HONDA CB650

Not a Great Motorcycle, But a Very Good Motorcycle.

B When Honda re-
leased the CBS300
Four in 1971 it was a
big hit with nearly
everyone. Those who

g

had ridden the
CB750 found the CYCLE
500’s lower power WORLD

well compensated by

other advantages. It TEﬁ
was a bit lower and more compact and had
a wonderfully balanced oversquare engine
that revved freely with hardly any vibra-
tion. To those who were slightly intimi-
dated by the size or expense of the 750 it
was the perfect alternative. The smaller
CB had smoothness and comfort enough
for a tour across the country, and yet riders
of sporting instinct found that the bike’s
handling responded well to a bit of jug-
gling with the tires, shocks and cornering
clearance. The cafe crowd had itself a per-
fect middleweight toy for the bolting on of
go-fast parts. And then there was a certain
amount of magic because it was a Honda
and a 500 and a Four, 4 combination Mike
Hailwood had earlier put to good use.

In 1974 Honda widened the bore 2.5
mm and had themselves a 544 which was
called the CB530. It was mostly the same
bike with a better clutch and transmission
and a little more power. It was also a small
step upward in the normal displacement
war that gradually turns 400s into 450s,
650s into 750s, etc., until it’s time to start
over again at some traditional displace-
ment level.

In Honda’s case, it produced its own
middleweight replacement by introducing
the CX500 and then did yet a third re-
design on the CB500 concept, bringing
out the CB650 in 1979. The move was
made partly to avoid stepping on their own
marketing toes by having two bikes in
roughly the same class, and partly to do
battle with the very popular Kawasaki and
Yamaha 650s. The 630s have been selling
very well over the past few years and are
seen by many as a nearly perfect size, nei-
ther too big and cumbersome for short
trips around town nor too small and over-
worked on the highway. Waving the
Honda engineering wand over the 550 and
turning it into a 650, then, made good
sense. The CB650 has been out for two
years now, offered in both Standard and
Custom trim, and for 1981 is changed only
in appearance and mechanical detail.

Wand waving, of course, is a slight over-
simplification.The CB650 is not merely a
rebored, stroked, or otherwise gussied-up
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version of the old 550. The frame is differ-
ent and the engine, while of the same basic
design, shares only a few minor parts with
its 350 predecessor. Crank, rods, pistons.
head, cases and barrels are all changed.

The engine is classic Honda Four of the
Seventies (and late Sixties); an inline
multi, two valves per cylinder, single
chain-driven overhead camshaft, adjust-
able rocker arms, a chain primary drive.
and—big news at one time—four carbure-
tors. Those essentials have been updated a
bit on the 650 with the addition of tran-
sistorized breakerless ignition, and, for the
first time this year, CV carbs.

The change to 26mm Keihin CVs was
made for "81, Honda says, to meet emis-
sion requirements and because Honda en-
gineers feel the constant velocity carbs
simply work better in this application. Be-
cause the needles in the carbs respond to
vacuum rather than the direct pull of the
throttle cable they do a better job of get-
ting through throttle transitions without
going over-rich. The vacuum cushions the
effect when the throttles are yanked open.
CV carbs should also provide a lighter
throttle pull at the wrist because the cable
is opening four butterfly valves instead of
lifting a row of throttle slides. Honda also
says cold starting and running should be
better with the CVs.

In practice, these advantages are not al-
ways evident. We've ridden plenty of bikes
with CV carbs where the throttle return
spring was too stiff, throttle transitions felt
vague and mushy when not surging, and
the carburetion was abysmal when the
motor was cold. Fortunately, this is not the
case with the CB650. Throttle return is
light, response is good, though perhaps not
quite as crisp as the slide throttle carbs on
the KZ650, and the bike warms up and
runs well, provided you give it just the
right amount of choke. You have to play
with the handlebar mounted choke knob =
bit if you ride away before the 650 is com-
pletely warm. Too much or too little 222
the engine staggers.

In these times when double overhead
cams and shimmed valve buckets have be-
come the norm in Japanese Fours. the
CB650 is unusual in that it continues 22
open and close its valves with a single ¢z
and rocker arms with threaded cd justess
Valve adjustments will have to be mace
more often with this arrangems &
those who like to work on their own
will enjoy setting valve clearances
nothing but a few simple hand
rather than removing cams or priin

shims and running to the dealer for the
right replacements. Those who pay the
dealer for this maintenance work will also
come out zhead because the job is easier
and guicker for the mechanic. This fea-
ture alone may sell a few 650s for Honda.

Only Suzuki, with their screw-adjusted
dohc arrangement on the -16-valve
GS 1100 znd GS750 offer an equally invit-

ing

p procedure on a big multi.
tenance regimen is further
v transistorized ignition, as be-
new 330 O-ring drive chain
ubrication.
le-and-easy approach is a
s e appeal Honda has used
650 in the past. By keep-
asic uncluttered with me-
ectronic novelty, Honda
price at $2398, which is
the Custom version of the
Economy means different
Ferent people of course, and
riders who would prefer
ch at any cost. In a sort
ethic, the CB650is a
1odel with light, good
Is (because they are
ar brake which works
use it is cheaper), and
ard instrumentation
outs or control panels
minds of many mo-
re desireable than the
es. Some of us would
low-rent version of
s now on the road.
make the 650, at 458
ike in its class. People
ss technologically ad-
argue that’s still about
ora 650, and it is, but the
ghter than the KZ650, 12
he Yamaha 650 Maxim 1
iva shaftic) and 9 1b. under the
0. The only big bike lighter than
fe Triumph 750 Bonneville,
it by 33 |b.
light weight and a stepped

s to go where you aim it in
CA, fast switchbacks the Honda
cam B tossed back and forth effortlessly in
. of qrect;on and it is in that mode
= CB's relatively low weight is most
ticed and enjoyed. Pushed very
slower, tighter corners the front
=s to crawl to the outside and re-
guires 2 small amount of steering into the >
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Honda's original formula for the Four is stilf with us; plain bearings, Hy-Vo primary, single overhead cam

and two adjustable valves per cylinder.

-

CV carbs with accelerator pumps are new s
year on CB650; response is good, mpg befier
than ever.

Front end combines new and traditional; air ad-
justable fork, Syntallic bushings, single piston
caliper and wire wheels.

Luminous dials are easy to read at night, choks
knob is handlebar mounted and air fork batancs
tube is filled at right leg. Fuses are under fam-
dlebar cover.

corner to hold its line. By that time, of
course, the footpegs are dragging heavily,
so at least you know the limit is near. Asa
happy coincidence, cornering clearance
and tire quality are both fairly average
and run out of new ideas at roughly the
same time. Better tires would clean up the
650’s cornering act a bit, but as is, the bike
really has no handling faults that will be
noticed in everyday average-to-brisk
riding.

Riding comfort is so-so. The Honda is
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equipped with high and long handlebazs
footpegs that are fairly far forward, 2ad =
low seat, all of which perch the nides =
sort of a Hertz-puts-you-in-the-drives &
seat position. The step in the seat prewents
you from sliding rearward to stretch yoes
back and the handlebars set vou 5ol oo
right so all your weight is carried on yous
tailbone. Shorter people. or thoss w&o
take short trips around town may 52 5
bike comfortable enough, but no onc o=
our staff liked sitting on the motoreycle for

longer rides. Different bars would help
most; a flat seat would help more, though
it couldn’t be as low Style is a considera-
tion here, of course, and current style calls
for stepped seats on many kinds of bikes.
Fifteen years ago it was Beatle boots that
pinched your toes.

The seat padding itself is firm without
being hard and uncomfortable, and the
front forks are compliant over road irreg-
ularities and won't dive: excessively or go
mushy under hard braking. The CB650
has zir forks this year, as do all Honda’s
road bikes from the Hawk up. The range
of air adjustment offers all the latitude
vou need for varied pavement and load
ns. Honda also advertises that the

1thetic material bonded to a
hing base. Honda claims a
2 reduction in stiction with these
i the forks do work very well
surfaces as small, closely spaced
_ The rear shocks are of

on this year seems less
at in the first CB650 we
=r=s with the 1981 Hawk a
& likes to hang up in neutral
i 2nd gear unless the rider
s 2 ccioerztely firm shift. It's discon-
l==ve 2 stoplight in a hurry, shift
d find yourself coasting
=d. The sloppy or casual
th will also yield an oc-
ral and resulting engine
he valve train.
O mr =r (not to say outland-
sssheoen 2nd gangly) riders found
ihat B I=f kmee rested against the cylin-
@t Biess mhemover hus foot was in shifting
posiswom om the pez. Not for long, though.
W= cylmces Bead s hoi. For average tall
Fi=rs ts pecsents no threat, but the very
jome Se=eest wall have fo exercise care or
sk maclies their polyesters.
hange from the original
tank capacity. The old tank
znd the new one holds 3.6; an
these times of the troubled
2 Our test bike, however, got 56
—provement of 7.5 mpg over the
zested. The tank runs dry right
_.and you then have a fairly
1. reserve, or about 20 mi., to
ws=If a gas pump. Like its precur-
“5= CB330, mileage figures on the 650
Zriven downward considerably by
riding. On a long mountain
o keep up with a bigger, faster
ge sank to 43 mpg. Still not
much better than the old 550
lar conditions.
s cap is the unlock-and-remove
ivpe. h leaves you with a dripping cap
to == down somewhere while you refuel,
on the seat where it leaves gas

=




droppings. In the world of better ideas, we
have a hard time faulting hinged gas caps;
they’re more durable because they never
roll off the seat and take a bounce on the
concrete. And you don’t have to put them
anywhére.

The 650’s instrumentation is excellent.
Speedometer and tach are both accurate
and the instrument faces have Honda’s
new luminous dials which at night offer
clear, easy to read numerals that don’t dis-
tract your vision with too much light. Be-
tween the separate round tach and speed-
ometer bodies is the familiar Honda
warning light bar that carries bulbs for oil
pressure, neutral, high beam and turn sig-
nals. The turn signal switch, which must
be returned manually, and the high-low
beam switch are well separated on the left
grip and easy to reach without confusion.

On the road the CB650 has that same
smooth, glossy civility made famous by
the 500 and 550. There’s not a great deal
of mid-range punch, but the motor builds
horsepower with rpm and delivers its best
zcceleration in a series of electric motor-
ke surges carried to redline. It will pull
Sappily 2t much lower rpm, of course, but
zcceleration is more leisurely below 5500
rpm. Between 55 and 65 mph, or the speed
we most often cruise, the engine is smooth
and guict. Ataround 70 mph, or 6000 rpm
in high gear. the engine develops a buzz
that can be felt through the pegs and grips

and seen in the fuzzy cars in your rear
view mirror. The vibration is not particu-
larly bothersome, especially if you’ve just
climbed off your Norton P11 Ranger; it’s
just not as smooth as the rest of the rpm
range.

The 650 does not share the new twin
piston disc brakes found on Honda’s sport-
ier '81 models; like the Hawk and the
750-900F models, but has a single large
piston with pads acting onan 11.7 in. disc.
The rear is a 7 in. drum. Nevertheless,
brakes on the CB stop the bike in a re-
spectable distance, 133 ft. from 60 mph
and have a solid, progressive feel. Even
our drag strip rider, who does the brake
tests and also has to haul the bike down in
a very short time at the end of every half-
mile speed run, commented that the
brakes were predictable and easy to con-
trol. The only flaw in the brakes is a ten-
dency to squeal at low speeds. The front
pads also drag on the rotor at low speeds
even when the brakes are not applied, set-
ting up a low-pitched but quite audible
squall at anything below 10 mph. People
in the house will know when you pull into
the driveway.

Drag strip performance for the CB650
is good without being stunning or setting
new records. Our test bike did the quarter
in 13.33 sec. at 97.29 mph. This is 0.05
sec. quicker than the first hot version of
the CB750 we tested in 1969, though 2.82

mph slower. The CB650 is both quicker
and faster, however, than the 1975
CB750F we tested, and fuel economy is
better by a whopping 22 mpg. Compared
with current competition the CB gives
away some performance to both the
KZ650 and the Yamaha Maxim 1. Our
last KZ went 13.19 sec. at 98.46 mph, and
Yamaha’s new 650 Midnight Maxim we
just tested ran a spectacular 12.84 at
101.80 mph. Doesn’t look that much
quicker on paper, but feels it.

In spite of the faster competition, we
suspect most people who buy the CB650
will not feel short-changed by its perform-
ance. The Honda is a more conservative,
low-key bike in concept and is designed to
appeal to a less power conscious clientele.
The CB adheres closely to a middle
ground, not only in performance but also
appearance. The wire wheels, cleanly
shaped tank, megaphone mufflers, and
simple paint and trim scheme succeed at
what more highly styled bikes often at-
tempt but fail by overstatement; i.e. mak-
ing a motorcycle that looks traditional
rather than contrived. And yet neither is

the CB650 strictly a traditional roadster.

in appearance; the stepped seat and fat
rear tire see to that. The middleweight
Honda balances solidly between extremes.
Performance is good, the bike is simple to
maintain, and for most buyers that will be
enough. B
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HONDA CB650

SPECIFICATIONS
Liskprice: . clo s ) $2398
Engineii it sohc Four
Bore x stroke .59.8 x 565.8mm
Displacement............ 627cc
Compression ratio........... 9:1
Carburetion......... (4) 26mm
Keihin CV
Air filter ......... paper element
lgnihon; = le e transistorized
Lubrication ........... wet sump
Oil capacity ............. 7.6 pt.
Fuel capacity .......... 3.6 gal.
Starter: - D electric
Electrical power ........ 260w
alternator
Battery ................ 12vi2ah

Headlight ....55/60w halogen
Primary drive ...... Hy-Vo chain
Clutch =i multi-plate wet
Final drive ....530 O-ring chain
Gear ratios, overall: 1

St e 6.06
At e 7.35
Bl s e 9.12
20 et it S 11.79
1 AR R R e 17.11
Suspension:
Eronte o telescopic fork
traveli: s mang 4.5in.
Reart.L ot swing arm
fraveli: et sass 3.5in.
Tires:
Front: .. inkel 3.50 H-19
Rear ;i i 4.50H-17
Brakes: g
Front. ... i 11.7-in. disc
Rearic e oo 7 in. drum

Brake swept area 130.4 sq. in.
Brake loading ( 160-Ib.

rideryiis . it 4.7 Ib./sq. in.
Wheelbase ............... 58in.
Rake/Trail ....... 26.8°/4.1in.
Handlebar width ......... 30in.
Seatheight ............... 30in.
Seatwidth ..ol i 11in.
Footpeg height ......... 11.5in.
Ground clearance ......... 6 in.
Test weight

(w/half-tank fuel) ..458 Ib.
Weight bias,

% front/rear.......... 47/53
GVWRIES 940 Ib
Load capacity .......... 482 b

PERFORMANCE
LR Standing Y%-mile. ... 13.33 sec.
kT s e e e e e e R LT, Tl Tl 3000 @ 97.29 mph
9 Top speed in Y2-mile ..111 mph
Eme to;apoed, - = ] Fuel consumption......56 mpg
ime to distance === :
7 Range (to reserve
; ] tankes s ne o 180 mi
1eo =0 Acceleration:
/ 0-30mph.......... 2.2 sec
g 0-40mph.......... 3.2 sec
/ i 0-50mph.......... 4.3 sec
""\74 S 1 0-60mph.......... 5.7 sec
10 i I i 0-70mph.......... 7.2 sec
3 /\ < | 0-80mph.......... 8.7 sec
= / & 0-90mph......... 11.4 sec
?3 / fé_ 0-100 mph ....‘...14.0sec
2 / g Top gear acceleration:
40-60 mph......... 5.2 sec.
| 60-80mph ......... 6.6 sec.
4 Maximum speed in gears:
] .55 R SO R 42 mph
5 2nd. il e 61 mph
16 I I s L 79 mph
At e e 99 mph
o h) e R A 120 mph
Speedometer error:
& 30 mph indicated.. 29.4 mph
: 60 mph indicated ..58.6 mph
Braking distance:
flom30mph........... 31 ft.
: from 60 mph......... 133 ft.
0 .J/L : 5 i e 10 15 20 Enginespesd
at60mph......... 4742 rpm
80" —

48—

36" —

24"
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