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/ never ridden any of the new generation
V e of sports/tourers before, so Kawasaki's
extensive ZZR range was something of
an unknown quantity to me. Like all road-test bikes, |
approached the ZZR400 with what | thought was an
open mind. But with hindsight, | suspect | had some pre-
conceived ideas which needed dragging out from my
subconscious and discarding...
| know what radical race rep bikes are, and what
they're supposed or not supposed to do. And, having
owned a couple of Gold Wings, I've experienced the
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‘heavy’ end of touring bikes. It made sense to me that a
sports/tourer would fit somewhere neatly in the middle,
but of course, when you're talking about fitfing between
two extremes, the middle ground is both wide and var-
ied. As | was putfing several hundred miles on the ZZR, |
had time to contemplate this concept, and realise that a
sports/tourer is actually a very broad generic mantle,
and not as simple to pigeonhole as I'd first imagined.
And | didn't like the ZZR at first; first impressions do
count for something, despite-how much we might try fo
deny it. Lots of people rave about ZZR styling, and it's

cerfainly well-considered and integrated, but it's just so
bloody bulbous. Too much Starship Enterprise and not
enough Klingon Battlecruiser for me, I'm afraid. But it
was a model which did warrant testing, so | cleared my
head as much as possible, and prepared fo spend a few
days in its company.

Without an inifial rapport with the machine, at first |
contented myself with a fairly objective analytical
assessment. I’ certainly a bike you can feel instantly at
home on - there’s no need for a period of acclimatisa-
tion - and it's exactly the sort of bike a born-again biker




would feel happy to return to biking aboard. Everything
does what you'd expect it to, efficiently and unobtru-
sively. The riding posifion is good, with a well-contoured,
plush seat, and footrests that aren't too high or foo far
hack, to lean you gently towards the slightly raised clip-
on bars. It's a very comfy motorcycle, even after a full
day in the saddle. Too much town work will see your
wrists start to complain a little, but | rattled off 200
miles on A-rouds across the Pennines one morning with
no aches and pains anywhere. The instruments are
straightforward and easy to read (the white lettered

dials glow red at night, a neat touch), the mirrors seem
incongruous stuck out the front on stalks, but do give a
reasonable rearwards view, and although there’s no fuel
gauge (or reserve...) there are two handy litfle warning
lights which flash to fell you you're about to run out of
something vital. The pillion gets both grab-strap and
grab-rail, the flip-out bungy hooks work neatly, and
there are two neat trip meters for recording individual
and seperate distances. All in all it's a pretty well
appointed hike - 10 on 10 so far.

For the most part, riding the bike confirms a careful-

ly designed package. The front end is absolutely superb,
it tracks faultlessly, with good turn-in and nice light,
neutral steering. You can roll the throttle on and off
mid-turn and the bike just holds its line perfectly.
Handling is certainly on a par with most spors bikes - a
taut 24 degrees 30 minutes of rake ells you where the
Kwak is coming from - and a good rider on a ZZR will
keep up with an NC30 pilot on the swervy stuff no
problem. Yet the ZZR is also very stable and predictable
- motorway cruising at fon-plus speeds is a breeze, and
rash attempts to promote instability fail miserably. Even
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under heavy braking the bike stays in line, the back end
refusing to perform the wandering about many pure
sports bikes are prone fo.

If the front end is spot on, the rear end lags only a
short distance behind it (about four feet, actually...). A
slightly soft rear shock could do with better damping,
but that only makes itself apparent when you're really
pushing it hard and deep ]
into bends. The pre-load was
already set quite high on the
rear shock, so | left well
alone (it's a bit of a bugger
to adjust anyway), and
there's no damping adijust-
ment, so what you've got is
what you've got. For the
most part it's nigh-on perfect anyway - it's a touring set
up rather than a race set up, but even so, it's no worse
than many race reps in fact.

All this adds up fo a good, controllable ride. The
Michelin Hi-Sports must surely contribute to this pack-
age, giving so much feedback you'd think you were
holding the front wheel spindle instead of the handle-
bars, and lesser tyres might give lesser resulis, but good
tyres can't mask a bad package, so the ZZR must be
inherently right to start with. Even when you want fo
pick up the pace, the baby ZZR doesn't require huge
amounts of conceniration or effort to keep motoring
along - an essential requirement on a bike that has a
tourer role to play. The only limiting factor is the ground
clearance, or lack of it. When you really push it hard,
particularly on bends that dip and climb out, it doesn’t
take too much to have the ZZR dragging bits of its
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TThat does mean of course that
legal motorway travel drops
you out of the powerband,

which is a bit of a bugger for
overtaking, and the answer is
to cruise at 85-90mph, officer.

undercarriage on the farmac. An uprated rear shock
would certainly help, but basically there ain't a lot you
can do about i, matey. Then again, if you're going to
ride on that sort of limit regularly, there are other bikes
more suited o the task you should be looking at.

The brakes are as efficient as the rest of the pack-
age, as ZZR brakes usually are. Top quality 4-piston
Tokicos up front do the busi-
ness, although this particular
hike had slightly less bite than
normal af first, a consequence
of sfill being on Jap pads. And
before you all jump to thai
old wrong conclusion about
Jup brakes, there’s no differ-
ence in spec or performance
to UK stuff, it's just that Jap riding styles and condifions
don't rely much on heavy braking, and pads often glaze
over and harden up through lack of use, which is why
most importers tend fo throw new pads on bikes before
sale. But don't make the mistake of thinking the ZZR
doesn't brake well, a few good hard stops from ton plus
and the brakes were nicely bedded back in (and | was
scraping my dangly bits off the back of the fank...).

Which pretty much leaves only the engine perfor-
mance fo talk about. I've deliberately left this towards
the end, because if there is a fly in the ZZR's otherwise
effective ointment, for me it's the peaky power output
from the motor. It's a tradifional across-the-frame four,
watercooled, 16 valve, DOHC, etc efc, in this case with
semi-downdraught carbs on longish inlet stubs, and it
was here that my previous thoughts about the concept of
sports/tourers fook root.

Initially | was disappointed. The ZZR seemed flat
until a fairly vigourous nine grand was dialled in. When
your experience of tourers is mostly formed from the
tractor-like qualities of your Inferstate Wing, an appar-
ently peaky mofor just doesn’t seem right. There’s a bit
of poke around 4 or 5 grand, which is well useful round
town, but with Kawasaki stubbornly retaining their char-
acteristic powerband on the little ZZR, it struck me as
being af odds with the bike’s raison d'etre. It picks up
around 8,000, but only really happens in a big way
above that 9,000rpm mark. For sure there’s plenty of
grunt from then on up, right on to the 14,000 redline,
but | was surprised to find such a concentrated top end
on an ostensibly dual-role machine. If the ZZR had
sharper styling, and lofs of stripey graphics, it'd be more
in keeping. But then it would be a ZXR...

The engine itself is fine, it carburates well, throtile
response is good, and that distinctive Kawasaki raw
edge hasn't been sanitised out of all existence beneath
that black plastic. It's not as quick as the out-and-out
race rep stuff, but you wouldn't expect it to be. But it's
not slow either, and if you're prepared to give it some
stick, you can make pretty rapid progress.

And this is where | starfed to get a clue that maybe
my expectations were wrong. | can't argue that if
Kawasaki had brought the power band down a couple of
thousand revs, it would have made a better bike.
Between 7 and 9 grand is more useful than between 12
and 14 on a bike with any pretentions at touring, even
if it is in a sporting manner. But when | stopped being
disappointed with the ZZR, and just rode it without that
harsh analytical eye, | started to warm to it much more.
You can get across country quickly and without fuss, be




it by motorway - | held 110mph for some 25 miles on a
(fairly) empty M62 - or on A-roads - where 90mph bend
swinging isn't a problem. In more mundane traffic, you
do need to cog swap more, hut if you accept that, the
LIR starts to reward you.

Cog swapping wasn't the nice slick affair you need
under those conditions, though, and the six speed box
always felt a bit clunky, particu-
larly in the lower gears. | traced a
noisy, snatchy first/second shift to
a tired cush drive in the rear
wheel - something I've seen
before on low mileage Kawasaki's
- and that wouldn't be helping the
transmission in general, but
whether fixing that would solve
all the problems, | have my
doubts. But either way, the two
problems of peaky motor and
less-than-perfect shifting took the
edge off the ZZR's otherwise pret-
ty faultless all-round perfor-
mance.

The gears are nicely spaced though, first is low
enough for smooth take offs without dialling in fistfuls
of revs, while sixth is a useful overdrive, letting the revs
drop 1o a relaxed 7 grand at a steady 70 cruising. That
does mean of course that legal motorway travel drops
you out of the powerband,
which is a bit of a bugger for
overtaking, and the answer is
to cruise at 85-90mph, offi-
cer.

Despite the long motor-
way legs, fuel consumption is
crap. The 14 liire tank displays its funky fuel warning
light after less than a 100 miles, and with only about a
couple of litres left by then, you ignore it at your peril. |
couldn’t believe | was only getting 39.6mpg, so | filled
up and checked another tankful, with a slightly less
frantic pace | managed 41.4mpg. Absolute rubbish, my
1100 Wing will do better than that, even at the rate |
ride it. For even a sporting fourer it's pretty dismal, and
for a bike like the ZZR, where you could happily stay in

It’s just so bloody bulbous. Too
much Starship Enterprise and
not enough Klingon Battlecruiser
for me, I'm afraid.

the saddle all day, frequent fuel stops are as irritating as
they are expensive.

But if you can afford fo put the gas in it (I'm just a
tight git), accept a peaky motor (which is admittedly
addictive above 9 grand), and enthuse over the corpo-
rate ZZR styling (still looks like a blob to me), the ZZR
will cover the ground for you, and give you a good time
into the bargain. Two up doesn't
seem fo make much difference,
to either speed and handling or
fuel consumption, so it's a good
buy if you-take regular pillions.
It's big for a 400, more so than
most imports it gets mistaken for
a bigger brother, so although it
won't intimidate smaller riders,
bigger bikers won't feel like
they're perched on a mini-bike.
And it carries it's bulk well, so
although it's a portly 193kg, it'll
change direction quickly enough,
and doesn’t actually feel that
much heavier than a more sporting 400.

A bike like this, with a few scratches and knocks
here and there from container transport, will cost you a
tad less than three grand. A real minter will hit you for a
couple of hundred quid more. Whether that's value for
money or not is your own opinion. | grew to like the ZZR
after all, it is quietly effi-
cient, deceptively quick over
distance, and remarkably
comfortable. It's equally af
home on 40mph back roads
as it is on 90mph trunk
roads, and it's a doddle in
town - the archetypal all-round motorcycle. I'd sfill pre-
fer a less peaky motor, but then maybe I'm just a Wing-
riding Luddite. There’s not much in the way of direct
comparisons in the 400cc sporis/fourer bracket, so if
that's your bag, keep a look out for a nice little ZZR400
to treat yourself to. Suzuki’s GSX-F is about the only
other compefitor, and we'll be festing one of those just
as soon as we can get hold of one.

Odgie

Whilst it’s easy enough to make com-
parisions with later models and call the
ZZR a sports/tourer, it’s also easy to for-
get that, at the time, the ZZR was
launched with pretentions far more
towards sporting rather than touring, and
it’s only as bikes have become more radical
that the ZZR has been perceived different-
ly.

Whereas most 400s are a natural
extension or evolution of previous models
of the same capacity, the ZZR was never
designed to be a 400. Kawasaki’s range of
400s runs from the GPZ400, through the
GPX400, to the ZX4 as tested last issue,
and finally to the ZXR400 still available
today. Kawasaki’s decision to produce a
ZZR400 was achieved by simply reducing
the capacity of the new ZZR600 (they also
produce a ZZR500 for the Austrian mar-
ket). The 400 is little more than a 600
with a 400 top end (even the head castings
are the same, and can be interchanged with
little work), and different carbs and
silencers. This explains the ZZR’s compari-
tively large size for a 400 - it even weighs
in at exactly the same as the 600, making
it a full 30kg (60Ib) heavier than a CBR
Aero, and 10kg (20lb) heavier even than
Suzuki’s GSX-F.

It’s a fairly bulletproof model - the bike
is designed to take the 98bhp of the 600,
so the 59bhp of the 400 will pose no prob-
lems. The worn cush drive in the rear hub is
a common problem on many Kawasakis -
the rubber just isn’t man enough for the
task - and although it’s a fairly simple job
to replace, even new rubbers don’t last too
| long, and the problem can reoccur pretty
regularly.

Thanks to Trev for wearing out a
knee slider doing action shots.

SPEC:

Engine: Water-cooled, DOHC,
in-line four, 16 valves

Bore & Stroke:
57.5x38.5mm

Capacity: 399cc
Weight: 193kg

| Power: 58ps/12,000rpm
Torque: 3.7kgm/10,000rpm
Wheels: 120/60R17 front,
160/60R17 rear

Model - ZZR400 Year - 1993(G). Mileage - 16,875. Price - £2995. Test Bike Supplied By West Coast Motorcycles
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