why
it needs more work.

As soon as Kawasaki sneaks a few more
pounds feet of torque into the upper rev
range, the KX will be a winner because
the rider will be able to concentrate on
racing rather than shifting. He might even
be able to take an inside line and muscle
out of a corner instead of riding the berm
just to stay on the pipe. In order to win,
it’s really important for a rider to be ex-
cited about his bike. Right now the little
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Kawasaki excites only because of its tre-
mendous potential.

General specifications are extremely
straightforward and typical for the cate-
gory but here and there neat little touches
make the Kawasaki different. Take the
wheels for example. D.I.D. rims lace to
alloy hubs with 36 spokes in a cross-two
pattern everywhere except on the right
front side which crosses three times. Rim
locks clamp the tire beads twice in back
and once in front. There isn’t a cheapo
tire in sight. On the rear is the superb new
Dunlop Senior which has knobs half-way
around the sidewalls and sticks like a dart

in corkboard. Certainly a fair percentage
of the bike’s fine handling can be attri-
buted to this tire and the way the Senior
works in harmony with the standard Dun-
lop Sports Stud up front.

Inside the black anodized hubs are
smallish brake shoes which nevertheless
do a quick job of slowing the bike. Quick-
ness is all part of the 125 racing experi-
ence—you don’t settle into a smooth, fluid
rhythm as is possible on certain big
bikes—you climb on top of a 125 and it
flails beneath you for half-an-hour. You
click in a million inputs to stop it from
doing what it tries to do. The rider with

the fastest reactions will avoid trouble
more often than the guy who finishes
second. A racer needs good brakes for this
kind of high-input riding, and so the KX
125’s lap times are aided by marvelously
strong, quick-acting brakes. Neither hub
is water tight, but dragging the brakes
burns away water quickly compared to
some brake lining compounds which, once
soaked, don’t recover stopping power for
half a lap or more. Finally, the cable
operated rear brake provokes minimal
hop and clatter at the wheel when applied
in bumpy sections even though it is not
fully floating.
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In a rotary valve engine the carburetor must be mounted perpendicular
to the cylinder at a location just above the flywheels. A cover protects it.

Suspension suffers in only one major
way—the spring rates of the two coils in
each front fork leg are so far apart that
action is extremely soft for the first couple
of inches and suddenly extremely stiff
when the longer, thicker coil comes into
play. There is nothing progressive about
this transition. Return damping has the
same two-stage effect—fast and then slow.
The front end would have more even and
consistent transitions if it had progres-
sively wound fork springs.

In other respects the highly polished
telescopics work as expected on a machine
capable of running with Pentons and Bul-
tacos. They don’t top or bottom and use-
able travel is an acceptable 5 inches. Only
the most murderous jumps will force them
into the sixth inch of travel; for the most
part that’s a consequence of the stiff spring
and rather heavy 5W20 oil.

In the rear the shocks move nicely
within their 3-inch travel range and are
adjustable for spring preload. They have
the same innards as the shocks on the
heavier KX models, but lack the ham-
merhead oil reservoirs found on the big
bike dampers. These reservoirs keep shock
fluid cooler and damping consistent. Our
shocks performed satisfactorily, but we
only held racing speeds for about fifteen-
minute periods. In a half-hour moto the
shocks might need the extra capacity of
the hammerheads. The crankpin bearing
in our Kawasaki failed the day before the
bike was scheduled to compete in a moto-
cross, so we never had a chance to test
the Kawasaki 125’s shocks under full-tilt
racing conditions.

The engine proved to be the most prob-
lematical component in the motorcycle.
Early on there were complications when
Kawasaki instructed us to use nothing but
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Torco S0W Racing Oil mixed 32 to 1. Very
few shops carry this relatively new oil, so
you must scout a lot to find a retailer who
has the stuff. Once gassed and oiled prop-
erly the engine ran beautifully for five
tankfuls of fuel—about three races. Then
itstarted to lose its edge. Shortly thereafter
came a minor piston seizure, and in pull-
ing off the barrel to survey the damage,
we found 3/16-inch of vertical play in the
big-end bearing. The flywheel adjacent to
the intake port was blue from heat, the
thrust washer between the cases and fly-
wheel had disappeared, and the big-end
bearing cage was in the extremity of col-
lapse. Shades of Kawasaki's old Centu-
rion and its early problems.

There are several probable causes for
such a failure. At worst a design deficiency
involving improper bearing speed could
destine every KX 125 to a rattling stop.
The broken big end on our particular
machine is not an isolated instance; sev-
eral prototypes suffered the same misfor-
tune. More likely the side clearance be-
tween the crank cheeks and thrust washers
was too tight on this particular machine,
and that’s simply a case of improper as-
sembly at the factory. Regardless of cause,
replacement involves splitting the cases,
a job beyond the average motocrosser and
a task which involves plenty of time and
money at a dealer. There are no warranties
on race bikes.

Engine design is unremarkable except
for the rotary valve. Air travels from a
large plenum chamber under the seat to
the Mikuni carburetor through a huge
pipe made of three immaculate die cast-
ings. Once past the rotary valve, charge
enters the combustion chamber through
three transfers, one of which occupies the

(Continued on page 89)

Removing the clutch cover frees the carburetor and exposes the partially
open rotary disc valve. Air reaches the carb through the large metal tube.
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The entire electronic ignition is seen here. Heavy
frame gusseting steadies steering head.
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There is no advantage to a tapered stinger that
we know of, so Kawasaki may be after looks alone.
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THE MORE YOU
KNOW ABOUT
FAIRINGS
THE MORE
YOU'LL WANT
A WiXofn.

.

Wixom’s

Fairings for Honda 500’s
— 750 Fours and other
popular street and
touring mo- torcycles are
the world’s best. They

are carefully sculptured of fiberglass
utilizing special resins which absorb
vibration and shock. Stress areas are
carefully engineered and reinforced.
Our fiberglass is strong and it’s
repairable. Beware of other so-called
space age ‘‘wonder materials” that
can’t withstand vibration.

When Wixom introduces something
new, it will be done right! Thousands
of satisfied Wixom owners since
1965 have told us their fairing has
outlived their bike!

When you find out the facts about
fairings — you’ll want a Wixom.

Write today for
catalog and decal
$1.00 ppd.

WIXOM BROTHERS, INC.
1637 East Burnett Avenue
Dept. c-974
Long Beach, California 90806
(213) 426-0485
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space normally taken up by an intake port
in non-rotary-valve engines. A bridged
exhaust port with semi-circular cut-outs
at the top (a la Honda Elsinore) completes
the porting arrangement.

Rather than employing a steel liner or
chrome bore in their cylinder, Kawasaki
coats the inside with a thin layer of metal
sprayed directly onto the aluminum. Pres-
sures used in application are so high that
the process is called “explosion spraying.”
Advantages are lower costs for Kawa-
saki—and tighter piston clearances since
there is no expansion differential between
the spray and aluminum. Unfortunately,
a scored cylinder can’t be repaired, so
every seizure or broken ring could mean
replacement. The cylinder costs $63.80.
Kawasaki’s low slung expansion chamber
with its unique flared stinger isn’t much
of a silencer. The KX spits out an ear-
splitting crack seemingly beyond being
tamed by muffling. The bike will be
banned at any track with a decibel meter.
If this happens, don’t look for a bolt-on
accessory silencer because none will fit the
odd-shaped stinger. It’s yet another area
for further development by Kawasaki.

Power is transmitted through a gear-
drive primary to a 10-plate wet clutch con-
trolled by five springs. The clutch meters
power in a smooth, clean manner so you
can hurtle off the line at near peak revs
in first gear and then immediatley shift
without ever having let the clutch all the
way out. The technique is good for bog-
less, spinless starts every time if you have
a low first-gear ratio and a good clutch,
both of which the Kawasaki has. Shifting
is lightning fast and always perfect. A
rotary drum swaps the six speeds in a
left-side, down-for-low pattern. Final
drive is by a !2-inch-pitch D.I.D. chain.

So the KX 125 is fast, it handles and
it stops. The narrow powerband makes it
harder to ride than it should be. At $840,
the Kawasaki costs less than the garden-
variety 125. and at 199 pounds wet the
machine weighs a pinch more than the
average 125. The Kawasaki’s chassis com-
ponents are first rate, but the exhaust is
too loud.

Concerning the KX 125’s reliability
factor, two things are especially clear:
First, had Cycle’s test bike found its way
instead to a paying customer, the me-
chanical failures would have left him
disappointed. angry and smoking—and
understandably so. Second. if past per-
formance is any guide, Kawasaki will
have the KX 125’s difficulties straightened
out in a few months.

After Kawasaki muffles the KX 1257
exhaust racket. and after Kawasaki dials
a higher, broader torque curve into its new
rotary-valve engine, and after Kawasaki
fully sorts out any and all mechanical
gremlins lurking inside the engine,
then—and only then—should you rush out
to buy a KX 125. ®

ENGINE
BRITE

AMERICA'S NO. 1
ENGINE CLEANER!
Spray iton .. .
hose it off!
Removes grease
and grime . . . on
autos, tractors, |3 ”
MOWErS, e, | mmoy

TAR AND BUG
REMOVER
Quickly dissolves tar
spots and loosens
bug deposits from
autos, motor-
cycles,

buses, etc.

CAR

WASH
Biodegradable, phos-
phate-free! Use !§ oz.
per gallon of water.
Rinses streak-free.

GUNK LABORATORIES, INC., 5829 W. 66 ST., CHICAGO, ILL. 60638

DEMPSEY & STANLEY, INC. RADIATOR SPECIALTY CO.
FOREST PARK. ILL. 60130 CHARLOTTE, N C. 28237

The super-penetrating
rust solvent
that loosens
rusted nuts, bolts
and parts in
seconds . . . T
Safe on all | <GS ‘
metals! | % wsmy gors

]

Stops automatic
transmission
troubles . . .
down-shifting,
rough shifting,
slippage . . .

LAN-LIN

Gets hands REALLY
clean! Removes
oil, grease, paint.
Rubon...

Rinse or

wipe off!

RADIATOR SPECIALTY CO., CHARLOTTE, N. C. 28237
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