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Kawasak

The Green Meanies

by Julian Ryder

Kawasaki Heavy Industries

awasaki is a company of contradictions.
K;c is the smallest of the big four
apanese manufacturers but the
biggest company, it was the last of the four to
make and market motorcycles yet it owns the
oldest name in the Japanese industry, and it
was the first to set up a factory in the USA.
Kawasaki Heavy Industries, of which the
motorcycle operation is but a small
component, is @ massive company with its
heritage firmly in the old heavy industries like
shipbuilding and railways; nowadays it is as
much involved in aerospace as in
motorcycles.
in fact it may be because of this that
Kawasaki’s motorcycles have always been
quirky, you get the impression that they are
designed by a small group of enthusiasts who
are given an admirably free hand. More

realistically, it may be that Kawasaki's
designers have experience with technigues
and materials from other engineering
disciplines. Either way, Kawasaki have
managed to be the factory who surprise us
more than the rest. Quite often, they do this
by totally ignoring a market segment the
others are scrabbling over, but more often
they hit us with pure, undiluted performance.

The origins of the company, and its name,
go back to 1878 when Shozo Kawasaki set up
a dockyard in Tokyo. By the late 1930s, the
company was making its own steel in massive
steelworks and manufacturing railway locos
and rolling stock. In the run up to war, the
Kawasaki Aircraft Company was set up in
1937 and it was this arm of the now giant
operation that would look to motorcycle
engine manufacture in post-war Japan.

They bought their high-technology

experience to bear first on engir
were sold on to a number of manufz
original equipment. Both two- and {
units were made, a 58 cc and 14
unit. One of the customer comp:
Meihatsu Heavy Industries, anothel
within the Kawasaki group, which ir
shaken up and renamed Kawa
Sales. At the same time, the Aka:
which was to be Kawasaki's main |
facility until the Kobe earthquake of
opened. Shortly afterwards, Kaw:
over the ailing Megurc compan
oldest motaorcycle maker, thus
obtaining a range of bigger bikes v
marketed as Kawasaki-Megu
following year, the first bike to be
sold as a Kawasaki was producec
single called the B8 and in 1963 a
version, the BBM appeared.

Model development

awasaki’s first appearance
Krace circuit came in 1965 witt

disc-valve 125 twins. The
mateh for the opposition from Je
shape of Suzuki and Yamaha or fo!
force of the factory MZs from Eas
Only after the other Japanese fac
pulled out of the class did Kawasa
British rider Dave Simmonds beco:
1256 GP Champion in 1969 on ¢
looked astonishingly similar to t
racer. That same year Kawasaki r
once again, this time merc

The H1 three cylinder two-stroke 500
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companies to form Kawasaki Heavy
Industries. One of the new organisation’s
objectives was to take motorcycle production
forward and exploit markets outside Japan.

KHI achieved that target immediately and
set out their stall for the future with the
astonishing and frightening H1. This three-
cylinder air-cooled 500 cc two-stroke was
arguably the first modern pure performance
bike to hit the market. It hypnotised a whole
generation of motorcyclists who'd never
before encountered such a ferocious, wheelie
inducing power band or such shattering
straight-line speed allied to guestionable
handling. And as for the 750 cc version ...

The triples perfectly suited the late "60s,
fitting in well with the student demonstrations
of 1968 and the anti-establishment ethos of
the Summer of Love. Unfartunately, the oil
crisis would put an end to the thirsty strokers
but Kawasaki had another high-performance
ace up their corporate sleeve. Or rather they
thought they did.

The 1968 Tokyo Show saw probably the
single most significant new motorcycle ever
made unveiled: the Honda CB750. At
Kawasaki it caused a major shock, for they
also had a 750 cc four, code-named New
York Steak, almost ready to roll and it was a
double, rather than single, overhead cam
motor. Bravely, they took the decision to go
ahead - but with the motor taken out to 800
cc. The result was the Z1, unveiled at the
1972 Cologne Show. It was a bike straight out
of the same mould as the H1, scare stories
spread about unmanageable power, dubious
straight-line stability and frightening handling,
nene of which stopped the sales graph

rocketing upwards and led to the coining of
the term ‘superbike’. While rising fuel prices
cut short development of the big two-strokes,

The first Superbike, Kawasaki's 900 cc £1

the Z1 went on to found a dynasty, indeed its
genes can still be detected in Kawasaki's
latest products like the ZZ2-R1100 (Ninja ZX-
11).

This is another characteristic of the way
Kawasaki operates. Models quite often have
very long lives, or gradually evolve. There is
no major difference between that first Z1 and
the air-cooled GPz range. Add water-cooling
and you have the GPZ900, which in turn
metamorphosed into the GPZ1000RX and
then the ZX-10 and the ZZ-R1100. Indeed, the
last three models share the same 58 mm

One of the two-stroke engined KH and KE range - the KH125EX

stroke. The bikes are obviously very differe
but it's difficult to put your finger on exac
why.

Other models have remained effective
untouched for over a decade: the KH and |
single-cylinder air-cocled two-stroke learr
bikes, the GT550 and 750 shaft-drive hac
favoured by big city despatch riders and t
GPz305 being prime examples. it's only wi
they step outside the performance field tl
Kawasakis seems less sure. Their first fact:
customs were dire, you simply got |
impression that the team that designed th
didn't have their heart in the job. Only wt
the Classic range appeared in 1895 did tf
get it right.

Racing success
awasaki also have a more focu:
Kapproach to racing than the ot
factories. The policy has always bee
race the road bikes and with just a coupk
exceptions that's what they've done. E
Simmends' championship winner bor
strong resemblance to the twins they w
selling in the late ‘60s and racing version
the 500 and 750 cc triples were also solc
over-the-counter racers, the H1R and +
The 500 was in the forefront of the two-st
assault on MV Agusta but wasn't a Grand
winner. It was the 750 that made the im|
and carried the factory’s image in F750 ra
against the Suzuki triples and Yamaha fot
The factory's decision to use green, us!
regarded as an unlucky colour in sport, m
its bikes and personnel stood out and
phrase ‘Green Meanies’' fitted them perfe
The 21 motor soon became a full 1000 cc
powered Kawasaki's assault in F1 rac
notably in endurance which Kawasaki sa
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being most closely related to its road bikes.

That didn’t stop them dominating 250 and
350 cc GPs with a tandem twin two-stroke in
the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, but their path-
breaking monocogque 500 while a race winner
never won a world title. When Superbike
arrived, Kawasaki's road 750s weren't as
track-friendly as the opposition’s out-and-out
race replicas. This makes Scott Russell's
World title on the ZXR750 in 1993 even
more praiseworthy, for the
homologation bike, the ZXR750RR, was
much heavier and much more of a road
bike than the ltalian and Japanese
competition.

The company’s Supersport 600
contenders have similarly been
more sports-tourers than race-
replicas, yet they too have been @&
competitive on the track. Indeed,
the flagship bike, the ZZ-R1100, is
most definitely a sports tourer
capable of carrying two people and
their luggage at high speed in comfort
all day and then doing it again the next
day. Try that on one of the race replicas
and you'll be in need of a course of
treatment from a chiropractor.

Through doing it their way Kawasaki
developed a brand loyalty for their
performance bikes that kept the Z1's
derivatives in production until the mid-'80s

The GT750 - a favourite hack for despatch riders

and turned the bike into a classic in its model
life. You could even argue that the Z1 lives on
in the shape of the 1100 Zephyr's GPz1100-
derived motor. And that's another Kawasaki
invention, the retro bike. But when you look
at what many commentators refer to as
the retro boom, especially in

The high-performance ZXR750

Japan, you find that it is no such thing. It is the
Zephyr boom. Just another example of
Japan’s most surprising

— motorcycle

manufacturer
ge_tting it
right again.







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































