Suzuki’'s new performer will be the one to beat

This latest Suzuki four-stroke had a lot to live
up to before it even rolled a wheel. The GS750
came along and drew admiring praise
everywhere it went, in short, Suzuki seemed to
have hit the right formula and we were expect-
ing the 550 to be well-bred, politely mannered,
flyer.

My introduction to the new four was at our
test track and in many ways the Suzuki didn’t
disappoint us. Clocking an effortless 112 mph
along the straight it is, with the exception of the
old H1 Kawasakis, the quickest stock bike in (or
around) the 500 cc class. And “effortless” isn’t
just a cliche thrown in to fill up the line, it really
did perform easily. Along the braking strip it
stopped in 21 to 22 feet from 30 mph and
despite the plaintive howls from the tyres it
repeated the trick time after time. It ran 14.2
seconds consistently through the standing
quarter and made it look as dramatic as a
moped on full noise.

The 550 feels much big§er than it ought to. It
seems at least the size of a 750, an impression
which is compounded by the heavy steering
and the short, flat bars. Front and rear, the
suspension was too firm but at the expense of
passing bumps on to the rider it kept a tight
rein on the handling. The ride didn’t reveal any
cornering problems except that The Suzuki is
possibly too good for its standard tyres.

The DOHC motor appears to be almost
identical to the GS750 with new, almost square,
bore and stroke dimensions giving the 549 cc
displacement. Considering its high-speed per-
formance the motor’s flexibility is astonishing
— it can be ridden down to 1000 rpm in top
gear before it starts jerking and juddering. It
will pull smoothly and cleanly from 2000 rpm,

although it won't take full throttle until the
motor is above 3000. Then it picks up strongly,
hesitates around 5000 where the torque falls
into a hole before zooming up to the 9500
redline and beyond if you’re not quick with the
gearshift in the lower gears.

With this wide spread of usable rpm it's
surprising that the engine drives through a six-
speed gearbox, with very low overall gearing at
that. Bottom gear is, if anything, too low and
most of the time the Suzuki is happy to pull
away, or rumble along slowly, in second. Sixth
gear is by no means an overdrive — peak revs
in top gear match the 550’s theoretical max-
imum speed almost exactly.

5000 rpm in sixth gives a mere 60 mph — not
so “mere” when you project the speed up to
9500 rpm but low enough to make you want to

change into “seventh” as soon as the bike hits
its cruising speed.

Maybe this is why Suzuki fitted the digital
gear indicator. | can’t see that this would be of
much use to an owner who rode the machine
regularly, although 1| get lost quite happily
going up and down through six ratios. As one
who has to ride a wide variety of machines and
get used to them in a short period of time the
gear indicator does have some value — if only
to prevent an inadvertent shift into the road-
ster’s low bottom gear in mid-corner.

The low gearing amplifies the already healthy
torque of the motor; this, the heavy feel to the

/ " The highly civilised instrument
panel includes Suzuki’s digital
gear indicator.




machine and the massive engine braking
when the throttle is backed off all sugﬁest
performance in big letters. This is a machine
you have to resFect and get to know slowly.
Chasing speed figures at a test track was not
the best introduction to it.

At the end of this session | was left in two
minds about the GS550. It was undeniably
quick and despite a day of belting about
with the throttles wide open it was still
giving 42 mpg. There was nothing | could
point to and say ““This is wrong”, but | still
wasn’t happy.

The ride home changed all that. After an
hour or so of boring dual carriageway the
seat started to get uncomfortab%e — but
then I'd been ri(§ing all day. Otherwise the
ride was just about perfect. The handling,
not pushed to such fine limits as at the
track, was faultless, the heavy steerin
became a relaxing, self-steering, it hurtle
up to legal limits and held a 70 mph cruise
with no trouble and no fuss.

While the riding position was comfort-
able, the suspension was too stiff for bumpy
roads, although | would sacrifice this for
safe handling any time. The only things |
didn’t like were minor points like the tank
which was too wide at the back and the
mirrors which show as much elbow as they
do road.

And 140 miles after leaving the track | was
convinced that the 550 was every bit as good
as it was supposed to be. | was even more
pleased because at that stage the Suzuki had
not gone on to reserve — in fact with
moderately hard road use it would travel
some 145 miles on its main tank but at least
the Japanese are waking up to what is a
reasonable range for a motorcycle. The
reserve tank itself holds about seven pints,
which is a pretty fair margin.

The brakes, | forgot to mention the
brakes. At the track we were getting stop-
ping distances which were so impressive
that we re-ran the tests and double-checked
the speedo accuracy to make sure nothing
had gone wron%. Stopﬁing in 22 feet from a
true speed of 30 mph is equivalent to a
deceleration of nearly 1.4g. I've only seen
three or four roadsters stop so convincingly
dead. | know that a Vincent was once
credited with a similar performance back in
the '50s and no doubt we’ll get letters
reminding us of this (and of the speed of
Velocettes, etc.). My sceptical mind
assumes they might have taken the speed
straight off the speedometer — I'm not
saying | don’t believe it, just that | would
dearly like to see it done.

The Suzuki’s twin front discs and rear
drum brake keBt this level of power right up
to top speed. Using the usual braking mar-
kers around the track | was finding that I'd
slowed down too soon and had to acceler-
ate up to the corners. The degree of feel
through the lever and pedal was as good as
any other set-up I've used — so good you
could even find maximum braking grip on
bad surfaces.

The GS750’s brakes let it down in the wet
but the 550 has the drum brake in reserve.
Water on the discs did make a noticeable
difference but without spoiling their per-
formance — you’d never find grip to match
their full power on a wet road anyway.

From being in two minds about the
Suzuki to reckoning it one of the nicest
bikes I've ridden took about four days and a
certain amount of fiddling with the rear
springs and the tyre pressures.

On the softest rear spring pre-load the
suspension was about right when a pas-
senger was carried. The wheel movement is
only 3% inches anyway and the stock
springs are just too hard. Full bump on the
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* Twin front discs and
rear drum matched
performance, and
were quite adequate
in the wet.

An even spread of
torque and power to
43bhp and six gears
give the GS550 a big
edge over rivals.
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front.forks gives about six inches of move-
ment but the clean section of the stanchions
never went higher than 3 inches above the
lower legs. And that included riding over
bumpy lands and using the brakes to the
maximum. :

The tyres never really felt up to the full
performance of the bike. The Japanese Dun-
ops had presumably been fitted since new
and by the time the Suzuki had 1700 miles
on the clock they were twitching over raised
lines and felt skittish on wet roads.

Heavy steering probably emphasised this.
It is a 'product of a 61-degree castor and
almost five inches of trail superimposed on
a 58 inch wheelbase which suggests that the
heavy feel is anything but accidental. On
most machines you can twitch the bars at
high speed and get a reaction — sometimes
setting up a violent weave. On the 550 the
bars stay absolutely rigid; you cannot make
them budge, the bike will not weave.

Obviously a lot of attention has been paid
to front wheel stability, as another example
the disc brake calipers are slung behind the
fork legs where their mass will be as close as
possible to the steering axis. So perhaps it
wasn’t surprising to find the bike overly
sensitive to, a front tyre which was a few
pounds soft. This and the belief that the
pressure was correct lead to my only misgiv-
ings about the Suzuki. T

he addition of a couple of psi in the front
made all the difference. | would still prefer
softer suspension and the firm handlin
seems like it would marry well with the rigi
feel given by, say, Continental or Michelin
tyres.

With an even spread of torque and
smooth power up to the 43 bh[) peak and six.
gears with which to use it all, the 550 has

more than an edge over comparable
machines. Used hard the fuel consumption
dropped to 42 mpg, on average it gave us 5t
mpg — which is about par for the sort of

performance we were getting — and it
didn’t appear to use any oil at all.

The motor went through a patch of vibra-
tion at about 6000 rpm, which was possibly
the cause of the rear tail-light failure, the
onnl blot on a very clean copy-book.

aving got used to the Suzuki — particu-
larly its almost European ride and handling
— it began to seem too much of a goo
thing. For general road uses it is an excep-
tionally good compromise: it is docile and
entle, easy and unobtrusive in traffic yet
there iis more than enough performance
there if you want to work it up through the
revs and have fun with the gearbox. -

The controls are laid out to suit the rider,
the switchgear is particularly convenient,
the instruments cocked up so they can be
read with minimum distraction and the seat
is deeply padded with ample room for a
passenger. What complaints there are seem
petty in the face of all this: in addition to the
details already mentioned there is no grab
rail for a passenger, no front brake stop-
light switch although one is shown in the
wiring diagram. The handbook also men-
tions the new chain design, which is end-
less. They claim that a dealer is required to
remove it and also that a “heavy” oil is
needed to lubricate it and not a specialised
chain lube. : ; :

Fuel consumption is not inspiring
although it’s no worse than other compar-
able bikes and at least the tank’s range is
reasonable. And the Suzuki is hardly a
penny-pinching economy model: at almost .
£1100 it is not far short of the cost of the
GS750 and £100 more than the Honda 550s.
Whether it fits into a similar slot in a
desirability scale remains to be seen — I'd
say it is a bargain.
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