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What’s the last bike to select to ride a long,
tough Rally? A trailbike, right? Wrong. Forced

into using an XL600 by circumstance, it turned

out to be my only lucky break of the Incas Rally.
by Geoff Eldridge

ight off the bat | have to

admitthatan XL600R would

have been the last bike I'd
have selected to ride in Peru. And
for American Honda Dealer Sherm
Cooper it wasn't his first choice,
either. He wanted to ride an XR600
except he couldn't find a big
capacity fuel tank to bolt right on,
and the only one available was for
an XL600. That became his
choice.

Everything apart from the tank
was stock standard. Sherm said
he'd Loctited a lot of things but after
having maintained it for six days of
the eight | never noticed any on the
bolt threads. So you could say she
was a stocker.

POWER

After the poorly jetted KTM300
I'd begun the Rally with, the XL's
engine was a real blessing. Alti-
tudes of4,000 metres didn'tupset it
too much, even though some
technically minded person had
told me that for every 1,000 metres
you rise above sea level you lost so
many percent of your power, but all
the same it went far better with a
clean airfilter. -

And that was where problem
number one came from: Sherm
had cleaned the filter after day two
but hadn't slid the sandwich filter
element back in properly, leaving a
huge gap for dirt to pass through.
By the time | checked it there was
so much dirt caked on the inner
wire mesh screen that | couldn’t
believe the engine still ran.

But run it did, and even on the
final day where we were blasting
across deep, soft sand for what
seemed like a thousand kilomet-
res, the XL outran both a TT600 and
the Rotax powered Armstrong of
the Pommy rider Mike Sweeney.

All the same | became increas-
ingly paranoid about oil consump-
tion, especially after one special
test of only 180 kms where it used
nearly three litres of oil, and along
the beaches on the final day |
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figured | was going to cook the
engine for sure. The funny thing
was, | checkedthe oil atthie finish of
that final day and it hadn't used
anything much at all.

The day we were running at
4,500 metres and the XL felt down
on power, and maybe some leaner
jetting would have helped, but by
that stage (day 6) the riders had
sorted out a consistent perfor-
mance record and those around
my position had all lost plenty of
penalty time anyway, so we weren't
allthatconcerned about a sluggish
engine. Just so long as the thing
kept running. But the Honda
nevertheless was still powering
along the fast sections as fast as or
faster than the other 60cc four-
strokes (except Balestrieri's works
Honda) so | wasn't worried. An out-
right result of sixth on the long fast
450km special stage between
Puno and Arequipa confirmed that
the Honda was one of the best in
the race, engine-wise.

It started either first kick or
second if | wasn't concentrating, a
betterrecordthan I'd everachieved
at home with one. You needed to
listen for the valve lifter click as you
turned the engine over, butthatwas
all.

Fuel economy was great: where
the two-strokes were running dry
the XL didn’t even need refuelling.
And it vibrated less at higher rpm
than the KTM, made less exhaust
noise and was generally easier on
you than what | figured some bikes
probably were. There was one guy
on an Aprillia with a straight
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through megaphone exhaust and |
can'tunderstand how he faced rid-
ing it each day. The noise was
deafening. :

HANDLING

Back home all | could remem-
ber of an XL600's handling was
that itwas big, heavy, awkward and
had minimal suspension. In Peru
there was no tight riding — mostly it
was formed dirt roads with stretch-
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es of virgin desert thrown in for
good measure. In other words, just
the sort of stuff an XL600 is made
for.

As far as | was concerned, right
from the instant | hopped on it and
completed the remaining 400 kms
of day three | had a blast. It ate the
road stretches easily and if you
pressed me on it | wouldn't ask for
anything more.

The forks were far superior to the
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shock, though. By the second last
day all damping had disappeared
fromthe shock, leavingtherearend
chattering all over the place. So
badly, in fact, that the rear frame
loop ended up cracking in halfand
required welding one night. | left
the rear carry rack and tool pouch
off the bike from then on, to lighten
the load on the frame. Owners
would be well advised to take the
shock to a Honda dealer and get

Wide woven strap




W . RS A e ﬂ

the oil changed before even riding
the bike (if they can do it).

By the last day the rear end was
behaving so badly that | was get-
ting worried about being flicked
over the bars by anything bigger
than 25mm high, so | just slowed
down to compensate. Luckily the
terrain wasn’t all that unpredic-
table.

One thing that was fun was
watching Mike Sweeney’s English-
made Armstrong not handle any-
thing on the final day. The two of us
rode together to help each other
navigate and his bike was the pits. It
was sideways everywhere when it
wasn't kicking his arse high in the
sky. Poor bugger. That's where pat-
riotism gets you, | guess.

THINGS | NOTICED

High onthe listwas the excellent
seat. Aboard the KTM | had a sore
bum halfway through the first short
day; by the end of day two | was
crawling all over the KTM trying to
find a spot that wasn’t agony, and
the people at KTM should me made
sit on a KTM seat for twelve hours
straight, | figure. They'd have a new
design on the drawing board by
five past nine the next morning.

But the Honda was a delight.
Wide enough, soft enough and
shaped just right for extended
riding.

Same with all the controls.
everything operated easily and pre-
dictablyand even the tripmeter was
helpful, with big numbers and an

easy rewind knob.

| finally came to understand the
value of those extended lugs on the
end of the swingarm, too, although
they only work if you can haul the
bike up on a sturdy crate (takes two
people to do it). The axle sits nicely
on these tabs while you get things
lined up for rear wheel installation.

| loved the brakes until the rear
brake rod wingnut started jam-
ming, so | spaced it with washers.
The rear brake shoes lasted well,
too, because I'm hard on brake
shoes.

Having a horn that keeps on
working to toot at all the Peruvians
was fine, and the peace of mind that
comes from knowing your electrics
are so bulletproof thatthe headlight
willwork all the time was something

| came to appreciate because of
the two hour penalties they gave
riders whose lights were out.

One thing | didn'’t like was the
small profile rear tyre. The Organ-
isation only had one size reartyre—
ahumungous great Pirellithing that
barely squeezed in between the
swingarm sides, and the first time |
changed a tyre on the Honda was
late at night when everyone was
busy catching up on sleep. By the
time I'd got the whole mess back in
the bike—puffing and panting in the
3,600 metre high altitude of Cuzco
—itwas too late to find a new chain
to space the rear wheel back
enough so the knobs could clear
the front of the swingarm. | had to
be content with stretching the exist-
ing chain as tight as a piano wire
and hoping that the knobs would
wear down OK.

Theydidn’t. Nextday, by the time

I'd finished the 120km transfer
stage to the start of the special test,
there wasn'’t a single knob left and
the tyre was down to the canvas in
too many places for comfort.
The thought of getting a string ot
flats at4,300 metres altitude during
the special stage, which they’d
warned us was going to be tough,
was more than | could bear, so |
took the 14 hour penalty and rode
down the road instead. Sun-
navabitch. | didn’tgeta flatanyway,
and there were probably more
rocks on the road. By the time |
finished the day | was spitting
chips, especially since | was faced
with another difficult overnight tyre
change at high altitude.

Only a couple of bolts came
loose. First were the muffler bolts,
but I'm getting used to loosening
muffler bolts so | got them in time.
And both sidecovers kept coming
loose repeatedly, the main problem
being the plastic lugs popping out
of the rubber grommet in the frame.
One even fell off but, like my bum-
bag which also fell off one time,
someone found it and delivered it
to me later.

| was lucky and had no flats, but
the 20 psi and a lot of care about
swiping sharp rocks probably
helped. The speedo never seemed
to correlate with the route sheets,
but then neither did anyone’s. One
time | forgot about the key and
flailed away at the kickstarter till |
was blue in the face and gasping
for breath.

Strange, isn't it? A stock stan-
dard trailbike for the ride of my life,
and | loved it. | can't think of any-
thing that was really a problem
except that useless shock absor-
ber, so | figure that riders who buy
an XL600 for long dirt road trips are
doing themselves a favour. | liked
it.

And when | finished safely, |
loved it.

NOTE

This is the US model, based loosely on the
XL60OR which was available in Australia
during 1985. For 1986 we are blessed with
the new European model minus the Dakar
tank and dual headlight. I'd like to express
my gratitude to my Peruvian sponsor,
American Honda dealer Sherm Cooper, for
his generous offer after he hurt his leg:
“Yeah, you take the goddamn thing. Better
than trying to jam itin this Toyota with me...”
Andto Barbara Foxwho loaned me a helmet
when mine failed to arrive. (‘




