esigning motorcycles must be the
most thankless task on earth. Last
year Honda introduced the 750A,
the old reliable Four with a torque con-
vertor and two-speed transmission replac-
ing the hand-operated clutch and standard
gearbox. The press was fascinated and
impressed by the sheer skill of the design,
wondered a bit as to how the enthusiast
public would react to the loss of manual
dexterity, and otherwise reckoned the
750A to be sort of a humdrum touring
bike. Those first reports mentioned the
overall concept and listed a few faults here,
a weak spot there.
That was less than one year ago. Since

that time Honda has sold a fair number of

JAS to the public and has been making
changes big and small. some as running
modifications and some as model year
attention getters. Their development has
been greeted by silence. Questions from
the men in charge about reactions to the
new bits have gone unanswered. to the
extent that Honda has made some semi-
public inquiries:" You guys care or not?
Anybody out there wanna know what's
been done? Hey!?”

Something of an injustice. in other
words. If we feel free to carp about new
models—nobody could feel more free—
there must be an obligation to report in
turn on what gets done in answer to those
L'éirl'\.‘i.

Here is that report.

With some additions. While Honda is
listening and reading about what people
say they like and want, Honda's men are
also paying attention to what people actu-
ally do want. that is. what they spend their
money on. This isn’t always what they say
they want. As we’ll see, that isn’t alwa
good thing, for seller or for buyer

The Automatic Transmission Works,
the Engine Has Been Improved, but
the Custom Seat is a Pain in the. ..
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Begin with the mechanical changes for
the 7‘1{}/\ in its second model vear. (This is
the best news.) Qur test 750A for 1976 had
one major flaw, a shortcoming of that bike
and not of the model in ku_mr.:l. At a
steady 50-60 mph. when properly warmed
up. the test bike fell into fits of bucking and
lurching, as if the fuel supply had dried up
r been baffled or something. Drove us
wild. The factory said that wasn’t a normal
part of the bike. Reader mail showed that
our test bike wasn't the only 750A with this
bother and Honda's service department
replied that a fix was underway. At the
same time, we passed along some tips as to
how this stumble had been cured by
other people.

Our 1977 750A ran like a clock. from
first day of the test to the last. Never missed
one beat. How this was done, we don’t
know. Our guess is that the fix mentioned

above. changing the vent tubes in their

relationship to the float bowls. or the float
levels, or some link in the chain of fuel
mixture and delivery. has been made right.

Next improvement down the line is
more general. As with the 1977 750F2, the
1977 750A will start quickly when cold and
needs only a minute or two on partial
choke before it can be driven away. The
choke also serves as a hand throttle, keep-
ing the cold engine on a fast and smooth
idle while required. (Side credit also to
Honda for putting the choke handle on the

instrument cluster. while the other facto-
ries tuck the lever "way down beneath the
seat, This from the people who persisted in
hiding the ignition key down there for all
those years. Get their attention and Honda
listens.)

A change whose effectiveness is difficult
tO assess as a separate function is the
exhaust system . Last year it was a 4-into-1
collector. rather like the 750F. This year the
750A has a 4-into-2 system, one mufller
per side. This may have something to do
with the improved driveability. It may af-
fect miles per gallon and acceleration. It
may have been done because traditional
motorcyclists prefer the symmetry and bal-
ance of exhaust pipes on each side. The
newer guys here didn’t notice the change
until it was pointed out to them, while the
older hands spotted the dual pipes first
thing and were glad to see them,

Compression ratio remains 8.6, al-
though the owner’s manual recommends
low-or no-lead now, while premium was
the suggestion last year. The final gearing
has been changed, resulting in a \]:2111
reduction in engine speed. RPM at 60 mph
is now 4521, against 4560 rpm at 60 last
vear, Curb weight with half a tank of fuel is
a heavy 559 Ib.. two Ib. more than for 1976.

Little of this is headline stuff. In a way,
it's the reverse of news. The lack of major
change is a pretty good sign that the maker
and the public approve of the 750A . . . n




its mechanical sense.

Odd choice of words? Refer to the pic-
tures of the 1977. First thing that catches
the eye is the seat. a two-plane affair styled
to match the old-style tractor seal now
reborn in the guise of aftermarket touring
saddles, Next comes the handlebars, which
are higher and wider. shaped like the high-
rise bars from years ago.

What appears to have happened is,
while making various adjustments to the
actual machine. Honda was also looking at
what the touring market sells. What do the
long haul guys put on their bikes? Like
Harley-Davidson and Norton before
them. Honda has seen fit to go one step
ahead of the accessory people. letting the
factory sell the parts first.

This is not always a good move. The
touring saddle, nice and wide and shaped
to conform to the human backside, can be
the rider’s best friend during a week on the
road. which is why you see them on full-
dress touring bikes and on police bikes.

Honda’s example, though. has the look
but not the fit. The rear ridge is nearly
straight across. and the transition between
horizontal and vertical planes is too
abrupt. None of the test riders liked it. The
aft section has not been carried to as much
of an extreme but none of the passengers
liked that part. either. More correctly. they
didn’t mind it, but soon as they got on the
750F2. they reported it was more comfort-
able.

The reaction to the handlebars was
much the same. Width wasn’t remarked
on. The height was, They do give the rider
a certain attitude of command. sitting tall
like that, perhaps leaned back just a degree
or so with the lady all snuggled up close,
king and queen of the road. But after a few
miles at touring speed one gets the urge to
lean into the wind and it isn’t easy to do
unless the arms are bent at an awkward
angle.

Now. Nowhere in the review of that first
model was there a request for changes to
the bars and seat. We were strongly in favor
of the old seat. Nor were the other re-
viewers critical of these two areas. Thus, we
judge that the changes were made in re-
sponse to what other people are advertis-
ing. not to what people who actually tried
the 750A said, and we believe Honda has
made a mistake in fiddling with seat and
bars.

Back to the technical results, the latest
750A cuts a bit of time off the standing
quarter mile, 15.62 sec. against 15.90. As
weight was virtually unchanged. this is
proof of more power. Miles-per-gallon
dipped. from 43 to 41. This could be a sign
of more power. It might also be that be-
cause this year the mph run was done in
company with the F2, the 750A was
pushed harder than before and used more
fuel. No big thing. either way.

The quarter-mile time deserves com- >
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ment. Performance is relative. The 750A is
a match for. say. the latest Corvette. It will
lose a drag race with most any sporting 400
Twin, witness the test results of the Suzuki
GS400 and Yamaha XS400 elsewhere in
this issue. The 750A is handicapped by
having only two speeds. by the need for
those two speeds to provide strain-free
starts and cruising, and by the torque
converter refusing to allow high rpm at the
starting line. The 750A takes a long while
to cover the first few feet. Once under way.
as revs build as the engine catches its
breath, the bike gains speed at a respect-
able rate. The rider is seldom conscious of
not having a normal gearbox. or of not
having 750-style push. on the road or in
traffic.

The transmission itself is a marvel, at
least the equal of the better automobile
automatics. With part throttle and a gentle
nudge of the toe. the shift from Low to
Drive is almost imperceptible. At full
power and revs, a sharp poke and the trans
snaps into Drive, with no hesitation. The
linkage which prevents selection of a for-
ward gear with the side stand down, and
pops the lever into Neutral if the rider
pushes the stand down, is appreciated as a
good piece of work even by those who
don’t need help. We all liked the fuel
guage, even. /f the automatic transmission
becomes popular for motorcycles, it will
because this first road-bike attempt is so
well done as much as because the public
demands it.

Oh. and after one or two gropes for the
missing lever, we didn’t miss the clutch.
Somehow the mind keeps track of these
things without effort.

For the rest of the motoreycle, the ride is
stifl. especially on initial jolts. The grips
are hard, indeed. the 750A grips are the
only way we could tell that the 750F2 grips
are softer than before. As always the throt-
tle spring is damned stiff.

The 750A is not an especially sporting
motorcycle. Transmission aside, the 750A
is heavy and wide. The bars do give lever-
age in traffic and tight sections. and the
750A is stable on the straights, but on a fast
turn the comfortable technique is to pick
the wide line at a steady speed and ride on
through. HoJo to HoJo. so to speak, rather
than cafe to cafe.

All the above may not be what Honda
expected when they asked for reactions to
the changes in their pioneer. We respect
and appreciate the engineering. We are
intrigued by the concept and a bit unsure
as yel as to which way this will go. Once the
idea has been worked out, an automatic
Twin would be better at bringing new
riders into motorcyeling and an automatic
GL1000 would be more suitable for the
cross-country man and wife. Meanwhile,
bars and seat excepted. the 750A was a
good touring mount when new and it's
better now.
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