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Sooo, motors got ported, polished, reeded, drilled, stuffed, files, tampered, folded, spindled and mutilated in the never ending quest for the prefect powerband.

However, only one path has been found to that elusive Perfect Power-band: cubic inches. Or even better, cubic feet.

Yup. You can achieve bottom end, top end and even middle end, if the motor has a big cnough hole in it (and a piston to fit that hole).

Naturally, whenever we get a big-incher in for a test, we expect to be greeted by power. Buckets of power all over the place, Power from idle to peak revs. We expect to put the bike in top gear and go boom-boom-boom down thc road, digging trenches as thc engine barely turns ovcr.

A short while ago, Yamaha dropped off one of their new 500cc bikes at our offices. And promptly blew our preconveived notions about big-inch power right out of the lunch box.
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Check this: The SC500 Yamaha has poor low-end grunt.

Change that last statement: The SC500 Yamaha has horrible low-end grunt. And not just for a big hike. We honestly feel that off-idle response is worse than on their smaller (250/360) bikes.

To add to the miseries, when the bike does come on the holes, it`ll rip your arms out of their sockets. Face it—with 500cc, there’s going to be some power somewhere. And that power comes on like a trip·hammer. Wham! Front wheel paws up for the nearest bird. Your intended line becomes a faint memory and a wrestling match with the bars is a distinct must.
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Our First outing with the big gray beast was not an overly auspicious one. The SC500 was entered in a genuine cross-country race. A 100-miler, to be exact. Yamaha does not tout their biggest dirt bike as an MXer, but rather a scrambles, or a desert rig. Seeing as the bike comes with knobbies, we gave the Hare and Hound the nod.

About an hour and a half was put on the bike before the race. then all nuts and bolts were checked thoroughly. You dou°t want anything falling off 12 miles from the nearest rock.

Motor mount bolts were loose, but wheels and all other vitals were very tight. As a matter ot satety, a Preston Petty toolbox/number plate combo was tacked on the front. We stuffed everything in but an arc welder.

During practice, the bike handled much like any other Yamaha MXer we have ever ridden. except that all the others were easier to ride.

Even a simple act like getting underway proved frustrating: to wit:

Kick very hard many times until a fire is lit inside the cylinder. It takes a hell of a kick. even with the built-in compressor release. Wing the throttle a few timcs.  Hmmmm. Revs build quickly, Hokay. Down on the stick for low. blip the throttle t0 the proper level and ease the clutch out like you would with any other bike in the world.

And. Ka·kaff. Thunk. And you stall.

Yup. Even very, very good riders did it on the first attempt. Many sheepish looks will be the SC500 0wner’s trade in stock.

Once more now. Kick. Varoooom. Stab in gear. Lottsa revs. Feeeeeed out the clutch and whoa! The god-damn thing is doing a wheeliel And you didn’t want it to. Unfortunately. that will also be part of the SC500 owner`s trade in stock: unwanted wheelies. At the worst possible imaginable moments. Like when the bike is lurching off a berm, or pummeling down that short straight.

Back to the race. After all. it’s a race bike, right?

The LeMans-type start lbrought its share of butterflies as everyone stumbled toward his waiting bikie. Kick-ety-kickety-kick—baarooooom, as 500 machines lit off in a staggered roar, Including the big Yammies.

Execpt for one difference — even though we were one of the many who fired on the first kick. we were one of the very few who stalled on the line. Damn! That is not the way to start a race. With the trick Omni-phase Balancer, we could not feel vibration from the engine and the noise around us precluded hearing engine rpm. So, you take a guess and dump the clutch and watch everyone else disappear into the distance.

Once more. Kick. Millions of r’s. This time, dig a trench and the bike is moving. Moving very hard. Once on the pipe. the Yamaha will pull violently. A trip through the gears got us into top—on the 500 it`s fourth. instead of the more common Yamaha fifth. And really, it’s enough for the powerpiant. Those gears need all the meat they can carry, and a five speed box would have meant narrower gears. Narrower gears would have meant weaker gears. which a 500cc bike does not need at all.

Once we got into fourth, we had to go back to third, which didn`t make the rider too happy. The bike simply would not lug and pull Fourth gear. The ground was too choppy to scream fourth, so it was a must to scream third instead. Now we’re reasonably sure that it must be a pure dee-light to scream some engine, somewhere, in third gear for a long time. but not this one. That Yamaha was not happy in any gear. It was either chain snatch or chain stretch.
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After we got past the fast level ground, the course wandered into the mountains. Rock mountains, to be precise. The trail wound up, up and up. Over narrow rocky paths that would have puckered the sphincter of the staunehest mountain goat ever to come off the assemhly line.

Unless your name is Brooks or J. N. Roberts, you just don’t drag race up hills like this-—you work your way up them. Working your way up a hill means delicate throttle control. The Yammie had all the delicacy of a belch at a funeral.

Picture this. Really picturce this. A piece of real estate that looks like a Trials section at the Twelfth Annual Blogmoore Festoon Marsh Trials Rallye of the Cliff Dwellers. Right? Then picture one each D.B. editor slipping the clutch in low gear on a 500cc bike whilst crawling over rocks. Then picture thc 500cc bike coming on the pipe just as several of the knobs on the 4.60×18 tire hook up with a three ton piece of sand-stone. One more picture. if you bear with the narrative. Ono editor screaming in pain as a 250-pound bike pounces on an extremity.

But all was not gruesome. When a section of typical fireroad was encountered, much of the lost time was made up. In short line bursts, the Yammie was pure dynamite. As long as the revs were up over 3500 or so, the bike would accelerate as strong as any machine we’ve ever been on.
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Twist the right side of the bar, and the loud honk from the inlet tract would signify impending wheelspin. At this point, weight should be kept forward, but not too far. Wheelspin doesn’t aid forward movement, so a balance between raising the front wheel and braking traction had to be met. Time spent on the machine makes this task much easier, but the rider will never be able to plunk his butt down in the saddle and just sit there under heavy throttle. Weight transfer is very critical on the SC500, more so than with most other big bikes we have ridden.

HTML clipboardOnce you learn how to control this  bike`s acceleration, another problem rears its head. That of stopping.  While the front brake is beyond reproach, that rear unit is overly sensitive and locks up quite easily. Stalling the engine not only becomes a  possibility, but a probability. We talked to several owners of 360 Yamahas and they agreed that a shorter brake arm, or filing some of the meat from the shoe, helped immensely.

After the neat fireroads, the trail headed back into the mountains  again. this time to rocky trails even tighter and rougher than the first section. We had to slip the clutch so badly that it was necessary to stop and diddle with the cable adiusters several times. Eventually, we ran completely out of clutch lever travel and were forced to stop and do an adjustment on the clutch itself.

While this is no big deal in your garage, it is most assuredly not a picnic on the side of a mountain trail, with bikes using your body for traction. Nevertlwless, we did the deed and proceeded on our way mumbling thanks to Preston Petty’s wondrous toolbox thing and its ability to  hold many items.

The balance of the race proved uneventful, simply because there were no more tough hills to grope over.

At the conclusion of the race, we checked the bike over once more:  Motor mount bolts were slightly loose, the muffler was ready to fall off and not one goddamn spoke was loose. Typical Yamaha. It won’t break unless you’re a ham-fisted clod. They make them strong enough to
last at the hands of people who absolutely will not take care of them. “Clean the filter?” snorts a Yamaha owner. “Hell. I did that last year.”
Yup.
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Speaking of typical Yamaha, this is designed like it came out of their cookie—cutter assembly line. And it was assuredly designed around the same human body. That human body they use as a guide must be a ]apanese engineer shaped like a coffee table. “Hey, Takamoto, c’mon over here and sit on this frame, will ya? Fine. OK, boys, put the bars way down here and the pegs waaaay down there and bump up the saddle in the rear. lf it fits old Taky baby, it should do just fine.”

Yes, yes. The bars are the same stupid shape as the ones on the 250 and the 360. It’s swell if you‘re a part time road racer, but if you`re shaped like most of us. then it’s stretch and grope. They tilt down at the ends and are quite far forward. Grips are not horrendous, merely un-forgiveable. However. with a little patient razor blade work, you can carve all the gorp off and get a decent grip; if you don’t do this. the grips will turn your palms into ground round. Even with gloves. Even with catcher’s mitts.

Suspension is a paradox. Finally, finally we get a pair of decent shocks from japan. Those Flash Gordon looking units on the back do a good job, but the forks are fit only for plowshares. Nothing more.

We tampered with various oils and nothing seemed to help much.

However, we must add that none of these non-functioning oils leaked a drop through the excellent seals. Too bad the forks don’t work as spiffy as they look.

We feel that much of the harshness is caused by hydraulic lockup, caused in turn by a non-vented cap. When oil moves around at a hurried pace, it tends to gather a tad of air. It you fail to get rid of this air, you are trying to put two things in one space. lt didn`t work on the DTI, so it isn’t going to work on the SC500. When pressure builds up. it’s wise to have a safety valve of sorts, like some of the more expensive European bikes.

On smooth tracks, you`ll never notice the shortcomings in the forks, but when you slam the front end into a serious bump and the fillings fall out of your teeth, you`ll get a clue.

Wrists, forearms and shoulders will feel the impact and, accordingly, tire quickly. We`d like to have a 500 that had a good set of forks, then perhaps we could analyze the rear shocks better. Becuase of the front end, anything would seem wonderful in the back.

Other than uncomfortable ( for most) seating position, the bike has a lot going for it in the comfort department. That gas tank holds 2.4 gallons, yet is narrow enough to stay out of the way. If the machine is really intended to be a scambler, then the tank is too big. lf the bike is, indeed, a cross-country bike, then the tank is too small. We were very lucky to get 45 miles to a full tank under what we consider slow running conditions. On a fast course, the rider will be extremely lucky to register much over 40.

The oil tank, on the other hand, seemed like it would do for 75 miles of running, Notice that this is about one and a half average pit stops. This is fine if you have one and a half pit crews strewn at strategic points all over the racecourse. Or maybe you could figure a way to get the bike to run on the oil injection unit after the gas has been long gone. lt`s your decision.
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Better yet, get rid of the injection unit completely and pop on a big tank and run premix like the big boys do. In general, we at DIRT BIKE have found oil infection units to be a gold-plated pain in the romp. It`s just one more thing that has to be attended to, and one more thing that can go wrong. On a trailbike, fine. On a racing machine — why bother?

Disregarding the front Forks, we would have to call handling acceptable. It’s not an overly sophisticated chassis, but it doesn’t flex and tracks fairly straight. Some rear-end hop is evident, but nothing outrageous. A blast on the throttle will straighten the bike out of most sideways situations.

One strange thing was noticed: When exiting a turn under power, the bike had a tendency to snap straight. This trait was found only in one other test bike that we can remember -the 400 CZ. At first, this is alarming, but once the rider learns to take advantage of the snap, he can plan ahead and utilize it. lt`s especially nice if the machine is stuffed into a tight turn and the rider wants a clean, early drive out. Practice some, and use it to your advantage.

We heard many horror stories about the 500 having a problem with jetting, so we received the bike with a certain amount of trepidation. Once warmed up, our test bike ran clean, but a rattling could he heard at mid-range. Apparently Yamaha hasn’t mastered big-bore jetting yet. They just might be suffering from the old running-out-of-gas-in -the-float-bowl syndrome. That’s a big carb and one skinny gas line doesn’t look like it can do the job.

There was a hint of front end plow, but not to an alarming degree. We would prefer a different set of tires perhaps that would cure some of the front end skating. But all things considered, the chassis was at least in the ballpark. The SC500 owner will not have to cut swing arms, or radical stuff of that nature.

[ad#row_banner]

BITS AND PIECES ON THE 500 YAMAHA
Exhaust pipe was not shielded and would scorch the leg if the rider got forward for cornering. For cross-country, it was acceptable.

Pegs, shift lever and brake pedal were all first-rate and tucked in nicely, Silencer was heavy and seemed restrictive. Also, it had a sorry clamp and fell off repeatedly. Cas cap did not leak, but was quite small and a bother to use. Plastic fenders were first-rate and looked good. A nice touch that should be appreciated over the long run by everyone but Preston Petty. Super-fine rims make for strong wheels, but will collect mud if the bike is used under muddy conditions. Kickstarter tucks in and offers full stroke, but gets wimpy every once in a while.

Omni-phase balancer actually does keep vibration down for a big bike. It vibrates more like a 250. This is a system of counterweights bobbing around down in the mysterious internals of the engine. Whatever.

Saddle is too high at the rear and pushes the rider forward. Injection unit is easily reached by diddling with one screwdriver-operated widget. Full-floating rear brake is nice, but overly sensitive. Mikuni carb does what all Mikunis do – they work fine. Filtration is by fuzzy-foam and lurks under the brake side number plate. Servicing is easy.

Very little chain stretch was noted. The stuff seems to be top-quality. Countershaft sprocket is not exposed, which is wonderful if you don’t want to get your bell bottoms caught in the teeth. Not so wonderful if you want to mess with gearing changes.

SUMMATION
A classic ]apanese approach to something they have never done before – get all the details right and utterly fail on the basic concept of the package. As it stands now, the SC500 doesn’t fit anywhere. But the forks don’t leak.

The powerband is all wrong. But the fenders are spiffy. The forks are bad. But the paint is first-rate.

On a European big-incher, the forks would leak, and the fenders would he scrap. But the bike would fit. And the powcrband would dazzle. All the little things would be second-rate and the bike would perfomi first-rate. On the Yamaha. all the little things are first-rate and the bike performs  second-rate.
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UPDATE: Yamaha released a Technical Bulletin No 348 for the 73 sc500 that suggested adding a small condenser (has a Yamaha part number) that controlled the spark advance curve and made the bike much more ridable.
