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CHASSIS AND HANDLING

n Continues on page 26

WITH a day’s hard riding 
around the challenging Le 
Luc circuit, near St Tropez, 

and a couple of days indulging in some 
of the best roads in Europe nearby, it’s 
the GSX-R1000 and ZX-10R which 
lead the way when it comes to
out-and-out scratching.

From the saddle, the Kawasaki feels 
race-bike stiff. The back-end is so high 
it arches your back, while grabbing the 
low-set bars throws all your weight 
over the front wheel – just like a proper 
racing superbike. On the move it’s 
nimble and flickable, changing 
direction as easily as a fly in a jam jar. 
Piling into turns is a similarly delicious 
experience too. The ZX-10R’s four-
piston radial calipers scrub off speed in 
an instant, while the slipper clutch 

keeps its posture reassuringly stable as 
you bang down through the gearbox 
into hairpins, with not a hopping rear 
wheel in sight.

The only limitations to the ZX-10R’s 
(and R1’s) handling are the standard
fitment Dunlop D218 tyres. Why do 
the factories spend millions on 
developing such high-tech machines 
and then fit such low-tech tyres? 
They’re OK for wafting around on, but 
with almost 150bhp at your right wrist, 
you’d feel far more confident on one of 
the many performance tyres that are 
available. There’s no such problem 
with the Suzuki’s (and indeed the
Blade’s) rubber. Just like all of the other 
bits of the new GSX-R1000, its 
Bridgestone BT-014s are bang up to 
the job on both road and track (see our 

views on tyres in the lap times table on 
page 26). The Suzuki doesn’t feel as 
racy as the hard-edged Kawasaki to sit 
on – it’s far less extreme and much 
more comfortable, although the low 
seat can be a bit close to the footpegs 
for taller riders. It’s small too, especially 
compared to last year’s GSX-R1000, 
and feels more like a 600.

When attacking a series of S-bends, 
you don’t really notice the Suzuki’s 
light, accurate steering or ability to 
steadfastly hold the perfect line 
through a corner, regardless of speed. 
The sublime feedback from the tyres, 
suspension and chassis, which give 
precise details of how hard you can get 
on the throttle or dive into the next 
turn with the help of the slipper clutch  
guiding you in, just seems to happen.

In fact, the GSX-R1000 is so 
composed and well-balanced, it’s a case 
of one second you’re looking at a 

THIS is the big one. The test 
we’ve all been waiting for. The 
superbike class standard was 
raised to meteoric heights last 
year with the arrival of the 
brilliant new Honda Fireblade, 

mad, bad Kawasaki ZX-10R and the daddy of 
them all and our superbike of the year: the 
Yamaha R1. Just 12 months ago it was difficult 
to imagine that these 1000cc missiles could 
get any better. But one just did. 

We thought the new Suzuki GSX-R1000 
was brilliant when we rode it at its world 
launch at Eastern Creek three weeks ago, but 
testing it here against its rivals – which are all 
unchanged for this year – shows just what a 
giant leap forward Suzuki has made with this 
new bike.

Here we ride the four big superbikes from 
the dry, sunny, twisty mountain roads in the 
South of France to the nearby Le Luc race 
track and everything in between. We also take 
to the test track and dyno room to get hard 
data. Be impressed, be very impressed…

Suzuki’s GSX-R1000 is more electrifying than ever.ever.thanelectrifyingmoreisGSX-R1000Suzuki’s
In our world exclusive group test we find out how it has 
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savaged its way back to the top of the superbike food chain
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‘It was difficult to
imagine  these 1000cc
missiles could  get any 
better, but one just did’
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SPEED AND POWER
n Continued from page 25

NEVER has so much 
performance been made so

accessible to so many

EXITING the final corner and XITING
on to Le Luc’s start finish 
straight, you learn all you need 
to know about just how much 

faster and more useable the new
GSX-R1000 is than the other 1000s.

This slow, 30mph final corner is 
taken in first gear on all the bikes, but 
it’s how soon you can get on the 
throttle and how hard you can crack it 
that impresses on the GSX-R. As soon 
as you’re done turning and have 
dusted off the apex, just squeeze on 
the gas and the GSX-R1000 picks up 
instantly and cleanly, exploiting its
meaty low and mid-range stomp to get 
driving forward like a guided missile. 

The well set up chassis, complete 
with new rear shock linkage, lets the 
rear Bridgestone bite hard into the 
tarmac and there’s no feeling that it
will do anything untoward, even 
though you’re pumping 159bhp 
through the tyre’s contact patch. 
Normally that would be highside 
zone, on paper at least.

With the bike upright it’s time to 
feed in power and gears. Halfway 
through second the track drops away 
sharply, lifting the GSX-R’s front 
wheel and giving you no choice but to 
short-shift into third or dab the back 
brake, to stop it looping the loop.

Le Luc’s straight is just long enough 
to top out in third gear before fourth 
is required. In a matter of seconds the 
rev needle has swept across the dial, 
your ears have been treated to another 
raw, evil blast of exhaust and induction 
roar, while the numbers on the digital 
speedo are well into triple figures. 
Boy, this is fast. Finally there’s a quick 
flick of the slick-action box required 

to hook fourth – before getting hard 
on the brakes for  turn one. Phew!

Although the super-stable FireBlade 
drives well out of that same first gear 
turn, its extra bulk means it is slower 
to accelerate, although the revs pick
up cleanly, with no noticeable dips in 
the power delivery. That dip in the 
track, which makes the GSX-R 
wheelie, vanishes as the Blade keeps 
both wheels on the floor. The Honda 
doesn’t even rev out in third at the end 
of the straight, let alone need fourth 
like the GSX-R. I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but this 151bhp Blade 
actually feels slow in comparison!

Which is the opposite of the
ZX-10R. At just 170kg, it’s the second 
lightest bike here. As a result, the
Kawasaki feels electrifying, always 
straining at the leash through the first 
three gears, hell bent on living life on 
one wheel. With its track-stiff rear 
shock, the Kawasaki isn’t as forgiving 
out of that first gear turn, so loses a bit 
of time down the straight. Just like the 
GSX-R1000, you need to short-shift 
to keep both wheels on the floor along 
the straight. The ZX-10R doesn’t 
manage to reach fourth gear either, 
but feels blindingly fast all the same.

Like the Blade, the R1’s power 
delivery is deceptive. The motor is 
more refined than the more raw-
sounding Suzuki or Kawasaki, so you 
get less of an impression of speed.  
Don’t be fooled though, the Yamaha is 
still devilishly quick. 

The R1’s power delivery is 
beautifully smooth, too, but the most 
noticeable difference between it and 
the other 1000s is a relatively weak 
bottom end. The Yamaha’s short-

stroke engine needs to be screamed, 
almost like a supersport 600, to get 
the best from it. It’s not really a 
problem when you’re going for it, as 
you tend to keep the engine on the 
boil anyway, it just makes it harder 
work for the rider. 

How Suzuki have managed to make 
the performance of the current crop 
of superbikes feel average is beyond 
belief – but that’s exactly what they 
have done.

BACK IN THE REAL WORLD...
BACK on normal roads and in BACK
everyday conditions and the Suzuki 
continues to impress. There’s loads of 
grunt at low revs, which, with bugger 
all weight to push along, makes the 
motor super-flexible. If you’re feeling 
lazy you can keep this 180mph 
motorcycle in sixth gear all day long 
and waft around using very little of the 
engine’s monstrous power.

Although the R1 suffers from a lack 
of muscle at low revs, it doesn’t take 
anything away from the enjoyment of 
riding it. The motor is refined, with a 
character somewhere between the 
foaming-at-the-mouth Kawasaki and 
the friendly Honda.

The Blade motor is civilised and 
smooth and, like the Suzuki, flexible 
enough to keep in top gear all day 
when you’re feeling lazy. But on the 
minus side, its fuel injection is jerky 
from a closed throttle at town speed, 
which can be annoying in traffic.

With the Kawasaki, although there’s 
plenty of torque available at low revs, 
the power delivery is smooth and the 
throttle response is perfect – you can  
tell it merely tolerates life in the slow
lane rather than relishing it. It’s always 
champing at the bit, waiting for you to 
crack the throttle open so it can 
launch you back into hyperspace. 

corner – and the next you’re out the other 
side, having pulled out another 10 metres 
on the bike behind. Riding the new 
GSX-R fast is literally as simple as that. It 
flatters any rider, regardless of ability. 

Muscling the Honda around isn’t quite 
as easy because it’s so heavy. The GSX-R 
weighs an anaemic 166kg compared to 
the Blade’s porky 179kg and that’s nearly 
a two-stone difference. While the 
GSX-R1000 is just 5kg more than its 
baby brother 600, the Blade is a 
whopping 14kg more than the identical-
looking CBR600RR, and that says it all.

There’s no question that the Blade 
handles beautifully; it’s super-stable and 
confidence-inspiring, but those extra 
kilos blunt the sense of speed. It’s just not 
as much fun as the others.

Which leaves our 2004 litre-bike group 
test winner, the R1. Yamaha said when it 
launched this bike it wanted it to be more 
road and less track-orientated than 
previous R1s, so it softened the 

suspension and lowered the pegs. As a 
result, the R1 is more stable on the road 
than the more flighty ZX-10R and more 
fun than the heavy Honda. 

But on track the R1’s pegs deck out 
easily and the soft rear end means it’s 
impossible to hold a tight line. And then 
there are the tyres we talked about earlier. 
In short, the Suzuki trumps the R1 on the 
track, being more agile and more fun.

So there you have it. At ten tenths 
through the bends it’s the stunning 
Suzuki you want to be on, followed by the 
ZX-10R, the Blade then the R1.

BACK IN THE REAL WORLD...
ALL that’s very well, you might think, for 
expert riders on perfect roads or the track 
– but what are these bikes like for average 
Joes in the real world? In truth, not much 
different. It’s still the Suzuki, followed by 
the R1, Blade and ZX-10R.

With its dinky dimensions and light
weight, the GSX-R is as easy to manage
at town speeds as when locked into a 
knee-down 120mph sweeper. The 
throttle, clutch and gearbox are all light 
and easy to use and, amazingly, it’s the 
cheapest bike here too. 

On the downside, the Suzuki is not as
nicely finished as the Yamaha or Honda. 
The quest for lightness means there’s no 
extraneous plastic panels to cover fairing 
inners, and the finish of things like the
giant titanium end can isn’t great and it 
gets grubby very easily.

The R1 is beautifully finished and has
some delicious design touches, but it’s 
also the most expensive bike here.

The Blade is similarly well put together, 
it’s fast and stable and has the added 
bonus of looking just like a MotoGP bike. 

Bringing up the rear is the ZX-10R. It’s 
one of the most exciting bikes on the
planet but its knife-edge handling, 
especially on bumps or in the wet, can 
make it unpleasant. 

LE LUC LAP TIMES
Suzuki GSX-R1000 0:59.20

Kawasaki ZX-10R 1:00.48

Honda FireBlade 1:00.91

Yamaha R1 1:01.22

It’s worth noting here that Le Luc is very
tight and twisty, a bit like the national 
circuit at Rockingham. Given more
room to stretch its legs we reckon the 
Suzuki’s extra power would give it even
more of an advantage over the other 
machines than it gets here. However,
the Suzuki and Honda both come with 
better tyres as standard (Bridgestone 
BT-014s) than the Kawasaki and
Yamaha (Dunlop D218s), so on similar 
rubber  the R1 and ZX-10R would almost 
certainly claw back some of the time 
lost to the GSX-R1000.

‘The new GSX-R 
flatters any rider, 
regardless of 
ability’
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BY KEVIN ASHBY

WHAT is striking about the technology HAT
used in all four Japanese superbikes is 
not so much the differences, but how

similar it all is. But with all four manufacturers tied
historically to the inline four-cylinder layout – which 
also happens to offer the best cost-performance 
compromise – and with each pursuing the same
fundamental goals, this is inevitable. 

The obvious targets are increased power, reduced
weight and sharper handling, achieved through
reduced engine internal friction, improved fuel 
burning efficiency, higher revs, and, in the chassis,
better brakes and more centralised mass. But 
coming to the fore is the harder-to-define need to 
improve feel and usability.

The amazing complexity of the bikes’ fuel 
injection systems comes from trying to make 
massive horsepower controllable for everyday 
riders, as well as enhancing usability on the track. 
Suzuki pioneered the twin throttle butterfly system 
now also used on the R1 and ZX-10R.

The problem with a single butterfly and single fuel 
injector comes when the throttle is wound open 
from fully closed. The airflow across the injector 
slows right down and the fuel spray hits the far wall
of the inlet tract and accumulates there.

As the airflow speed increases, this evaporates 
and mixes with the fuel still being injected. 
Momentarily, the engine runs too rich and stutters. 

The secondary butterfly is sited upstream of the
standard one, and in circumstances where the air
flow would normally slow down too much, it’s 
partially closed by the engine management
computer, forcing the air to rush past the narrowed 
gap. This faster stream of air picks up the fuel spray
better and the problem is reduced or eliminated.

A second solution, used on the Fireblade, is to 
have two sets of injectors per cylinder. The first set

is sited close to the inlet valves, and these are used
exclusively below 5000rpm and on partial throttle
openings. That means they don’t need to blast their 
fuel so hard across the airflow to get it to mix
properly, as the second set of injectors, sited further 
away from the inlet valves, deals with the large
amounts of fuel needed in full-throttle situations,
and these are aimed directly down the intake 
throats. So little fuel accumulates on the inlet tract
walls and the stutter is gone. This arrangement has 
another advantage – injectors close to the inlets 
improve response, but injectors further away are
better for fuel atomisation at high power. The 
Fireblade has both.

Which brings us back to the GSX-R1000. Not only 
does this have twin butterflies, it also has two sets 
of injectors, doubling the opportunity to make the 
engine more rider-friendly.

Usability is the key in the chassis design as well, 
and it too comes from hard engineering data rather 
than vague feedback from test riders. All four 
manufacturers are now coming to realise the 
importance of balancing the different types of
chassis stiffness. 

As a rule, high vertical stiffness is desirable for
good heavy-braking performance, although feel is 
reduced in fast road use.

Torsional stiffness mostly needs to be as high as 
possible, as this sort of flex means wheels can move 
through different planes, which is bad for handling. 
But lateral flex must be carefully managed as at high 
lean angles the frame itself acts like a suspension
unit and should keep the wheels facing the same
direction but allow lateral movement. 

With the differences in performance now at such 
stratospheric levels, way beyond the ability of most 
riders to exploit, it’s the usability of engines and 
chassis, especially for mere mortals, which is 
becoming increasingly important. And the 
engineers are on to it…

TECHNICAL

How engineering is 
translated into feel…

gine ng 
feel…intotranslated

gine ng 

THE R1 is set 
up just too
soft to make it
a threat on 
the track

PERFORMANCE FIGURES
Measured at Bruntingthorpe Proving Ground. Conditions: Cold and wintry with a strong headwind

Top speed Standing 1/4-mile 0-60mph Brake test
(70-0mph)

Top gear roll-on 
(40-80mph)

Top gear roll-on  
(40-120mph)

Suzuki GSX-R1000 176.65mph 10.45s @ 144.95mph 3.16s 50.09 metres 4.70s 9.20s

Kawasaki ZX-10R 175.86mph 10.45 @ 144.84mph 3.25s 50.86 metres 5.75s 11.05s

Honda Fireblade 174.45mph 10.60s@ 142.52mph 3.21s 49.42 metres 6.65s 13.15s

Yamaha R1 175.75mph 10.35s @ 146.98mph 3.33s 50.74 metres 5.30s 9.85s
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 DYNO CHARTS

Suzuki GSX-R1000GSX-R1000Suzuki 159.21bhp
Kawasaki ZX-10RZX-10RKawasaki 151.80bhp
Honda FirebladeFirebladeHonda 151.48bhp
Yamaha R1 151.84bhp

Suzuki GSX-R1000GSX-R1000Suzuki 80.05ftlb
Kawasaki ZX-10RZX-10RKawasaki 76.30ftlb
Honda FirebladeFirebladeHonda 76.37ftlb
Yamaha R1 72.14ftlb

T YC

TURN THE PAGE FOR
SPECS AND VERDICT

There’s barely anything in it – apart from the 
roll-ons, where the Suzuki stomps ahead 
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SUZUKI
GSX-R1000

4 More power and better
handling than ’04 bike
8 Not as well built as the 
R1 or Fireblade

YAMAHA
R1

4 Smooth, sexy, very fast,
top build quality
8 Soft rear shock limits it 
on the track

HONDA
FIREBLADE

4 Superb all-rounder, 
handling gives confidence
8 Carries too much weight
to live with GSX-R on track

KAWASAKI 
ZX-10R

4 Raw, aggressive and 
loads of fun
8 Too single-minded to be 
a great all-rounder

OUR 614bhp superbike convoy
is put through its paces in the 
south of France
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A new class leader
THE awesome new
GSX-R1000 rules the 
superbike roost. Not 
only is it the best to ride
both on the road and 
on track, it’s also the 
joint cheapest bike here.

REGARDLESS of whether you’re riding on road or track,S
going fast or slow, the new GSX-R1000 is a big step ahead 
of the competition.

Last year’s group test winner, the R1, is the runner-up 
here. While it still impresses thanks to its superb build 
quality, styling, speed and smoothness, it’s disappointing 
on the track when compared with the Suzuki. 

The Honda is third, handling both road and track duties 
with ease and confidence, but it just lacks the fun factor of 
the other three bikes. However, it is the joint cheapest bike 
here with the Suzuki.

The superb ZX-10R brings up the rear. This aggressive
green machine is the weapon of choice on the track and for 
going bonkers on the road, but it’s too single-minded for
many riders and can be intimidating for some.

The GSX-R1000 manages to combine the best bits of all 
the other bikes, and then some. It doesn’t just win this test, 
it absolutely walks it.

THE MCN VERDICT

1 SUZUKI 
GSX-R1000 

2 YAMAHA
R1

3 HONDA 
Fireblade

4 KAWASAKI
ZX-10R

WHERE’S IT AT?
SUPERBIKES

SUZUKI GSX-R1000 
HHHHH
COST: £8799
POWER (measured): 159.2bhp
WEIGHT (claimed): 166kg
TORQUE (measured): 80ftlb

Availabilty: End of the month
Colours: Blue/white, black/yellow, 
black/grey, black
New for 2005: New model
Insurance group: 17 (of 17)
Info: Suzuki UK, 0500-011959

WHEELBASE: 1405mm

SEAT HEIGHT: 
810mm

RAKE: 23.8°
TRAIL: 96mm

FUEL: 18 litres

TECHNICAL SPEC
Engine: Water-cooled, 999cc    
(73.4 x 59mm), 16v dohc in-line 
four. Fuel injection. Six gears.
Chassis: Aluminium twin-spar 
frame. Fully-adjustable 43mm 
upside-down forks and single rear 
shock. 2 x 310mm front discs with 
four-piston radially-mounted 
calipers, 220mm rear disc with 
twin-piston caliper. Tyres: 120/70 x 
17 front, 190/50 x 17 rear

YAMAHA R1
HHHHH
COST: £9399
POWER (measured): 151.8bhp
WEIGHT (claimed): 172kg
TORQUE (measured): 72.1ftlb

Availabilty: Now
Colours: Red, silver, blue
New for 2005: New colours
Insurance group: 17 (of 17)
Info: Yamaha UK, 01932-358000

FUEL: 18 litres

TECHNICAL SPEC
Engine: Water-cooled, 998cc 
(77 x 53.6mm), 20v dohc in-line 
four. Fuel injection. Six gears.
Chassis: Aluminium twin-spar 
frame. Fully-adjustable 43mm 
upside-down forks and single rear 
shock. 2 x 320mm front discs with 
four-piston radially-mounted 
calipers, 220mm rear disc with 
single-piston caliper. Tyres: 120/70 x 
17 front, 190/50 x 17 rear

WHEELBASE: 1395mm

HONDA FIREBLADE 
HHHHH
COST: £8799
POWER (measured): 151.5bhp
WEIGHT (claimed): 179kg
TORQUE (measured): 76.4ftlb

Availabilty: Now
Colours: Red, black, blue, Repsol
MotoGP replica
New for 2005: New colours
Insurance group: 17 (of 17)
Info: Honda UK, 01753-590500

WHEELBASE: 1410mm

FUEL: 18 litres

TECHNICAL SPEC
Engine: Water-cooled, 998cc 
(75 x 56.5mm), 16v dohc in-line 
four. Fuel injection. Six gears.
Chassis: Aluminium twin-spar 
frame. Fully-adjustable 43mm 
upside-down forks and single rear 
shock. 2 x 310mm front discs with 
four-piston radially-mounted 
calipers, 220mm rear disc with 
single-piston caliper. Tyres: 120/70 x 
17 front, 190/50 x 17 rear

KAWASAKI ZX-10R 
HHHHH
COST: £9000
POWER (measured): 151.8bhp
WEIGHT (claimed): 170kg
TORQUE (measured): 76.3ftlb 

Availabilty: Now
Colours: Green, black, silver
New for 2005: New colours
Insurance group: 17 (of 17)
Info: Kawasaki UK, 01628-851000

SEAT HEIGHT: 
RAKE: 24°

TRAIL: 102mm

FUEL: 17 litres

TECHNICAL SPEC
Engine: Water-cooled, 998cc 
(76 x 55mm), 16v dohc in-line four. 
Fuel injection. Six gears.
Chassis: Aluminium twin-spar 
frame. Fully-adjustable 43mm 
upside-down forks and single rear 
shock. 2 x 300mm front discs with 
four-piston radially-mounted 
calipers, 220mm rear disc with 
single-piston caliper. Tyres: 120/70 x 
17 front, 190/50 x 17 rear

WHEELBASE: 1385mm


