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S THE FLAGSHIP MACHINE from a

company known for impeccable

engineering, the GL1800's

various bugs must have caused

more than a few gray hairs at
American Honda.

Introduced as a 2001 model, the GL.1800
promised its riders more performance with
lighter weight and better handling. And,
aside from its carefully crafted superiority
to the incredibly successful GL1500, it
would demonstrate to the cheeky Germans

that their K1200LT should not be taken seri-.

ously as a threat to Honda’s domination of
the luxury touring market.

You know what they say about the best-
laid plans. Initial complaints that the power-
ful new machine’s suspension wasn’t as
plush as its predecessor’s were soon pushed
aside by scandalous revelations of frame
cracking, which swept the Internet forums
like wildfire and eventually resulted in a
NHTSA recall, It turned out the problem was
caused by faulty welding in the most difficult
possible location, at the frame’s lower rear
cross member, in front of the rear tire.

Overheating was another bug to
be exterminated. After an extensive and
lengthy investigation (loudly called foot
dragging indifference by various bloggers),
complaining owners were invited to bring in
their bike for an ECU (electronic control
unit) replacement. But the full extent of the
problem’s solution could actually be much
more complicated. Plugged left-side radia-
tors and undersized coolant passages in both
cylinder heads were also investigated when
GL1800s were returned for ECU replace-
ment, and a wealth of new hardware (both
radiators and cylinder heads) could accom-
pany the ECU’s revised software when it
was returned.

Another NHTSA recall campaign
targeted a faulty proportioning valve in the
GL1800’'s linked braking system. Again,
although not every unit built was. affected,
our owners’ survey (results reported in the
June 2005 issue) revealed that approxi-
mately one-third of GL1800 owners had
to bring their bikes in for repair two or
more times in the first year of ownership.
Radios, speedometers, cruise controls and
saddlebag latches were also mentioned
as problems by significant numbers of
survey respondents.

Although Honda has managed to fix all
these problems and overall has earned the
continued loyalty of its GL1800 owners,
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We visited Traxxion Dynamics’ shops in Woodstock, GA. The suspension assembly room was so
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spotiessly clean, hospital surgeons would be envious. You ¢can have confidence in their quality.

another issue has so far continued to
generate letters from our readers, *GL front
end wobble.”

Background

Weighed on MCN's own scales, the new
1800cc machine was a full 52 Ibs. lighter
with a full tank of fuel than its 1500cc
predecessor, from a portly 912 Ibs. down
to a still stout 860 Ibs.

Stop and consider for a moment that
weight. Unless you ride a Wing, it’s
unlikely your bike weighs within a couple
hundred pounds of that number. Even with
the weight reduction, the GL1800 is still
a heavy bike and needs real strength, in
its suspension components particularly, to
provide positive steering.

The ‘Wobble’ Problem

Wobble as defined by GL1800 owners is
an oscillation of the front fork that typically
occurs at about 35-45 mph under deceler-
ation when the rider takes his/her hands off
the bars. Sure, the simple answer is not to
take vour hands off the handlebars, and the
GL1800 is not the only bike that will wob-
ble under these same conditions, but the
majority of motorcycles do not.

Perhaps the solution with the best repu-
tation for curing wobble is to change the
(GL1800s steering head bearings. On the
(GL1800, these are conventional ball types
(like a bicycle’s), which are the most com-
mon in general motorcycle use. However,
the GL1500 used tapered roller steering
head bearings, so the change is regarded as
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a cost cutting measure. Converting the
GL1800 to tapered rollers with a kit from
All Balls Racing (www.allballsracing.com)
is often recommended on Internet forums.
Froma mechanic’s perspective, there are
two reasons why this change would be
likely to improve the situation. Ope is that
loose or out-of-round ball bearing steering
heads are known to cause head shake,
a similar condition to “wobble” and also
that tapered steering head bearings can
be torqued down enough to create the effect
of a steering damper, which a conventional
ball bearing cannot. Although such
over-tightened tapered roller bearings
will wear very quickly, they will reduce
fork oscillations.

Adding another layer of complexity to
the wobble problem are chronic complaints
of front tire “cupping”—which can be
defined as uneven tire wear that has a
faceted appearance, so that each tread block
is flatiened and angled differently from its
neighbors. Although tire manufacturers
will tell you that cupping is a situation typ-
ically caused by underinflation, and many
dealerships will suggest new tires to cure
the problem, the lack of agreement on a
solution to this cupping on the GL1800 is
hard to ignore. Some owners experience
cupping despite careful inflation mainte-
nance. Others insist that different tires,
other than the stock Dunlops, will cure it.
Some owners get relief from such a change,
others do not. Some find one brand of tire
better, yet some will recommend just
the opposite.



Above: The GL1800°s anti-dive uses a pivoling

Above: Bushing wear is much greater on the
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Above: Another factor in the wobble equation are

front brake caliper to push on a hydraulic plunger lower left fark bushing (right), due to the effect of the relatively weak triple clamps on the fork,

to greatly increase the compression damping—
effectively preventing travel when braking.

The Traxxion Dynamics Analysis

Traxxion Dynamics has recently intro-
duced a comprehensive solution to the
GL1800’s problems, and it has received
enthusiastic endorsement from those who
have tried it. Attendees at the 2006 Wing
Ding couldn’t help but notice the com-
pany’s display: five vendor spaces,
a well-stocked support truck, four lifts
and 1000 sq.ft. of workspace where
12 highly skilled technicians worked
throughout the event performing
suspension rebuilds, completing 30 bikes
before it was all over. Not long after the
event, the owner of the company, Max
McAllister, invited MCN to visit his
company in Woodstock, GA, so that we
could see exactly what they do. Knowing
how many Wing riders we have in
MCN’s readership, we were eager to
make arrangements. See our sidebar on
Traxxion Dynamics for more on the
company’s background.

According to Max, the GL’s problems
are multi-faceted. A whole range of its front
end parts in particular are overstressed, and
too much wear in any combination of
components will result in problems.

Max has produced a cutaway example of
the GL’s front end to show at events, so that
it was easy to see and photograph what he
was talking about. Reference the photos in
this article for clarification.

Honda’s Gold Wings have traditionally
relied on very soft fork springs combined
with a great deal of preload to support their
weight. The GL1800 is no exception. Its
fork springs are approximately .7kg/mm,
the same rate you might find fitted to
flyweight 125cc GP bikes. Max notes that
aithough the GL1800’s fork springs are a
dual-rate design, the firmer rate is never
actually utilized. For clarification, the GL’s
dual rate spring combines a section of
firmer, more widely spaced coils with a
softer, more closely wound portion,

the anti-dive, This wear is one of the factors that
can create what's known as ‘wobble.’

However, Max says, the suspension’s full
travel does not actually coil-bind the closer
coils to utilize the firmer rate.

Further, although the massive softly
rounded shapes of the GL’s bodywork are
calculated to give an impression of strength
and luxury, if you peel away the front fender
shells and reflectorized fork covers, what
you'll find is a modestly proportioned
45mm fork, the very same size you see
fitted to some 600cc sportbikes, which are
virtually half the weight. And the similarity
is more than skin deep. In fact a GSX-
R600's fork bushings have the same part
numbers as the GL’s, as they are the exact
same parts, both made by Showa. The front
axle, which looks perfectly adequate on a
sportbike, looks a bit thin on the GL, as does
the steering stem.

But what’s even more shocking is the
GL’s weak lower triple clamp, that most
important link between the steering pivot
and the fork tubes. While the upper clamp
disappears beneath the cockpit’s bodywork,
and the lower is hidden behind the fairing’s
nose and covered by a brake plumbing loom,
and you can’t see either one, you imagine
that some substantial parts are employed to
provide the necessary rigidity. In fact, the
lower clamp is almost ridiculously light-
weight, just an inverted aluminum alloy
shell, without any of the expected cross-
bracing on its underside, like something you
might expect on a 100cc machine,

Now, for the internals: Although the front
fork is rated at 5.5" of travel, Max says that
in fact the front sag (the collapse of the
springs caused by just carrying the
combined weight of bike and rider) is 3",
This leaves just 2.5" for actual fork travel,
which would be minimal under the best of
circumstances. But a hydraulic bottoming
cone, built into the left fork leg, designed to
eliminate a crashing end to the fork travel,
actually serves to prevent significant move-
ment in that final inch of travel—leaving
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usually impossible to see. The lower clamp has
almost no bracing on its underside—not rigid.

an inch and a half. Doesn’t sound like much
travel, does it?

But that’s not the end of the story. The
anti-dive system also resides in the left fork
leg, activated hydraulically by movement
of the left side brake caliper (see the photos
for clarity). It is so effective that, during
braking, compression of the left leg is
hydraulically resisted to the point that sus-
pension travel is virtually prevented, essen-
tially leaving the work of road compliance
to the flexing of the front tire alone.

Keep in mind that all the fork’s com-
pression and rebound damping is handled
by a single cartridge system inside the right
fork leg. Although we’ve never been enthu-
siastic about asymmetrical loads being
deliberately introduced into a telescopic
fork, as this is Iikely to cause binding unless
the front axle is enormously rigid, the lock-
ing effect of the anti-dive makes the side-to-
side force distribution much more uneven
than the one-sided damping could create.
The result is that the left-side fork bushings
will wear much more rapidly than the right
side’s, and the gradual increase in internal
clearances will also work to increase the
tendency to “wobble.” The lower left bush-
ing invariably will see the greatest wear,
and can be worn out in as little as 20,000
miles, we’re told.

It’s also unfortunate that Honda does not
give arecommended service interval for the
GL1800’s front fork, although they did on
the GL1500. If run in a badly worn state for
too long, the inner fork leg itself will
become barreled, so that rebuilding won’t
work, and only a costly replacement will
solve the problem.

This bending wear on the left leg, cansed
by the anti-dive, will also cause fork seal
leaks, Max says, and notes that the "05-"06
models are fitted with what amounts to 1%
fork seals to help cure this problem. An owner
would be wise to consider leaking fork seals
as evidence of significant wear, he advises.
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