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® THERE'S AN OLD MAXIM THAT SAYS THE
more things change, the more they stay
the same. Dual-purpose motorcycles
once contradicted this; now they confirm
it. Dual-purpose bikes did change, radi-
cally, back in the early 1970s. That was
when four-strokes virtually disappeared,
and two-stroke engines ruled the dual-
purpose roost. But now the situation has
turned full-circle, and it’s four-stroke time
again . . . with a difference. Today’s dual-
purpose models benefit from a decade of
technological progress and the 1980

SIIZIIKI SP400'I'

street-and-‘tra:il‘ihumper is like its ances-

tors only in having poppet valves.

The original 1978 SP and DR370s
were modest motorcycles, obviously not

state-of-the-art but simple, functional, fun

: plentyo oom exi

Suzuki's 1980
m anew. shade of ora

bikes. The SP and DR represented Su- ¢

zuki’s first effort at building a four-stroke
dirt bike, and they pointed the way to-
ward the future for that company, just as
the XT and TT and the XL and XR inti-
mated the future for Yamaha and Honda.
We concluded in 1978 that the SP370
was a good place for Suzuki to start, but

crease amounts to 27 cubic centimeters.
The extra displacement doesn’t allow the
400 to develop more power than the
370: rather, it helps the new SP avoid
being hurt by '80’s EPA standards.




A capacitor-discharge ignition system re:
places the 370’s breaker-points setup

further reducing maintenance. The CDI

comes by way of standardization; all
street-legal Suzukis now utilize CDI. Try-
ing to maintain decent performance while
meeting the latest EPA emissions stan-
dards, Suzuki made a major change in

~lever with a snap, Iettmg the,
the engme s ready to start.

engine, excépt after a fall when it often
takes several jabs at the lever.
Rer

‘ not t use the lever as an engine

' PHOTOGRAPHY: DAVE HAWKINS, ROBIN RIGGS
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brake or kill switch. The notched shaft

and rocker arm might be damaged.

Functionally, all the changes have af-
fected the SP400’s performance very lit-
tle. The Suzuki carries a solo rider about
town nicely, developing enough power to
keep up with the flow of traffic along the
boulevard. On the highway, though, you

44

must strain the engine to avoid being
rear-ended by anyone flouting the na-
tional speed limit. Negotiating hills at high
speed often requires a downshift. The
400'’s lack of high-rpm power might pose
a problem for two-up riding if the bike
were equipped to carry a passenger, but
that’s no hassle because the SP doesn’t
have passenger pegs.

For dirt riding, the engine produces

adequate but not spectacular power. A
quick read of the dyno figures reveals
why the SP400 feels a trifle underpow-
ered. It develops a maximum of 19.4
horsepower at 7000 rpm; as you’d ex-
pect that's between the 17.20-horse-
power Honda XL250S and the 29.22-
horsepower Yamaha XT500G, but it’s
closer to the 250 than to the 500. Thank-
fully, the SP has an even torque spread
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through most of its powerband, which
makes the machine easy to ride. When
you're plonking along slow trails or up
switchback hills the SP pulls strongly
from the rpm basement. Its tires lose
traction long before the thumper runs out
of power, and they’re the factor limiting
where you may ride. In any kind of nasty
terrain, the SP rewards aggressiveness:
get a run at a hill and you stand an in-
finitely better chance of climbing it.

Vibration mars the SP’s otherwise
comfortable ride. When cruising the 400
on the street at most speeds, you can
feel the pegs, seat and handlebar buzz
lightly. At highway speeds the 400 vi-
brates more than moderately; even
though the engine spins only 4500 rpm at
55 mph, vibration at that speed wears
you down quickly. After 30 miles on the
freeway during one particular ride, our
tester noticed that the tach cable had vi-
brated out and the resettable odometer
jumped digits—indications that things
are shaking more than they ought to.

The SP’s constant-vacuum carb has
some good and some bad points. Al-
though the engine starts easily when you
adhere to the starting drill (choke, kick
past TDC, kick vigorously), you must use
the choke (which is actually an enriching
jet) until the engine thoroughly warms up.
Trying to ride off without the choke on
rewards the rider with a series of lurches.
Even after the engine warms up, it
doesn’t run smoothly. When you hold the
throttle steady, the bike surges gently
back and forth. Neither does the 400 ac-
celerate evenly; unlike a bike with a
properly jetted constant-vacuum carb,
the SP hesitates when you snap the throt-
tle open from low rpm.

Suzuki has altered the SP’s gear ratios
slightly, raising first and second and
lowering the primary ratio and fourth
gear. Still, the 400’s ratios, like most
dual-purpose bikes’, offer a compro-
mise. It is geared a little low for the street
and a little tall for the dirt. Although the
transmission shifts readily up or down
with or without the clutch, and missed
shifts rarely occur, shifts feel notchy and
driveline snatch mars the action. The
driveline snatch proves especially no-
ticeable in town during low-speed ma-
neuvers like U-turns. A bright spot in the
SP’s transmission is its clutch: it requires
only an average pull at the lever and en-
gages broadly enough to perform well in
tight situations in the dirt.

Though the SP370’s suspension did
not utilize the latest suspension technol-
ogy in 1978, Suzuki has updated it very
little for 1980. The fork still provides 7.2
inches of travel and uses the same
damping. However, Suzuki has softened
the secondary and tertiary windings in an
effort to reduce harshness; they did not
change the primary rate of spring com-
pression. Under the screw-in fork caps a
42mm spacer preloads each spring.

Like the 370, the 400 uses gas-filled
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oown high-power
\won't notice the
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KYB shocks; the new bike's shocks,
though, have softer compression and re-
bound damping, about eight per cent and
10 per cent respectively. The 400’s
shocks’ springs have the same overall
spring rate as the 370’s, but they incor-
porate a stiffer primary rate and a softer
secondary rate. Rear suspension travel
remains at 5.2 inches.

You’ll notice several problems with the
SP’s suspension when you’re out for a
dirt ride. The shocks’ damping fades no-
ticeably when you ride at even moder-
ately high speed over rough ground, such
as whoop-de-doos. Also, intermediate to
expert riders of average weight (160
pounds) will find the front and rear sus-
pension bottoming frequently. However,
simply stiffening the spring rates at both
ends would only exacerbate another
problem, as both ends are already
underdamped.

Predictably, the suspension bothers
you less on the street. But the fork,
while having only a minimal amount of
stiction, does not respond to small pave-
ment bumps readily. The shocks react
less obligingly to ripples, and the firm
seat doesn’t help absorb the sharp kicks
in the rear.

Suzuki has graced the SP with unusual
chassis geometry, which produces a
fairly well-balanced set of handling char-
acteristics for both dirt and street. Its
short, 55.9-inch wheelbase and shallow,
32-degree rake combine to make it man-
ageable on easy trails. Thanks primarily
to its rake, the SP runs very stable in a
straight line, even over fairly rough cross-
country terrain. On tight trails, though,
the 400’s slow steering makes it a hand-
ful; you can whip it around, but you have
to concentrate and muscle the bike a bit

todoit. ,
It's much easier to handle the SP on

the street. There you are never forced to
work against the bike. It steers lightly, es-
pecially if you use some body English
and abundant countersteering.

For what most people would classify
an open-class dirt bike, the 400 sits low.
Its seat stands 33 inches off the ground,
so whether you're sitting at a street light
or paddling up a rock-strewn trail, you
should be able to reach the ground
easily. On the other hand, its low-slung
posture may worry you on the trail when
your feet scrape on some rocks. The
footpegs mount only 12.5 inches above
the trail-nasties.

The 298-pound 400 weighs eight
pounds more than the 370. Three items
contribute to its added weight: the larger
cylinder head, bigger piston, and an ex-
tra exhaust muffler, which Suzuki added
in 1979. (The extra muffler—a round
canister—rests perpendicular to the
frame backbone. Hidden under the air-
box and behind the side panels, it only
deadens sound and does not purify ex-

haust emissions.) That makes the 400
CYCLE



relatively light for its displacement cate-
gory. It’s 20 pounds heavier than the
Honda XL250S and 27 pounds lighter
than the Yamaha XT500; as it is in power,
it's closer to a 250 than to a 500 in
weight. If you stick to two-track lanes or
fireroads, the SP indeed feels like a light-
weight. Get into the rough, though, and
there’s no mistaking that it’s about 50
pounds heavier than a typical mid-size
enduro bike. On the street, the SP feels
like a genuine lightweight commuter.

Both front and rear brakes work very
well, providing a progressive feel at the

— v
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lever. They're powerful enough to lock
up on the street at speed, and the point at
which they lock comes predictably.
Dual-purpose bike owners accept the
fact that their machines’ tires compro-
mise their bikes’ usefulness. Granted—
but it’s still necessary to describe the na-
ture of the compromise. Even at low
pressure, the block-style universal tires
provide little traction in the dirt, skittering
freely. During commuting, the rear tire
squirms on rain grooves and the front tire
wanders. The motorcycle oscillates gen-
tly and the handlebar wags slowly, which

s

disconcerts you but does not truly affect
the bike’s handling.

Three safety-related points deserve
special note. The 35-watt headlight and
the electrical system that powers it are
sorely deficient. Headlight intensity re-
lates directly to engine speed, but even
redlining the engine doesn’t generate
enough light. Seeing behind you during
the day is as difficult as seeing ahead of
you during the night. At all but the slowest
speeds, the mirrors reflect fuzzy images,
forcing you to exercise your neck con-

(Continued on page 48)

Suzuki replaced the 32mm Mikuni with a 36mm
c-v carb; it's jetted lean to reduce emissions.
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stantly. Finally, after you switch the pet-
cock from Main to Reserve, it takes
between five to 10 seconds for the en-
gine to begin firing again. If there’s some
hard-charger in a Buick barreling down
on you from behind while you switch to
Reserve, be ready to switch lanes.

A novice who chooses the SP400 to
learn to ride on will most likely be satis-
fied—not because it ranks as the dual-
purpose king but because it does the

kinds of things that beginners need. It
starts easily, the controls work smoothly,
maintenance doesn’t require an en-
gineering degree and the powerband
won’t overwhelm a novice. And as more
people see motorcycles as a transporta-
tion alternative in the fuel-short '80s, the
SP won’t embarrass you: it averages
over 50 miles to the gallon in hard use.The
SP performs adequately on pavement,
and that’s where most dual-purpose
bikes spend the majority of their time.
More experienced riders and those

who favor the dirt may demand more of
the SP than it's capable of giving. They’ll
note the 400’s excessive vibration, im-
perfect carburetion and marginal sus-
pension and wonder if things couldn’t be
better. They can be—and you don’t have
to turn to a race bike to find superior per-
formance. Honda’s and Yamaha's dual-
purpose thumpers offer better perform-
ance in precisely those areas in which
the SP is deficient. Even though Suzuki
has improved the 1980 SP400, it is still a
motorcycle with untapped potential. @

Mekeandmodel .. - ... ... = Suzuki SP400T  Fuel capacity, main/reserve ................. 7.4/1.1 liters
Price, suggested retailas 0f 8/08/80 ............ ... $1639 (1.95/0.25 gal.)
Curbweight fulitank ... ... ... ... . ... .. 298 Ibs.
PERFORMANCE lestweight .. .. ... ... ... . . . 458 Ibs.
Average fuel consumptionrate ................... 54.8 mpg
Cruising range, main/reserve ................ 107/ 14 miles  INSTRUMENTS
Includes............. Speedometer, tachometer, odometer,
ENGINE tripmeter, indicator lights for turn signals,
lype ............ Four-stroke single-cylinder, air cooled with high beam and neutral
one overhead camshaft, chain-driven
Bore and stroke ........ 88.0 x 65.2mm (3.465 x 2.567 in.) CUSTOMER SERVICE CONTACT
Pistondisplacement ... .. .. .. . 396cc (24.2cu.in.)  U.S. Suzuki Motor Corp.
Compressionratio ... ..., . . ... .. 8.9:1 13767 Freeway Drive
Carburetion. ............ (1) Mikuni 36mm constant-vacuum  Santa Fe Springs, California 90670
Exhaustsystem ........... Upswept pipe with silencer and  (213) 921-4461 v
USFS-approved spark arrestor  Attn: Customer Relations
gnition ... ... . . CDI; external-roter magneto
Aicfillrgtion ... ... ... . . . . . . Oiled foam
Oilfiltratieon.. ... .. ... ... . . Wire strainer
Ollcapaeity . .. ... ... . 1.8 liters (1.9 gts.) - ; | I | |
Boowm .1 19.47 @ 7000 S L RNk
Tofque @ golag 0 0 18.20 @ 4000 ‘_ 2000 ... 488 . 12.82 sty Barometer 29.4 =
L 2500 ... 6.89.. 1448 Jemperature N
TRANSMISSION B ol e
Iyoe ... Five-speed, constant-mesh, wet clutch 0 4000 ..... 13.86...1820 | Daf OTf Tfsg 7/1”5:/80 10
Primarydrive ............... Helical-cut gear, 71/23; 3.084 Lo S W e o
Fipaldrive ... ... ... . . . #520 chain; 42/15; 2.800: 1 5500 .. 1805 . 17.25 3l
Gear ratios, at transmission ............ (1)2.8333 (2) 1.687 .o [ 6000...1916...16.77 7
(8)1.294 (4) 1.052 5)0.818 8§ [ 7o " 1oa 1ae :
8 L 0% e oo 1 @
CHASSIS : ‘ a0 [ ' 142
Type . ... Single-downtube, full-cradle, mild-steel frame 5 | 1 2
with tubular mild-steel swing arm E E I =
Suspension, fropt ... | Leading-axle, coil-spring fork; < [ 1 2
185mmtravel & | 41 £
rear . ... .. KYB gas-filled shocks producing  + [ BHP 1 &
133mm of rear-wheel travel & o0 - TORQUE (19.47 max.) a 203
Wheelbgse , ... ... 1420mm (55.9in) &  F (B:20max) ] s
m 1 F
Rake/trall ... ... ... .. 82°/146mm (6.76in) & [ , T o il
Brake frent . ........ ... Semi-conical drum; 150 x 28mm £ [ Il
(59x1.1injshoes = I 5
rear ........ ... Semi-conical drum; 150 x 28mm L d
(5.9 x 1.1. in.) shoes o L T
Wheel front ... Takasago 21 x 1.60 aluminum rim [ 4
rear .0 Takasago 18 x 1.85 aluminum rim - .
Tire front............ . e IRC trials SP 3.00 x 21 £ i
reaps . IRC trials SP 4.00 x 18 2 ]
Seatheight ... ... ... .. . 838mm (33.01in.) - 5
Groundelearance ..., L. 241mm (9.5 in.) (5 i e T
Footpeg ground clearance................ 817mm (12.5in.) RPMx100 20 40 60 80 100
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