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the bike that faunched the four-stroke
revolution and ask... how far have
we come since the 400F was the
bike making waves?
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t amived with a splash back in 1898 and gave the
rest of the endure thumper class a proger soaking
I'm talking aboul Yarmaha's WRA0OF, the first af the
new wave ol "uber-powerful’, high-rewing enduro
fowr-strokes. Back belore te Mdlenmum, the mid-
diewseight class in endurs was awash with tham, and it
went on to influence the design of enduro bikes for the
following decade. These days you rantly sog ong of the
old 400s in good, original condition, so we thought it
would be fun to revisit one of those sarly bikes and pil

it agalnst Yamaha's katest offerisg mn the middiewelght
class - the 200210 WRASDF - both on the trail and
around a timed special test. How far has the WRF come
- it at all - in the intervening 12 years?

Blue is the Colour
1 was hailed as the luture of enduro bikes, the bike that
woukd revolutonise the sport and change the way we
thought about owr machinery. And in many ways i did
[uest that. Withaut a doubt the paweniul thimpers we all
ride loday owe thelr very existence to (and are indirectly
descended from) those early WRA00FS, which used spl-
ralling revs as a means of delvenng thedr performance.

Up 1o that paint four-strokes had been tomuoey, over-
waight, slightly lumbering beasts delivering a healthy
dosa of midrangn bt nod a whole et else, Than along
came the lithe and reviy WRF and a1 a strokie changed
all that Suddenly we were all falking about 13,000mm
rexflines, incredibée power, and four-strokes with the
compactness and bght weight of a stroker, Even il the
reqlity fell some way short of the promise

Back in the early ‘Ningties wo-stroke 1echnology
had more-or-less peaked, and the dirt bike mdusiry was
Inoking for A means of reinvigorating the sales charts in
a way that could be seen to be more ‘eco-friendly’ than
e smoke-spewing strokers of the previous decade.
Yamaha secrelly began work on an all-new, high
rEwing, compact 1our-gfroke enging using their estal-
fighed five-valve technoboay which was lo be the basis
of the replacement for their competition two-strokes.
Thee result was the utterly beawtiful YZ-MA00F factory
motocrosser, which went on 10 achieéve six GP race
wing and even win a round of the US supercross senes.

Thet! bike: (like all the works ‘M bekes) was ttery
sublime - titanivm everything, it featured a twin port
head, cam-driven water-pump and a thoy (ome-shat)
eleciric-start. Though by the time production bikes
armved a couple of years fater, many of e sensuous
details thal had made the YZ-MFs 50 spacial, had
disappeared of been seriously watered down,

Thve WR-F finally arived in 1998 on the back of tha

YZ-F Mxar. And by launching & high-revving four-banger,
Yamaha ai a stroke made all other dirt bikes obsolete,
0o 3 leap on the opposition, and created fresh demand
for off-roaders. It's no co-Incidence that KTM's new
four-stioke engines came along shortly aleEnvands and
that sales of dirthikes in the UK and Evrope peaked
arnund the same time

TBM was less of a fan of the
early WR400F than most other
British dirt bike magazines...

[

TBM was less of a tan of those early bakes than most.
We could have gone along with all the hype Semounding
the new maching and accepted that the WRADOF was an
improvement on the previous generation of four-strokes,
but actually we lefl customers had bean a bit sharl-
changed by the earty 400Fs. What we saw was a bike
that promized to be the future, but failed to debver the
goods on much of its clalims.

eg it was a leap forward in technological tesms, but
in many of the other key areas it fall woatully shor o
expectations. Talk of 13,000rpm rev-cellings (and the
potential for approaching 50-odd hp) turmed out 1o be
hugealy exaggerated and when TBM stuck ane on the

dyno and revealed to the world that it was aclually only
making 35hp af the rear wheel thanks boa rev limiter
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Qur 1998 WRADOF cost us 8600 for the bike alene with no MaT, no moad tax and
non-running (though it was running fing when it was inst used, apparentiy). On
top of that we added a front fender (£19,30), air fitter (£12.85), oil filter (£4.000
spark plug (£6.85), rad scoops (£36.50), front brake lever (E6.00), side panels
{E36,50), Tront brake pads (£17.000, rear brake pads (£17.004, high lemperature
paint (E10.75), frame paint {aerosol and tin £28.88), fork seals (£23.40), clutch
cabla (214,00, throttie cabla [£25.50), handguards (T22,.50), and fexl-number-
plate (E14.00,Techmoto 0114 2581151). There was alsa the cost of a senice,
thres hours of abowr o find and fix the camchain/staring ssue, a fork service
and a bit of {paid) polishing. The grand totsl of which comes oul fo £1148.43
Thie bars, grips and fender bag were all found lurking in the back of UKRab's
garane and thus were gratis.
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rusty exhaust, cred-caked air-filter, sezad-on brakes, corroded spokes, and

|'|.'-|II|'|-|:.’|:-"-'-| frame and decided that theng was onty ongé man for the pod; UKROD
Unfess you are on the TEM Forum (trailbikemag.comdforem) you pe }

won't have neard of LKEDD, bul taks aur word for it thi

in Chiriste know the exp ion "You can't

probably the only bloke alive who could get one 1o sparkle

aNer

the Crown [owels
Thie WR-F was despatched o Rob's galf with the express instructions
thist he Was 10 Spand as itk monay as possihle n ooder 10 miake i
s presentable as he could. Having given the bike its first propes
clean in years (thorotghly cleaning ail of the ut of the
el and from around the engine with a loothbrush st
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SECOND OPINION: JK
setting off on a trail ride on a 12 year old competition bike might
not seem that daunting, bist satting off on an overseas, lang dis-
bance, winker trail ride on & bike | as saw over a decade ago,
ws somathong | defmitehy wasn T savounmg. All kinds: of disas-
tronss thoughts entered my mind as we sef off at an aasy pace 1o
waarm it wp. But with the rockeiship 450F out front, the pace did-
n't stay oo easy for too kng, And even tholugh the bike | was rid-
ing Inoked immacidate (some new plastics and a tharough spit
and polish sinw 1o hal), | was only too aware of the hwelve hard
yaars of use 1 had already seen

In fact | was concantrating so hard, listéning for signs of mmi-
nent catastrophic falure that | alled to notice the big 450 storm
off as the pace lifted to er_.. enthusiastic. Oh wedl if was now o
never. Gunming the 400 to stay in contention as the mighty 450
sireiched the elastic, the memones a3 came fiooding back. Oh
yas [hes thing Tell good all nght.

S good in fact that | forgot all about the smallish pegs, the
show steering and the slightly lumpen motor and simply reveied
in thie relaxad, but precise handiing, the still-slick transmission
and the comfy saat. Truth is thés thing really didn't fesl that old
Okary, you had your work cut out to keep pace with the Millen-

e

some paint was mixed to match the Yamaha frame (as
opposed o simply purchas
as one previous owmer had done), and was then care-
fulty applied by
wids then o ed In clear film
time for the rusty old pegs, sidestand
lever, exhaust and heat-shi
The pegs. shifte
silver, whike the zorst 5
.

sstics and replacing them with some fresh
In went a new pair of side-panets, front mud

rad sheouds and & Iresh sal ol graghics which
Improved the
did tha bent b
fitied a spare
his garage

masking off the sumounding areéas. That

0 s0me random Dl O

gel the Rob treat-
Pyed back o
@ MubbEd oown

# no end. The old air-filter got binned as
apen handguards and Rob

of bars which had been hanging up in

Rk off pnother ke, Finally 3 new NIer,

Wk plug, brake pads, front brake lever and some new

grips- and handguards went on, and Rob $&t aboul pol-

Ishing up the rest of the machine - including the ape
The osiginal ptan was that Rob would get the bike

i .1r|r| took |1 over 1u f'erl:lrl:l .1{'r|:1"|.'|.r| i Mnlv
Ward in Surrey (01403 B23222) | know thera'll

nium Falcon 450 as It launched into Hyperspace, but
a quick pit-stop to adjust the suspension revealad an
oil tight motor, and nothing remately loose or hang-
ing off

What's more it started again easilyl This can't be
the impassible to star rightmare of anciant folklore
can it? Because ouws startod easdly first time, every
tima_ Well__, almast every me!

| wish we'd put some decant tyres on i1 as avery-
thing else was jusl peachy, | koved the way it fell 50
redaed at normal speeds and although it ran onio
the rev limiter & bit too soon for my [iking, for most
of the time it had more than encwgh oo o keep pace
with the inteat tackle ahead. Even the brakes weare
more modern in feed, than the retro nightmares | had
anticipated

With a starting point like tis, no wonder the WR
Yama want on bo greatness. it's just a shama that
ihay picked up such a bad rep for not starting, cos if
the factory had gone the whole hog and fitted thess
early bikes with an electric-starter, wha knows what
mighl've happened?

I






apart oursehves, well the answer is easy. ... Time! lnan
iheal world we'd get stuck into a bike in the TBM work-
shop, but frankdy we simply don'l hive the lime these
days. W' hard enough finding the required me 1o pul
the magazine tegether each month, let along sort oul

a techmical probdem fke ha non-staring WR-F

And I'm glad we did It 1hal way becausa wa'd still
have baen scratching our bamets right pow were it mot
for poe spanner-man Sam Simmans at Moto-Ward. Sam
set about twirling the gpanners on our WH-F and it was
Inim who fireally figured out that the timing chain wag
out by two teeth| Strange bt true.

Having sorted that oul and re-tensioed the cam-
chain which he said ‘looked lilke new’, he re-set ihe
valve clearances, cleaned oul the carb, foed the keaking
fork senis and servicad the bike 1or us - draining ou
Toust litres of oal in U procass (1's only suppossd 10
Told & fitre and a bitf). We akso gol him to replace the
chutch cable and throflle cable and wien he finished he
handad us a bill for @ very asonable £251.83 inc VAT
Top bloke and top service

Add that 1o the money it cost us for new plastics,
paint, graghics, lever, ar-filter, other tbour el and we
were in It 1o the tune of sboul £1200 (including the pur-
chiase cost) - which &8 pretty much whiat a used WRADOF
i& wiorth in good nick. Mow we could have spent money
on replacing all sorts of other items: tyres, chaln,
sprockets, ciutch, wom front disc, brake lnes elc, but
as anyone who has ever booght a osed bike out of the
classilieds will tell you, the purchase price i= only hall
the expendilure. Besides, we really didn’'t wanl a ‘new’
WRADOF, we just wanted one that was clean and tidy
anid roady o ride.

There's anathaor lttie bit o this tale that's worlh
knowing because it adds o the final story. This particu-
Iar WH-F was nat unknown i us, bacause in fact JK
hard owmed the bike lén years earfier, having bought it
secondhand bick in 1299 and raced it in enduros for
& -3ERE0N, Then e 2080 1t 1o & mate of NS, and pow
e weas baaying bt back again. The funny thing was JK
always remembers that this bike started easdy whon
he owmied It, and we know st many olhers found tha
same thing wilh their Wis, The trouble was as we dis-
covered. .. some staried easity, whitst ofhers didn't)

Wi plcked the Dike up from Moto-Ward and Sam
said 10 us: 'it's runnng fine, but it probably wants a good
blast, just to biow oot the cobwehs.' st as well, be-
CUSE Wi WerE pianning on taking It on an epic 200 mile
trail ride and pitch il up against he iatest offerng from
Yariaha Would it kest the dstance? How would it Tesl in
thi= sort of company? Would we ba disappointed after
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12 years of progresa? Other than firing if up, wa'd nod
had 1he oppartunity of test riding the old girl, and hkad
no kdea whather four [res of oll swiling around its belly
had done any harm, One thing was certain, if would be
Kill or casre for our secondtand am. ..

Allex Les Blous

Speingtime. .. and having bean cooped-up all winter with
idbe lever-fingers, a man's thoughts tums o the promise
of sunshing, epic tralls and the chance of lots of vin
rauge without the misses finding out. That's why in
spring we always find ourselves heading south to France
to ride gut with TBM columnist Chris Evans, Chris imvited
us o join him and his punters on a Tour de Normandie,
50 we packed our bags, loadad the TBM love-bug with a
pair of WR-Fs {our 400 was poined by a shiny new 2010
450F) and hit the Hua!

Gacé is a sleepy little market town nesting in the
ample rural bosom of picturesque Nosmandy; @nd marks
the epicentre of Cheis's Gallic trailriding empire, There
amang the quigt streets of onion sellers wearing berets,
lies the Hotel Golden Shower feheck transialion - Bdl)
which was to be our base for the nexd three days. Un-
[nading owr ancient Yam among the glitzy new metal
comprising Huskys, KThs, Shercos and Beemers, we
WEIE 85 Anxious as anyane Aot whether our 'si-m-
dred-quidder’ would complete the trip.

By way of comparison we'd brought along the very
fatest Yamaha WRAS0F, replete with alloy Irame, power-
howse of a motor and er... new tyres. Standing the bwo
bekes Sudke by side you could see the hneage Ul ran
frowm one 1o the alhe, though you probably won't find
a gingle component in commaon,

The intervening 12 years has seen a fot of detall
changes in machinery, not keast in terms ol getting
Iham started. Owr biggest gripe with the 400F back in
1994 - that it could be difficult o star - has ensuned
thal nowadays you can'l buy a four-siroke without an
elecinc-start, and of courss the latest ASOF lights up
at the towch of a bution

We also compdained back in "0 that the 400F's ugly
T2L “humpy” tank intruded too much on the Ading posi-
tion, and thesa days manufacturers appear to agree.

The latest WH-F has a slender B.0L tank, 25 Yamaha now
concur that 8 narraw bike is much easier to ride - even if
you do have to stop to refusl every couple of hours of 56,

Qur complaints reganding the onginal 400F's exces-
sive weight and lack of quality have akso been met - that
machine had a mild stesl exhaust, steel rads, steel side-
stand and steel bars; plus of course a steal frame and no
dials. The modem WRs have alioy rads, alloy bars, alloy

pipe and of course an exquisile alloy frame, plus a lovely
et of digital dials to Keap you abreast of Al that's ocour-
ring.

But the quality of the new maching is more than just
skin deap, iU's inherent in the whole design of the bike.
Just like KTM have done with thesr bikes, Yamaha have
taken a rather more cohesive and global approach to the
dasign of their machinery, ansuring hat not onty does it
function correctly, but that it all fits together nicely and
looks good too, The siim-line tank flows into the seal,
the rest of the bodywork ks moderm and stylish, and the
bike is well equipped and very well pul together., This is
real progress,

L ee——
‘The intervening |2 years has seen
a helluva' lot of detail changes in
the machinery...
[

It's been a couple of years since | last shung a leg over
@ 450F, but | can’t help thinking things have changad for
the battar in the Blue camp. Yamaha appear (o be posi-
tinning themsatves more upmarket than over befone,
and there's heen a steady drive towards quality. We've
seen |t with Yamaha's other products - bikes like the
new A1 (that focuses less on pure speed, and more
on the whole riding and gwning expanience], the new
SuperTanéré (with is high specification and ambitious
pricing), and this quality approach even extends fo
other products In the Yamaha ling-up, such as their
new 350nhp V8 outhoard motaor

It's always struck me as slightly odd that a pioneering
comgpany ke Yamaha which prides itself on class-iead-
irig inngvation, thould seek 1o occupy the middlé ground
in terms of price and quaity, It why 12 years ago |
complained about ha WHADDFS cosl-cutting mild-steel
mhaust, steal handiebars and low quality piastics which
il et} haad no place on a bike Ziming 1o sel new stan-
dards in the enduro world. And which | believed was
short-sightedness on Yamaha's part. | think it's fair o
ainy that al the ... Yamaha vehemently disagraed
with me:

Well I'm, pleased to say that over the years Yamaha's
faken a good hard look in the mirror and decided 1o do
something about its financial squinl. Corrective surgerny
s unashamedly taken heir products up a good few
notches, and produced a bike, which - in guality terms
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at least - i3 among he very best on the markel Well
dhong to tham for that. It nsay have taken 12 years and a
certain amount of argy-bargy betwean us, but | think it's
fair o say that TBM's ariginal beliets have now found a
homa &t Yamaha HQ,

The quality oozes out of every pore on (e new Yam -
e plastics are miles better, the egupment list is befter,
ihe buibkd queality |s better, the standard of cycle parts &
brttar and the whobe bike is muwch more cobesive, Glay
it's not a5 road-ready as a European maching, but it's
mipch betteér than 1 was

I think it's fair to say that TBM's
original beliefs have now found a
home at Yamaha...

Blue Sky Thinking

Day one dawnid clear and sunny. So clear in fact, that
there was ice in all the puddies in the ruts. Woulkd our
vhd Yamaha starl up? Course it would {second kick, loa),
hasegh it did 1ake a good bit of wanming up b get it o
idle smoothly. The 450F purred into Gl like a giand
pussycat, and JK and | hit the trails - looking foréarnd 1o
a gt day's ride

Starting on e 450F | was amazed to discover how
silky smooth the latest version of the engine is. On the
shorl blast of tarmac fo the first of the day's trails the
Yamahia simply gobbled up the road in every one of its
fiver gears, surging forwards with a powarfil flood of
forque every fime you changed gear

It's tradition that the season-opening Normadie trail
ride is an annual mud-fest. The clay-lined lanes hold
vy fluid better than a TBM staffer at a lock-in, and
there's usually more mud about than a wet Walsh sum-
meiar. Mot this yesr there wasn't, not a bit of it Despite
a long and drawn out winter, the irails wene remarkably
dry, retatively smooth and a joy 1o ride. Not that it wasn't
miuddy in places, but if I'm honest, | prefer the joys of
fast single-track to the slog of wel ruts, Good thing too
because experience has shown that the WHAS0F which
is @ mighty fine and fast beast in the dry, can be an
almighty handful in the wel.

On the dry trails of the first day the WRASOF was
proving a joy to nide. Faster than a very fast thing in-
deed, it stfortlessly oulpaces ALL opposition on hard/dry
routes, no matter what that opposition might be. But it

S0 TNALEKE & EWHAUD MAGATERE

does it in such an wnruffied and dignified way thal the
riddr uses almost no effort 1o keap it powering lorwisnds,
The steering is perfect and wall-weighted with just the
iddeal lavel of feedback, the suspension amazingly com-
pliant and capable, the seat all-day comfortable and this
bike 5o remarkably quiet and etficient that it makes an
imcredible trail bike for wihen conditions are dry. Note
the words "Il bike', and ‘dry’

In Fact thee more | rode it, the mone amazed | was by
the WHF's astonishing urn of speed on dusty trails.
Fallen behind because you waren't paying attention 1o
fhe run leader? No worries, twist the thoottle and waich
tham magically appear in your Siphts in saconds, This
ke = seriously, amazingly, brutally and efforilessly
fast. .. providing he traiks are dry. Thene's that word
‘dry” again

The engine |s incredible - nod just for iis performance,
Irut also tor its smooth supply of senous power detivered
in an amazingly unstressed way. incredible also for its
utterly faultless carburetion (yes it stll uses a good old
fashioned carl), and 15 viter refusal to stall no matisr
what gear you ane inl

And what's more, despite the bumps and the punish-
madnt ihe Bike i abvicesly taking, it simply refusas 1o
get oul of shape, to gel knocked off lne or {o squeak or
rattle in protest 1S 3 remarkably resilient machine and
| can ses why it makes such a good raily bike - and why
50 Many people chooss to ride tham in the dry and
dusty Dakar rafly,

It it wenz & car this thing wodld be ong al the AMG kit-
ted, 5-Class Mercs - fast, and powerful, subtie and re-
fined, yet smooth and cosseting for the pilod. And [ust
like an S-chass it's incredibly fast in a straight ling, but
not readly designed for dancing around a tight track, Tha
450F is no different, it mens a wider ling on comers than
micest other bikes would take, smoothes out the bumps
and then pées on the coals once the track stralghtens
oul. And while it will work its way around Bighl turns, or
between rees withoul too much effor, it does 5o in a
wiay thal is measwhed and steady, rather than bewng
nipgry or feet-of-food.

By contrast our ofd 400F was a bit ol a bone-shaker!
(kay, mayhe that description's a itk unfain, but it didn't
feil ampwhire near as comiposed over the bumps, Thal's
onby 10 be éxpected - 12 yvear old suspension which
hadn't been seniced (at beast not al the rear nor ad-
juested for our uSe, was never going 1o fee as push as
thiz latest units. Nevertheless (| was remarkabie how
muuckly the new bike covered (dry) ground, compared
with Ihe ald ong

I'd forgotben just what it was Fke 1o ride the oid J00F,

—— o —
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b it needs @ oo levw reve on board lo gel the most
aut of the engine, and yel how il fesls guite thrashy and
harsh onca you diad them in. There's no doub? that part
of the WR-F's evolution over the past 12 years has been
in terms of improving key areas of noise, vibration and
harshness!
 Newertheless our 400F was not only holding together,
but loosening up nicely & the miles ncreased. At the
fuel slops we look 1he opportunity of bwiaking the sus-
pension and gradually getting the AD0F mofe 10 our lik-
ineg. And to be fair to it, it was good fun to ride. You still
noficed the bulbaus tank pushing out your knees, and
the performance differential between the bikes meant
working (e 400F a fair bel harder 10 Keep up, but hel, .,
it was a 600 guid bike up against a shx grand one, Thara
was bound 1o be a difference!

Blue Velvet

So just how much has the new Yamaha improved from
the earty one? Well, in a sensa it's a bit like trying to
compare riders from different generations, the compari-
s0n is impossible because circumstances change. Mol
least you must remember wa're not dealing with a brand
new WR400F here, but a 12yr old bike that's had various
OWNIETS, dong nUmeroes seasons of mcing and trail rigd-
ing and been used and mamtained in a variety of differ-
anl ways. s unlikely 10 ba in its prime,

Thet said, It did feel pretty good still, and everyihing
was working fing on the bike (brakes, suspengion, cluteh
i), 50 cortain conclusions can still be dravn. For in-
stance the new bike s conskderably faster (in the dry),
much more powerlul and linear, and far, FAR smoother
thisn (e older bike, and maintzing thal smoollness aven
@ thi revs increase, whereas the 400 just gets more
thrashy the harder you rev it. The 450 packs a lot mone
punch in its midrange toa - and whereas the 400F needs
t0 e spinning hard o get the most out of the motor, the
450 works best when you shitt up eary and uss the en-
gine's sizeable lorque to drive il forwards.

You notice the difference in braking too, the new
bike's anchars are much mare pawertul, and that's not
because the oid one's weren't working efficiently. in fact
thay worked very wedl, bul the new bike has the benefits
of a bepger front rotor and a more powerful braking sys-
{em. Just as well really as his thing is a proper beast al
timies. Never more s0 than when the going ums
sloppy..

Day three dawned cold and overcast, the sunshine of
the previous bwo days was now just a memaory, and as
we found out, the trasls would be more of a mixtere of
wel and dry 1no. Dry was fine, but when things get

gloopy (particularly sofl ruts), thal gongéous niw bike
twns downright ugly,

The probiem stems from the 450F's phenomenal
powerplant. In the dry it manages 1o puf down its power
ina way that transiates info forward momentum, but in
the wet [1's another story, The twin-cam powerplant revs
up 50 smoothly, so swiftly and o forcefully that it simphy
overatelms the softly sprung suspension, and the tyres
Inge their unaqual batile for grip with the substrate. And
thien inslaad of charging along haadiong, you find your-
self going very fast. and kinda® sideways.

In a sense comparing these two
bikes is a bit like trying to compare
riders from different generations...

B

| id you not, | went inlo one set of suidgy nts with
the: power on, and found mysei still heading forwards
trit wilh the bike on full-leck! The problem s that as it
has grown up, the WR-F appears to have gained a fow
pounds of middle aged spread, the motor's become ever
more powerful and the suspension has been sofiened
ol to further improve comiort. And the combination of
all these factors mitigate against tinding grip i the wet
In faimess we've always said that about the 450 - both
steel-framed bikes and alloy-framed ones have ahways
been a real handful in the slop.

It's strange becaose i ghoes the bike such 8 Jekl
and Hyde character. On the one hand s an absclutaly
Tabulous trailbike for whan the lanes are baked dry and
there's Inads of miles fo be covered in the day. In'such
circumstances the bike is an absolute joy fo ride, cover-
ing the bumgpy miles with admirable ease. But then if
your day tuens wel and slippery, then be prepdned for
Ints of footing, and some much shower going

SUne you Can try charging thiough the wal stulf,
bt f you back off even for 3 second, the stock se{-up
loads-up the frond end so much that it ramibines the ruts
and you're forced right down into it. We did try stiffening
up the suspinsion & litfle and whila Itimproves matters
glightly, it only goes 8 emall way to alleviating the hean
af the problem,

Because suspension-wise, the new bike feels much
plusher (softer and more résponsive to smaller bumps)
than the old 400F. And while some of that could easily
b dowm o age and se1-up, I'd be willing fo bet that the
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new 450a are dialled in fo be rather softer now than the
ol 40085 were - more (n Keaping with their role &5 rapid
trail bike rather than all-oul macer. And that's no bad
thing, either, Handling-wise well there's nothing really
biad lo reporl with either of these bikes - wel of diy. |
ke the way the new d50F steers - (s typically “Japan-
ese’ wilh solid, stable, and predictabde handling, and
never A hint of head-shake. Despite much shwer staer-
ing, the 400F feit skghtly easier to get turned than the
modermn bike foertanly m the wet), but that might have
bisen dhown 10 (ks limited power as much as anything
elsa

But herg's 8 thing. .. you DO 54 notice the 400Fs
bulbous tank - mol just when standing, bul when you
drop down onto the seal and try to slids foreands foe
a tight fum. i was one of the problems we pointed oul
al the very beginning, and now the present bike's lovely
smooth and open cockpil has vastly improved matiers
in that department, well hopping back onto the old bike
you nobice 1 even mora

I've talked a bit about the obwious quality impaowe-
mants over the years, but thare ara less obvious ones
a0, The broader pegs are now made iom allay mther
{han steed, e seat is no longer covered in a cheap and
shimy sinqle-cotoured smooth vinyl, it now has a non-
slip, mlti-tecdured tabric, the alloy swingarm has &
lovely brushed aluminium finsh b it rather than just
being painted siver (| never understood why Yamaha
chose 1o paint an alioy swingarm), and the new bike's
sidestand is nol only made from lightweigil alkoy, bul
nowy tucks up oul of harm's way, where it won't intediene
with & traling leg in & cormer, That was another of th
things we pointed out at the time

But what of the 400F's Achilles hesl - (5 starting
difficulties. Well. .. | hawe to report that our one staned
easily, Very easily in fact, Every time. And although we
never dropped it, nor got It caked in mud and hot to the
point of bailing, | have io say that this was one of the
bikes which o starl. So easily in facl, thal once or
twice it was guickor {o fire up than the electnic-stan
bike! Who says TBM never eals iis words!

Blue Blooded

30 what conclusions can we draw from part one - our
trail reding comparison test of odd and new WR-Fs? That
yiou can buy a cheap secondhand bike oul of the classi-
fieds for a few hundred quid, and it could do tha job

of & hike costing neary 1en imes as much - aibeit the
new bike would aclually feel faster, more refined and
much more enjoyable o nde? Ha! You knew that much
already.
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Sport Adventure
If like: me, you're a fan of property porm s typified by
the Surday Times Homes section, then the statuesgue
French manor housas, stately chabes o, sturdy farm-
houses and sireable medieval barns, which seem to
fill his part of Normandy &re a kind of realty viagra.
They're everywhens! A millennia of otcupation since
Viking times (the name Normandy is said to ba derived
from "Narthman’) has e 185 mdelibée mark an the rurl
landscape, with more beaitiful old buildings set among
the bocage than smywhers slse in France.
Sport Adventure’s Normandie lour is nol specifically
sot-up tn enable you to ogle the real estate, but it might
well have been. The three-day roule gets you infimate

with the Basse-Normandie region with its glorious patch-

work of apple groves, stud farms, tiny smaliioldings and
largar dairy tarms, and within each Bes 4 characterful
and distincitve ancient bullding, which - rather ke a
Pigalle peepshow - tempts you to take a closer look,

The trail riding's not bad aither, with a peasant mix
of easy trails, fast singhe track, open woodland, grassy
lanes and some muddy nuts thrown n, (complate with
Tast=-moving wildire - just to keep you on your foes).
Thera's nothing too taxing here for the competent trail
rider, but thiee sodid 100-mile days in glorious scenery
will ensure you feel you've dona plenty of riding.

Mavigation i by ‘road-baok” - 3 kind of continuous
shest of mini instructions which you scroli throwgh as
you advance along the tnes, Riding while navigating
takes a bit of getiing wsed o, but ends up being part ol
the challenge, and a good thing 1o tackie among a gang
of mates. Ridars use their own machinery which hay
are respansible for inswring themseives,

Typical of French regional accommodation, our hoted
wiis chedn and characterful in egual measure; the food
was fresh and tasty while the décor was the opposile.
But then If you want (o siay al & place which accepls
your muddy endurd boots. then don't éxpect it 1o be
furmnished like the Palace of Versaliles.

Sport Aoveniure's business cordinees 1o thrive on &
claver mix of wall thought out (and constanily-evolving)
routes, A clied-up set of organisers and tha integration
of tha local community (raiher than using British owned
accommiodation for instance). Huge amounts of repeat
busingss are testament to the fact that the balance &
right, the price is fair and the punters remain satisfied.

A three day Normandie tour such as this, costs £450
which includes three day’s riding, two nights" accommo-
dation, breakfast and evaning meats, lumch on the final
day, a supporting van and mechanic to halp you oul
should things go wrong (though don't expect them to

i
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retulld your bike each evening for you). The phce
doasn’l include getting down there, any fusl you use,
nior the laid-on lunchas on tha first hwo days, Budgst
on about 10-15 euros for lunch and twice that in the
evenings for drinks &t the bar, though nere's ahways
pienty of vin-da-table at mealtimes.

Chris Evang, Sport Adventure's owner i5 not anky
this mapazine’s longest-senving colimnist (wha clalms
1o lock younger in real life than his column photo stg-
peats), bul is also a host famed for his generosity of
spinit, genuine warmih and his anjoyment of irony.

Faor details of the Normanie tours and indeed all
Sport Adventure holidays you can call him on 0033 862
487190 or emal chris evansEsport-adventure.com. ..
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Actually the concluséon | prefer fo make s that 12 years down
the line, all tha criticisms we made abaw the 400F at s lsunch,
have been vindicated, and more importantly kave all beén subse-
quentty addressed by Yamaha. So thal we've ended up with & bika -
wivich - while nol &s intrinsically "sporting’ &s the onginal - is Never-
thabess tar, far easier and more pleasant fo ride. Well.__..._. in the
dry at least

S0 Is the modem bike an improvement on the old maching? 0
course it 15, not just in terms of refinement and spesd, but in the key
areas of guality and value for money. The new bike is more sophisti-
cated, belter equipped and actuslly much nicer to ride for 80 per-
cent of the time, But i3 it any quicker Ground an endurd special test?
Woll part two of our Scrapheap Challenge next maonth aims to fid
ourt, wheen we pit them back-to-back arund a timed special. Dan't
miss ..

Thanks to: Chiis Evans af Sport Adventure (0033 662 467190)
for & memaratie few days following his Mormandie roufe,

To the guys at Molo-Ward (01403 B23222) for sorting out our
bag-o-nalls al such shorl nolice. To UKRob for taking on the
palishing challenge: to Terry Rudd Motorcycles; to Yamaha UK
and Yamaha Off-Road Experience for the lean of the WR450F,
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fo Paul X for a night out and a Ruby Muarry wiiisf
affiaading his bike onto 5. To JK for buying said
machine and his help in compiling this feature,
And finally to Jon Perry who rode with us on day
two and put up with &l our pathelic wise-cracks.
Top guys, one and all...




