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N many ways the KE125 Kawasaki has got
I just about everything.you could ask for

in a lightweight. Although it is essentially
a trail bike and most of the built-in com-
promises are biased towards its off-road
function, it makes a superb roadster.

As the majority of bikes in this class spend
more time on the road than on the dirt,
Kawasaki’s design is just what is required.
Yet much of the KE’s charm is hidden to the
customer simply looking for a 125.

It looks rather harsh and functional, the
chromed indicators, large tail light and rub-
ber footrests being the only obvious con-
cessions to the comforts of a full roadster.
Like most off-road machines it stands taller
and wider than a 125 should, an effect which
is increased by the upswept exhaust, the
mudguard mounted on the fork yoke and
the 21 inch front wheel with its diminutive
brake drum. :

When the motor fires up the crackles and
pops from the exhaust have a sharp edge
which hints at an energetic and possibly
temperamental motor. And at £447 the KE is
£30 dearer than the KH125, a physically
smaller commuter machine with an almost
identical engine.

What the casual observer does not see is
the lively performance, the comfort of a
good riding position which suits all shapes
and sizes of rider and the ease of control
which goes with it. This is combined nicely
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with excellent handling, surprisingly good
braking — considering the size of the
brakes — and the basic simplicity of a single
cylinder two-stroke with a separate lubrica-
tion system.

And, of course, whatever the Kawasaki
offers as an everyday road bike is
augmented by its off-road abilities — one of
the few areas where a rider can get as much
enjoyment out of a 125 as from a larger
machine. But let's concentrate on the KE's
properties as a roadster first.

It is bigger than most 125s — which isn’t
always a iad thing because there’s room to
make it comfortable although it still gets
cramped with a passenger. Two advantages
come from its trail bike design — the seat is
deeply padded and the gearing is low,
giving it good acceleration at traffic speeds
and making sure the weight of a passenger
doesn’t bog the little motor down.

Its physical size doesn't inhibit the bike at
all — the quick steering and wide steering
lock necessary for off road manoeuvrability
pay off in heavy traffic too, while the kerb
weight of the bike is only 230 Ib.

The disc valve motor is lively — it rapidly
screams up to a peak at 7000 rpm, running
on to about 8500 but the
steadily and progressively and there’s
nothing about it which is difficult to use. It
will pull happily from tickover and take full
throttle from below 2000 rpm with a slight

ower develops .

whine from the straight-cut primary gears.
Although there’s only 10 bhp or a shade
more getting through to the back wheel, the
lower ratios of the six-speed gearbox give
the lightweight plent otPurge.

In fact, this caused one snag. There is a
choice of 13, 14 or 15 tooth gearbox sproc-
ket and we had the 13 tooth version, giving
the lowest gearing. In this state the 125 is
geared like a racer, it would scream straight
up to the 8000 redline in top gear with the
rider sitting upright, going 500 or 600 rpm
into the red to give our top speed of 67
mph. This may have made the bike more
flexible for off-road use but for road riding
the 15 tooth sprocket would give more
scope. As it was the motor would be
screaming at 7000 rpm to hold a cruising
speed of 55 mph — the larger sprocket
would let it be 8 or 9 mph quicker at the
same engine speed or let it cruise at the
same speed at 6000 rpm.

Another off-road attribute, the suspen-
sion, wasn’t exactly perfect for road use.
Designed to cope with big bumps, the
suspension was too stiff for tarmac. Every
ripple made the bike jumg and a bump!
lane would usually have the rider’s teetz
chattering.

Having said that it’s only fair to add that
the handling and roadholding were far bet-'
ter than most lightweights. Even with the
trials tyres fitte§ the Kawasaki could be
cornered very hard.

With the abundance of low gears and a
buzzy motor it was hard to treat the engine
sedately enough to get really good fuel
consumption. The bike ought to be able to
Five 70 or more mp%. We consistentlyfot
ess than 60 mpg, although this included
some off-road riding as well. The biggest
complaint is that the tank doesn’t hold
enough fuel, it would go for 60 to 70 miles
before needing reserve, with a full range of
maybe 90 miles. This gets a bit tedious for
road use and for a serious trail rider it would
be a liability.

We had one other fuel problem. Like
most Japanese machines the Kawasaki is

. intended to run on lead-free fuel. On one

occasion the fuel station only had four-star
Eetrol and rather than risk runninﬁ dry

efore reaching the next one | put half a
gallon in the KE's tank. The result was quite
impressive, as the plug fouled almost
immediately causing a worsening misfire at
high revs. At low speed though, it ran
cleanly and starting wasn'’t affected at all.

This was  another point in the bike’s
favour — a good starting is important on any
machine but doubly so on one which is
likely to get stalled in the bottom of a
muddy ditch.

Anyone looking for a 125 presumably
wants it mainly for commuting, for learning
or for general economy. In the first two
categories the KE is hard to beat; it is
simple, safe, reliable and more comfortable
than most small bikes. It certainly isn't
cheap nor is it particularly economical to
run but to many people this would be offset
by the fact that the bike will give ample
weekend entertainment on green lanes, etc.

In its off-road role the KE 125 is more than
capable of handling green lanes and is up to
tackling rather more serious stuff. Taking it
for what it is, that is.a compromise machine
rather than an enduro racer, the bike does
pretty well and there’s not a lot wrong with
it. However there are other machines, such
as Kawasaki’s own 175 or the Suzuki 185
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which are that much more flexible and don’t
cost much more. The KE175, for instance,
costs £45 more, is some 20 mm longer and
weighs an extra 14 Ib. That, and the extra 50
ccs, is virtually all the difference — on paper
at least. Under most conditions the 175 is
more flexible and easier to ride off-road —
on tarmac it will cruise maybe 10 mph faster
and give better mpg.

Over our off-road course, which is ti%ht
and fairly rugged with not much room for
manoeuvre — or mistakes — the 125 got
round with no dramas. The suspension still
felt too hard, witnessed by the bike’s eager-
ness to jump over every bump.

Trying to ride fast was not so easy, the
bike’s responses were a bit too sudden for
the tight circuit which is fraught with secon-
dary obstacles. If you put a wheel wrong
there is always a bump which will deflect the
bike into a deep hole or something equally
evil. On some machines you can sit back,
turn on power and skim over the nasty bits
but the KE didn’t want to play it that way.

This in turn lead us to the fact that the 125
isn‘t quite as functional as it looks. Both
gear lever and brake pedal stick out vulner-
ably and clout things — fortunately they
bend easily and can be staightened just as
easily. The indicator mountings are less
malleable — if that's the right word. Both
front and rear indicators stick out a long way
and have to be the first victim every time the
bike falls over, which is not an uncommon
event for a trail bike. There is worse to
come, though. The front indicator stalks
also mount the headlamp and even a slight
sideways blow on the indicator will twist the
headlamp brackets, distort the headlamf)
shell and rim and by pushing the shell
across in the forks, neatly shove the instru-
ment cables out of place, damaging the
speedometer or tachometer. Finally, such
movement is also likely to damage the
electrical wiring to and from the headlamp.

The irony is that earlier Kawa-
sakis had t?;eir indicators mounted up
underneath the handlebars and the rear
ones tucked away on frame lugs. Apparently
they changed this to comply with a German
regulation about indicator positioning and
Kawasaki are hoping to revert to the old
system for UK machines.

It seems crazy that such faults — silly

indicator mounts, a fuel tank which is half a
gallon too small — could be allowed to spoil
what is a fine little machine. The matt black
exhaust system is prone to corrosion, a fault
with all Kawasaki trail bikes. In other
respects, like the large plastic mudguards,
their attention to detail is as good as ever.
- The disc valve motor has a remarkable
spread of power with characteristics which
match the required performance of the
bike. The peaky power doesn’t blend too
well with the trials tyres for off-road use but
they do give surprisingly good handling on
tarmac. Cruising speed is restricted to 55
mph, or else the motor is screaming away
close to its redline, and fuel consumption is
nothing to boast about.

But within these limitations the KE125
comes close to trail bike ideals; it is a handy,
reliable roadster nimble enough to make a

‘good commuter bike and safe enough for a

raw learner — in fact the low gears make the
difficult bits of learning to pull away and to
ride slowly much easier to achieve. At the
same time it offers plenty of scope for fun
on green lanes at quite a reasonable price.
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Kawasaki KE125 £447 67 60 19.5 218
Kawasaki KH 125 £417.50 71 51 19.2 209
Yamaha RD*125 £469.18 73 54 18.5 245
Suzuki GT 125 £468.50 74 46 »18.3' 238
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ance & specification

TRACK
CONDITIONS:

dry, slight tail wind, ambient temp-
erature 54 deg F

All engine tests run on a Heenan
Froude DPX3 chassis dynamometer
by Lincolnshire Engine Develop-
ment, School Lane, Baston, Lincs.

PERFORMANCE:

max speed . 67 mph
ss Vamile ... 19.5 sec at 62 mph
fuel consumption:

average over test.................... 60 mpg

speedo error....1 mph fast at 40 mph
power to weight ratio
0.0447 bhp/Ib

disc valve, two-stroke single, sepa-
rate oil injection, magneto ignition,
Mikuni VM24SS carburettor.

displa t 124 ccm
bore x stroke................. 56 x50.6 mm
compression ratio..............c.e.o.o.... 7:1

claimed output.. 11.5 hp at 6000 rpm

TRANSMISSION:

gear primary drive to six speed
gearbox via multiplate clutch. Final
drive by chain.

primary reduction...............c.c.. 3.14
final reduction.. 3.33(50/15)
as tested........... ... 3.85 (50/13)
gearbox ratios: 2.6; 1.69; 1.25;1.00;
0.84 and 0.75

CHASSIS:

telescopic front forks, 5-position
dampers on rear swing arm, SLS
drum brakes front and rear.

fronttyre.........coveivncncnnncnnn 2.75x 21
rear tyre..... ...3.50x 18
wheelbase............ccoovrriiinnnne 53.1in
castor 59 deg

overall length ..
overall width ...

ground clearanc ....9.8in
dry weight........ ...2181b
test weight ... ...2351b
fuel tank.... 1.48 gal
ollitank. . Ae T s 2.3 pint
PARTS PRICES
inc VAT
front mudguard............cccccoeenue. £5.94
handlebar ............ccoceeverriinnnnas £4.40
peedo cable £1.64
chipoints: ..ot i AL £1.72
piston and ring set.. ...£8.73
exhaust system....... £27.71

list price (inc. delivery).......... £447.50
\warranty....... six months/6000 miles

Importer: Kawasaki UK, Deal
Avenue, Slough Bucks.
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