From ships to motorcycles

E'-'L"II bifore  motoreyeles  were
imvented, the Kowasakd name was
well known in Japanese industrial cie-
cles. In 1678, woon after Japun’s emet-
gence from centuries of sechiobon (o
ol the industralised nations of the
world, Shoso Kowasald  had  estal-
Hahed the Tsukiji Shipyasd in Tokyo
This was fllowed in 1851 by apother
'ilrlli‘l'.ll-:l. the Kawmaki | fyina
Shipyand W Higishide-chis, Hyogn
These weore merged in 1886, and
Kavamsaki Shipyard Incorporated was
established o decade larer, in 1896,
Decacles of steady expansion fallowed,
I the carly 1900% Kawasak produced
their fire locomiotive, which eventu-
-1|-|'|- |r.| '||'IL'|‘I'| Bid tiamiogve ;p|1|J i
craft production. Soon  they  had
plangs throughout the counmy, with
'l|'||.['|"|.ll||j||'|.|.r at kiobe, locomotive pro-
duceion ar Hyogo, and, from 1937,
aircrafy producton at Fukiad. [t wos ut
this paine that the airernft and wure-
mobile divisons were sepamited from
Kowasaki Shipyard Incorporuted w0
becoine Knwasakl Aircrafr Co Led. In
1940 Kawasaki Aircraft was relocaned
from Kobe to Akashi, the present
home of Kawasaki motoreyeles.
Fullowing the end of Wield W
Two, Kowmsaki Adreraft foumd  feself
wdle, with a surplus of engineering und
mpnudaciuring resources, Like other
“'-Il-nL'I!'I'IJL.‘l'IJ Connimnes, |.|F‘.'|I!I. taced o
shortage of basic transportanion and
rhl'l"l.‘ WEIT opportunities for ||"'||_- (Al (kB
ducers of small mororeyeles. Soon
ver i hundred manufacturers b
sprung up. and Kowasald  Asrcrafi
became involved in the praduction of
gears and gearbones for some of these,
before moving on o producine i
own enging, the KE, in 1950 This

I48cc hu.lj-*|'u.':'-.| owerhicad witlve fomar-
stk sbigle was used by various ma-
utacturers - metably Fuil, Gasuden,
and MO = w0 power their small
motoreyebes,

Because bt was designied and pro-
duced to aircraft seandards;, the KE
was {ar supetir o meany of the other
motorcyele engines produced in Japan
during this perdod, and was very suc-
cesstul. This led o Kawmsaki Afrcraft
producing another engine in 1952
the KH. s 250cc four-seroke. In 1953
i new subsidinry of Kawasakl Shipyard
Incorporated,  Methatsu  Indusiries,
wits formed s the sabes outler for
motorcycle  engines  produced by
Kownsnki Adrcrafr, Melharsy was the
predecessor of what we know modny as
the Kawaszakl Motorovcle Cao, and i
wis il bong beborg Methatsu  was
bvedved in the Bulding of conplete

motoreveles.  In the  meantime
Enwmsakd Abreraft produced the KB-1,
A Blcc rwo-stroke engine designied
specifically for bicyele stmachment,

Pheoughost this period  frequent
name chimges ond corparate restric-
funng were' o beature of Kawosaki's
motercvele operathons, A further cor-
porate  development in 1954 s
Rawiasaki Atrcraft capitalise Methatsu
Industries w0 create Kowasaks
Metharsu Indusrres. The same vear
plso saw Kowasaki Adrcmft develop
two new eniptnes, the KB-5 and the
KB-1, The KB-5 wmi n 12%cc e
wroke, deigned specifically for the
Methatau 125V matoreyvele, while the
KB-1 - a development of the KB-1 -
wims g Olce  twoe-stmoke, used Inoa
scopter produced or the Gifu factony
This scooter was the fist mo bear the
Kawasaki loea,

i.:'lnl'I'II:; the 1950 Methuntni fh.f_lu!m'!n wamn created i rmurrkat ifie LTI ;r:ndlu.uu' .In
phe Kowasaki Afrenafy Cimparry. In 1954 thiy led o the Meihats 125V with the

KB-5 two-simke enging. (Kawasaki)
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The Methatsa 125 was typacal of
lapanese motoreycles of the 1950
Though initially buille with a full kop
frame with plunger suspension and
tebescopic forks, by the end of the
decade it fentured o presed stecl
spine frame. The engine and gearbox
were suspenisdéd from this, Front sus-
pension wis by o lesding link firk
with pressed steel stapchions. The
thregsport  engine  itsell wis  fairky
unl!l:l'l:.lrh:.ﬂ'll.u. .Jnd Pl u:|.|!h|.' 1|1_1I N
the BSA Bantam and Yomaho YA-I.
These were both descended from the
pre-war DEW, and teatured unit con-
strusctiom nnd o central spark plug

By 1999 motorcyehe production in
Jupan wis increasing almost exponen-
I!lu."l.', |!'u| many ianulaciuies wefe
being beft behind. The number of
CuMmpranies 1'l|'|\.|:uLIIIu :III|.I||I!1."|.'||_'IL"\
shrank to & mere hondful, and rhe
Meihatu concern wis one of those
which faltering,.  While  nstal
maotercyele  production im0 Japan
topped 795,000 thar vear. Melharsu
sodd by 10000 of irs 1258 Seeing
motoreveles a8 o prowth  indusin:
these poor sales figures  prompred
Kawmaki to establish ity own motoe-
cycle prosduction research depariment
in preporation fof o full-seale entry
it the motmoreycle morker. This lisd
1A ] rllu- constpuction of & W Akl
cvele mwiembly plme ot the Akashi
works, ennbling Kawasaki Asrcrafe to
expaned  from  the manufsciure  of
TSI Tk I1'||: j"l'lu|u|.'|l.-1l1 i Cx l'ITL'|'|||.‘|:|."'
maotoreveles. I completion  in
Cietober 1960 was fomubtous, since
the following mamth Megurg, Japan’s
aldest motorcycle manufmctures, and
one ol i most n'hp‘.'.:tnl. became
affflamresd wirh Knwasakd Adrerafr. This
would eventually give Kawmsaki a
wider range of produces and allow it ro
expand s wles perwork thmsghou
thee comnitry,

I thee meantime, though, Kawasaki
Adreralt wis continuing to develop
and  produce new engines.  During
1960 come the KB-25, a 250cc mwo-
srrokie, and the firg Japanese maotos
cycle engping to Jewture a quick reoum
gt.mhlr'r systemn, This was followed Iy
the KROAS, o 125 twe-sroke
which, the following venr woukd
power the first Kowasikd-built motor-
cycle, the BY. However while this
srmmll  pwoestroke wis spnificnt, i
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THE KAWASAK| STORY

wirs the agreement with Meguro that
prve Kawasaki credibility as a motor-
evele monufacturer and disribugoe

The Meguro

Fonmded m 1928 as  Megurn
Seisakusho, Mepuro's nitinl efforts
were rather unsuccessiul. Using draw-
ina and tooling supplicd by Harley-
Dhnddson, they bulle an obsolete skde
vabve Haodey-Davidson  copy  called
the Rikuo, This not being successiul,
in the mid-1930s Meguro decided on
the 1935 MSS Vielocetie s the basis
for thelr next vennume. Released in
1937 as the £97, this 5000 twin port
tour-seroke  single  produced  only
13bbp ar 3,800mm but cvtablished o
reputation for durability and reliabilicg
thar would Typity all Meguros. When
mutatacture of the 797 was inter-
rupted by World War Two, Meguro
resumed producton of the Harley-
based Rilowo fir milieary  dudes. Tk
wiant until 15948 thar Meguro wo
able 1 recommence production of he
£97, which was pow joined by smaller
§50, 230, and | 25¢c singles.

By 1954 their range had expanded
o mclede the 2500, a single port
Skc  owerhead wvalve  fouarsstroke
singdle with o sprung frame and tele-
scopac borks. Megum then produced a
twiit, the Sentoe, as well @ an over-
head camsbuaie sl.l'||.1|.v bor the Asimn
races. The latter events wene wery
resimCEy e m Iefme |rl' eflTy, .||1.| Wit
designed 1o speed up the developmen:

of Japancse machines. Though the
domestle  muarket  suffered  heawy
impert restrictions during the 1950,
manuisciurers efforts were facilitnred
by having mo import duty (o pay on
forelgn machines boughe in o audy
arnd improve  on. Thus  Meguno's
designs were  heavily  derived  from
cxisting Britsh engines, and conse-
quently they were essentially old tash-
iomed,  When the  Senlor
irmmedermsed io the K1 inm 1959
wias almost o perbect copy of the BSA
A7, undoubtedly due 1o the succes of
the BSA ALQ at Asama rhar vear, the
fist in which tmported motorcyches
had albwed o compere
However, industrial  problems bt
Meguno in 1960, prompeing Kawmsaki
Adrcralt fo step in to maist their mars
keving mnd siles.

In 1961 hoth Eawnsaly Avreralt and
Eawasabi Meiharsan were involved with
mtorcvcles. This vear also saw  the
first motoreycle completely bl by
Kawasaki, the Bi. This 115 twie-
siroke single, feituring o four-specd
pearboo Ervitially
Methatss, An unremarkoble  myogor-
cvele, it win very similar to the earlicr
125 and was soon joined by o step-
Ihhn.lph, the M5 muarketed as the
Kawasaki Per. Following the nosmal
procece for this npe of vehicle, the M5
fentured o threespeed gearbox and o
single cylinder 50ce two-stroke engine

As part of the contimual develop
mend of Kowasaki's motorcycle acrivi-

Was

been

Wwits sold s @

With the affiliation of Megsero i PO60, Kewasakl inhenited several desigra Boved o
the Bricsh BSA. Owe we the 3000 Meguio KT of 1959, o design thae woiddd liges

provwile the Bonin for the WD, (Kawasaki)




tes sty this period, & new company
hihgimrters wan badls af Tokwo n
June, ond Knwnsaki Meilasa's name
wis  changed 1w Kawasaki  Jidowha
Hanbai Co Led. By Sepeember 1961
imother motoncycle nssembly plane was
operniiona] and prodsction of com-
plete maotrcycles wis initdored,. Weth
] -r:q'urn]mu sales merwork, ond the
products of hoeh Methatsi and Mesan
ok e, Boavaasalkel v e bl o pro-
vide i line-up from 506 mo 500k

Though  these  initial  Kowonsaki
martoreveles (hoth the Pet and those
proclisced under the Methnsuy nomel
wele mundone end  otilitoriaen, they
muest be seen in the contexr of the
Japanese moeorcyele indusery ar that
time. This was & period of amazing
growih, particularly by Honda, While
other countries (such s Britain wnd
Iealy) were suffering & decline
motoreyele sabes und |1n||.‘||p;|:u|n. the
Jaganese hisd ndopted & forwand-look-
in atcitucle. Kiwmvakl was no differ-
ent. Within this larpe organisarion.
motorcyclies were séen os an impoe.
tant element of product diversicy, and
direet competition with marker leader
III“I-\.IJ wils POl a sefhnes l.'ull.'rl..!l.'r.l-
tion. From the oursetl Kavwasaki was
looking ot o way of hl.llll.hll.,: il o
moting motorcvcles thar were differ-
ent o those of other |apanese
maanufic turers, and the Megpmo fmred
the bill perdectly in the carly years, I
wis a philosophy that would contimue
through o the present day and wonld
also permcate the company's eventual
racing programme. ln future years i
would often be aa  tmpomant  for
Kawasakl 1o be scen competing s
actually wikdylng nsces

soom the BY too would be devel-
oped it something more interesting

and uniquely Kawasaki

The BB

In  Seprember 152 Mepgurn
Sanudnctring was togally absorbed by
Koavwsakd, imd the cofporate name wis
changed o  Kowmaki  Mesumo
.!'t1.anl||.1.n|:||:rln.u o Led By this rime
the M5 rh.,T-li'l[lll.lEh had grown inno
the B5¥ 55cc machine via o lager
bxowre, wnd Okciober saw the anmounce-
ment of the first motorcvcle to carry o
Kowmsakd bodge, the B8 for 1963, A
development of the BT, the B3 was a
rypical utilitariin mowrcvele of the

FROM SHIFS TO MOTORCYCLES
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Kartiasicki’s first produactiom motocronser we the fonrapeed 125cc BEM of 1963, Wigh
ity it red fuel mmk, this Righds siccessfel smcichdre s irtipeirtant m euablishimg
Pk aa o credibde nforcycle mamigachmen (Kawasakd)

perial but proved o ke surprisingly
popular in lapan due o i reliakili T
wits o sngle-cylimaler 1 2%ce mwo-stroke
like vhe BT, bur with a revised enjgine,
pearbos. and sispension. Though o
{LII-'ut'H'I'i'lII'I-.ﬂ Bl SinmiTecingl Pwoes
siroke with o fousspeed  motary shift
|.:t.1lt'-.u.- I.|'Ir IFafsmssion wis m.ul.'-nj
o the left, along with the rocking
grarshift pedal. Maxinm power for
the 34 x Sdmm tvo-stroke was gquoted
ot a omeagre Sbhp ar 6.000mpm,
akthmigh this was soon increased o
[ 1bhp. Lobrication was by petnaliol
pre-mix, this being befone the days of
Superlube’ auto-hebricasion.

The frame comstsred of a pressed-
steel backbone spine, and Blaspension
by tebescople forks and @ swingarm
with rwin tear shock absothers. There
were 1&-dnch wheels frone and rear
drum brokes, and the fnal drive was
by a fully enchsed chnine Only o
singtle seat was provided, along with a
AT r?l:l. "ﬂ"iul.c' Ill-r B-E Erins uwnne-
morkable wday, It wis spawT i
whole mnge of mororeveles over the
next-few years, in particular the BaAL
This meotocross racer hecame & suc-
cessiul that bt established Kowasaki in
both gthe competition world and the
marketplace.

While production of the BS was
iathenng momentum, there was con-
tinual corporate reorganisation within
Kawmaki's moiorevele diviskona. In

February 1963 Kawnsakd  Abrcraft
merged . with  Kowasaki  Meguro
Manufscturing  snd the rmnge o

motorcyches  expanded.  Soon  the
MEK, with o kick-staet, joined the
M5, and the B53 was jodned by the
%5cc BSSK. sl with a kick-start.
Then cumie the MANO = wn M5 with
o centrifugal clucch = and Kowssaki's
miost signkficant mechine up to that
time, the A&, Works verslons of the
BEM hisl set Kwwasaki slong the path
of mestorcycle  competition  success
duning the earbier part of the year, and
in Chetober it went into mass producs
than, the Hrse cumgstithon Kawnsaki
pvailable for peneral ComuuEmpLioe,
This pure motocnns machine ised &
midified version of the foer-speed
[25ce B road machine, retnining the
carburettor behind the barel and
piston port mlet syspom, bur with a
high level exhoust. A similar spine.
type frame wis retained, there was no
longer an enclosed chain, nnd brakes
were full width drums. As with the
road version, the engine wis sup-
[‘-JI'I:L‘».I by @ strgle dowrtilbe.

While the BSM wa undoubredly
important, the next big move ior
Kowansaki wis on expansson oo the
expost  marker, in paricular  the
LUnited States. The fimt barch of
exported Bs left Japan in 1964, when
an oversews branch office wais estab-
lahsed im Caldormis



