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Moto Journal n° 202

The new Kawasaki 400KZ vs. the Honda 360G
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At the Test Bench

Face to face Kawasaki OHC400 Honda CB360
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Two big commuters in the ring

Once again the term “commuter bike” shouldn’t be interpreted pejoratively.  This term covers bikes that are of a softer character, on which one wouldn’t really think of mounting a racing seat and clip-ons.  Up ‘till now the “commuter” has been issued from the ranks of the smaller, cheaper bikes.  Then the Japanese constructers, Honda in particular, realised that there is a market for large commuter bikes.  New motorcyclists, leaving behind their cars, are tempted by this type of machine.  Here they find a bike that’s serious, easy to handle, with low maintenance, easy to drive around town and still allows some lovely trips two-up at the weekends. 

The Honda 360G opened the way last year and Kawasaki will follow this year with the 400KZ.  These two bikes are really similar.  The same personality, technically close…  The Kawasaki costs more than the Honda.  It remains to be seen if it merits the difference in price.
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Looks

Tastes and colours are a matter of taste.  Following a “Moto-Journal” poll of 18 people the Kwaki was judged the best looking by 65.2%.  Some would have liked to have seen the Honda pipes on the Kwaker.

The seat

The Kwaki’s is a bit longer than the Honda, and a touch softer too.  They both have a non-slip covering.  Both of them lock with a key, the same key as the ignition and there is also a helmet hook.

The tank

The Honda only takes 11 l of which 2.5 are the reserve.  The Kwaker’s is given as 14 l but in fact it only takes 13 l.  The reserve means 25km can be covered at 100km/h.  The reservoir cap is more practical than the Honda’s.  You can open it with one hand whereas two are needed on the Honda.  Neither cap locks with a key.  The petcocks, one per tank, are easy to operate.

The Instrument cluster

Hands down the Kwaker has the better of the two (see photo).  The positioning of the ignition key is more logical on the instrument cluster, as is the case with the Kwaki, than under the tank like the Honda.  At night the instruments of both machines are well lit.

The ignition key

Is better positioned on the Kwaki than the Honda.  The Kwaki’s can be put in either way up, so you can’t mess up.  The Honda key doesn’t operate the lock which is not the case with the Kwaki.

The lock

On the Kwaker it’s just under the fork top yoke.  The ignition key that activates it goes in smoothly.  You can lock the steering to the left or right.  On the whole the Kawa lock is really well made, one of the best that I know of.  It’s a different story for the Honda.  There is an additional key to the ignition key.  The steering head only blocks on one side.  The key is very difficult to operate.  It’s annoying and you don’t bother using it.

The rear view mirror

Both these machines come with only the left rear view mirror.  The Kawa mirror is clear up to 6 000 rpm then the image is completely fuzzy and it’s useless.  The Honda is a different case.  Right at low revs the image is fuzzy and from 6 000 rpm the picture becomes much clearer.  

Instruments

Again the Kawa marks points.  The clocks are more practical, finished better and more complete.  On the Kawa there is a passing light switch, not on the Honda.  The high-beam low-beam switch falls just under the left thumb on the Kwaker.  On the Honda it’s a touch too far.

The throttle

The Kawker’s throttle is a stallion model.  It’s perfectly soft and the travel is ideal (you can turn it in one single movement)
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A really well made throttle and geared up for riding comfort.  The Honda’s is more difficult to turn and the travel is really too long, you have to take two grabs to get it all the way round.  The Kwaker has a better feel to it than the Honda.

The tool bag

The Honda’s is less well garnished than the Kwaki (see picture).  Overall the quality of the tools is good, however the plastic tool bags are too fragile and too small.  And that goes for both machines.  Another thing.  The space for the bags is way too small and if you don’t pack the tools away carefully, you have to fiddle around to get the bag tidied away.  There’s no possibility of adding any tools to the bag.  Here, the Japanese manufacturers could take some inspiration from the Germans.

The mud guard

Whether it’s on the Honda or the Kwaker, the front mudguard protects the rider.  However, at the back, on the kwaker, the protection is much better.  The Honda’s guard is too narrow.  The chain covers on both bikes protect fairly well.

The stands

Each machine has two stands.  A side stand and a centre stand.  They both have grab rails and pulling the machines onto the stand is not more difficult for one machine than the other.  In corners when attacking very hard the Kawa centre stand drags on the tarmac.

Firing up

It was very cold for our test and the Kwaker always started better than the Honda.  The Kawa reaches running temperature faster.  On both bikes it’s easy to adjust the tickover with a large airscrew which actions both carbs.  The plug caps on both machines are not very waterproof.  Some advice, if one cylinder doesn’t fire because of a faulty plug cap, just pull off the metal case with some pliers and all should be well.  However, you won’t be ‘suppressed’ anymore.

Motor sound

It’s a question of taste.  As far as I’m concerned it’s the crispier, cleaner sound of the Kwaker, which is like a British bike.  I’m less in favour of the Honda with its chain rattle.  Both machines make little noise.  You could say they’re rather quiet.

Riding position

On the Honda as with the Kwaker you’re immediately at ease.  The riding position is relaxed and the controls fall right under your feet and hands.  Personally I prefer the Kwaker’s bars, higher and narrower.  Seat height is similar and someone of average height can get his feet down.

First impressions

First impressions count.  With a bike as with a person you know straight away if it’s going to click or not.  With the Honda and the Kwaker it clicked from the start.  You feel like you’ve always been riding them.
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Top picture

The bump on the front of the kwaki engine conceals one of the runners of the anti-vibration system.

Bottom picture

At night, the Kwaki’s instrument cluster is just like a Christmas tree.
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The anti-vibration system, under the connecting rod assembly, is the same as on the Yamaha 750.
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Everything is easy, nothing clashes, you feel confident… and that’s an important point as far as security is concerned. 

The clutch

The Honda clutch is smoother than the Kawa’s, super smooth in fact.  In winter, with bar muffs, the wind pressure on the muff pushes the lever enough to release the clutch.  This can take place under 120km/h.  Both clutches are perfectly progressive.

Transmission

It’s sad to state that these two machines known for their smoothness have transmission lash.  Not really violent but disagreeable.  The lash can be felt at low speeds when driving in town.

Gear change and gearing

The gear lever on the Kwaker is a touch shorter than the Honda.  The Honda shift is softer but gear selection is less precise, it sticks sometimes.  You can find neutral more easily on the Honda than on the Kwaki.  Overall I preferred the Kwaki gearbox.  With its’ six speed box the Honda has the better gearing setup.  On the Kwaki there is a big jump between 4th and 5th.  You drop a 1 000 rpm when you move up from 4th to 5th.  The final gearing of both machines is too long.  You need to be crouching over the tank in your leathers with any hope of reaching full whack in top gear.  Both boxes are quiet and there’s no “klunk” as we say.

Bottom left picture

The Kawa tool bag is better equipped but like the Honda the storage space is really too tight.

The engine

Climbing the revs

Climbing the revs on the Kawa is cleaner and faster than with the Honda.  The Kawa makes me think of a British bike, say a Triumph 500cc.   Both machines are rev hungry.  Through the changes the motor rises up smoothly to the red line.

Acceleration

Neither of these bikes is a road warrior.  Acceleration is all right, nothing more.  In the acceleration test neither bike let up an inch.  So a draw.  The engines have fairly flat power curves, the power is even.  Above 6 000 rpm the engines still pull but weakly.  A characteristic of the “tourist” bike.

Smoothness  

Here it’s difficult to separate the two bikes.  The engines really are very smooth, they pick up without hesitation from 2 000 rpm.   In 5th you can go from 50km/h to top speed.
