DIRT BIKE’S F-STROKE SPECIAL

i ’machme ever
hey said we
their late-

- loop had ‘w’hoops. jumps, long straights,
5, sand, off-cambers and tight woods.
most of you, we couldn’t wait to nde

a CR250 for my brother?’’ and ‘‘Could I
call Roger DeCoster on your car phone?’’
The answers go like this: the XRL’s engine
is much the same as an XR’s: same carb,
cam, head, piston, bore, stroke, valves and
air filter. No oil cooler, though. The airbox

_ is the same large-capacity unit found on an

XR but for a sound-reducing snorkel on the

. .rbox top. There’s a tiny evaporative emis-

into the fuel system. The
s stainless steel head pipes

jovable ﬁnal mufﬂer and reducer. Trans-
_ mission ratios are the same as an XR’s, al-

ough final gearmg is slightly taller and a
428 O-ring chain is used rather than the

R’s beefier 520 O-ring unit.

- The XRLs frame is an XR frame with a

few additional brackets. Conventional non-

cartridge forks (4lmm) handle the front sus-
pension. There are no external damping or
preload adjustments on the forks. A com-
pression, rebound and preload-adjustable
remote reservoir shock and Pro-Link absorb
the bumps out back. Travel at both ends is a
bit less than an inch shorter than an XR’s—
seat height is a bit lower on the XRL than
the XR as a result. Claimed dry weight is
253 pounds. Sounds pretty good against the
DR250S’s 284-pound claimed weight. Price
is $2998 (a dollar less than the DR250S’s
$2999 suggested list). Hey bargain hunters,
don’t forget Yamaha’s $2649 XT350 (yes,
that’s XT350) and Kawasakl’s $2899
KL.250.

Suzuki’s DRs
awaken the
giant
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Honda'’s '91 XRL250 is the
first dual-sport bike to
come from the factory

with suspension dialed
for dirt use. It handies
jumps and trail obstacles
better than the ’90

XR250.
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e Which 250 dual-sport bike is better? Suzu-
ki’s DR250S, no question about it. But you
justsaid . . . that Honda is so good . . . the
Suzuki . . . why? Yes, the Honda is good
but you can’t buy one now. You can buy a
Suzuki, so it’s better. We’ve always preferred
bikes we can ride to those we can only think
about.

True, the 1991 Honda XRL is excellent,
better than.the ’90 DR250S in several re-
spects, but we rarely compare a new model
. with one from the previous year. Since we
- did have the two machines in a setting where
we could compare them, we did. This is
what we found.

ENGINE PERFORMANCE

The quicker and higher-revving Honda
XRL pulls the DR250S out of the hole in
a drag race and pulls away convincingly, es-
pecially as both bikes reach peak revs. Suzu-
ki’s DR250S pulls off the bottom better than
the XRL, making its power easier to use in
tight woods or in technical sections. DR
power is there to save you when you fail to
shift in time for a hill with no run at the bot-
tom or need the engine to keep clawing over
rocks you’d rather not hit at speed. Both
bikes start easily and have beautifully light
clutch action. The Honda’s gear ratios suit
its engine better. The Suzuki’s has better
shift action.

SUSPENSION & HANDLING

Suspension performance on the XRL is
far better than the Suzuki’s despite the sim-
ilarity of the suspension parts on the two
bikes. Oddly enough, the Honda has a great-
er performance edge on the Suzuki up front,
where its suspension hardware is inferior to
the Suzuki’s. The Honda’s non-cartridge
Showa fork with 4lmm tubes has no exter-
nal adjustments except for air caps, where
the Suzuki sports a 43mm preload and com-
pression damping adjustable non-cartridge
unit with 20mm more travel. Out back; the
Honda has the same travel disadvantage, but
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Suzuki’s DR250S is the best dual-sport
250 for 1990 because it’s a good bike with-
out any serious competition. It’s going to
need some improvement to dominate the
class next year against Honda’s "91 XRL.

a better shock and better suspension action.
Perfect spring rates and valving let the Hon-
da glide across whoops, cope with jump
landings and absorb small impacts from
rocks and roots as well as the best off-road
or enduro bikes we’ve ridden.

The Suzuki’s suspension is soft and under-
damped at both ends. Rebound is much too
light for aggressive trail riding. Unfortunate-
ly, there are no rebound adjustments on the
fork or shock. As a result, steering precision
and ride quality are not in the same league
as the Honda. The front end has a loose feel
over rough ground that makes you lose inter-
est in pushing the bike. It’s not awful. There
are 11 inches of travel on hand. It’s just typi-
cal dual-sport suspension which feels pretty
bad when it’s compared with good off-road
suspension, which is what the XRL has.

Honda’s 1991 pre-production XRL per-
forms better than 1990’s DR250S. It should
—they’ve had a year to dial it in. It would
have been nice if Suzuki had dialed in the
DR250S the first time around, but they
didn’t. If you’re in the market for a dual-
sport 250 you’re in a difficult but enjoyable
position. You can buy a DR250S and accept
its shortcomings. You can buy a DR250S
and have any of a number of performance
shops extract its considerable off-road po-
tential. Remember, it’s essentially a DR with
lights: stable, good-handling frame, excel-
lent weight distribution, layout, brakes and
engine performance. You can wait for the
1991 Honda XRL or 1991 DR250S to appear
at your dealer. Right now, though, the Suzu-
ki DR250S is the best 250 dual-sport bike
on the market because the best-performing
bike in its class isn’t yet available. ®
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Very lme engine‘performance was lost in XR250’s transition to street legality. The XRL

actually turns and handles better!

1991 HONDA
XR250L

4-valve, SOHC,
air-cooled 4-stroke
249cc
73mmx59.5mm
30mm Keihin
Fuel tank capacity 2.3 gals.
Claimed dry weight 253 Ibs.
Gearing ; . 15/40
Lighting coil . . . : Yes
Spark arrester ; : .. Yes
Green sticker legal in stock trim s Yes
Wheelbase . . . e 56.5 in. (1411mm)
Rake/trail 26°4.1 in.
Ground clearance . 11.8 in. (300mm)
Seat height . . 345 in. (883mm)
Tire size and type:
Front .. .. . . 80/100x 21 Bridgestone
Rear 100/100x 18 Bridgestone
Suspension:
Front.

Engine type

Displacement
Bore and stroke
Carburetion

41mm Showa, 10.24 in
(260mm) travel
Pro-Link, Showa remote res.,
adj. comp./reb., 10.24 in. (260mm) travel
Country of origin . . NETED]
Suggested retail price $2998
Distributor/Manufacturer:
American Honda Motor Corp.
100 W. Alondra Blvd.
Gardena, CA 90247

Rear .

All the usual street-legal lighting and in-
strumentation is there and the battery is be-
hind the left side panel. Cosmetics for the
bike are still up in the air but the frame will
probably stay white. There was talk of a
white tank with some colorful, possibly
fluorescent, graphics.

Dual-sport bikes are finally getting some
serious development. Honda’s interest in
‘ project is as great as anything
ig with the CRs. ¥

YEAH, YEAH, YEAH
SO HOW GOOD IS IT?

The XRL is so much fun to ride off-road
we think Honda is shooting themselves in
the foot somewhat because it’s going to cut
into XR250 sales, unless Honda has a next-
generation XR250 in the oven (they had no
comment on this). It’s a better dirt bike than
the stock XR (though the XR has more po-
tential), you can ride it on the street and it’s
the same price! The suspension is miles
ahead of the XR’s, even though the forks
are non-cartridge and both ends have a bit
less travel. Fork and shock action and spring
rates are perfect, even for fast trail riding.
The XR feels mushy and unbalanced by
comparison and lacks the XRLs confidence-
inspiring steering precision. In drag races,
the XRLs engine never lets the XR put more
than a bike length on it. When the trail turns
to pavement, the XRL pulls way out front,
unless the XR’s owner is hauling his bike in
a very fast truck.

Could Honda have been so irritated by
Suzuki’s DRs that they came out swinging
without thinking ahead? Hardly. This bike
will siphon off enough DR250 and DR250S
sales, unless Suzuki improves the small DR’s
suspensions for 91, to satisfy Honda. Who
cares who winds up with more market share
out on the trail, anyway? Everybody wins
when a bike like the XRL is released. [J




