First Impression

Honda Silver Wing—Redefining the Term “Scooter”

NSIDER FOR A moment that you may
not have truly lived until you've
pitched ascooter into an uphill right-

hander at 90mph and then accelerated out.
Andisn't therereally something to be said for
going clutchlessinthegrinding snarl of urban
traffic? And how about 55 liters of lockable,
easily accessible storage space—plenty for
two full face helmets—or enough gear for a
coupleof weekson the openroad. And while
“scooter touring” seems like an oxymoron,
it'snot at al nutsto think of taking Honda's
impressive 2002 Silver Wing coast-to-coast.

First impressions of the Silver Wing gen-
eraly fall into two categories: The kind of
people who offered up some positive ver-
sion of, “Wow, cool!” and those who said,
“What's the point?’ and even, “It's goofy.”
Objectively, it does ook like a super-futur-
istic Helix on steroids. But judging this
machine by its looks (and the limited pur-
pose its step-through frame implies) would
beamistake of prejudiceandignorance. This
is a fun, fast, responsive motorcycle that
retains the convenience of a scooter.

Pull in the left (integrated) brake lever,
thumb the starter and the well-sorted digital
EFI hasthe 582cc liquid-cooled, four-stroke,
paralle twin running instantly, effortlessly.
The pleasant, rhythmic thrum emitted by the
Silver Wing is amost Wankel-like; some-
thing akinto an early RX-7 with aholed muf-
fler. It' sasound that portends something big.
Whilewewere unableto put the Silver Wing
through MCN’s usual exhaustive perfor-
mance testing, our highly skilled pantseats
tell us thisthing is quick. Honda claims 50
peak horsepower and 37 Ib./ft. of torqueis
transmitted through the V-Matic belt drive
to the chubby little Bridgestonerear tire. Per-
haps because one subconsciously assumes
that scooters are gutless, it sure feels like it
squeezes out a lot more juice than Honda
claims, athough that’ sunlikely.

The Silver Wing's DOHC four-valve
motor makes so much power—enough to
cause the 500-1b. machine to burn rubber
and perhaps even to wheelie off the line—
it would scare the pants off the average
scooterphile, and inevitably lead to crashes
and pesky lawsuits. So, Honda's braintrust
decided to head that off by building in a
speed-sensitiveignition retard to Sow things
down abit for safety. The ECU advancesthe
timing alittleat 10mph, more at 20 mph, but
you don't get full advance until the Silver
Wing isrolling at 30 mph. That's kind of a
shame, because the power isabit flat until it
comesin, after whichit'sreally quite zippy.
Will an aftermarket rise up to support Silver
Wing hotrodderswith chips, pipes, big-bore
kitsand the like?

But eveninitsmuted stock configuration,

wewere most impressed by full throttleroll-
onsfrom 50 to 70 mph, becausethat’ swhere
the Silver Wing makes lots of power very
quickly—enough to perhaps put an inatten-
tive passenger at risk of flying off the back.
As speeds escalate quickly into extra-lega
levels, we thought another higher “gear”
would have been nice, because the willing
engine gets a bit busy. It’s spinning at 5000
rpm at 65 mph, and at 80 mph is buzzing at
6500 rpm. But it pulls hard all the way to
where it felt like arev limiter hit at about
8250 rpm—just shy of its 8500 rpm redline.
On aflat road, this had our 170 Ib. rider and
hisbackpack flying along at anindicated 111
mph. And at that speed, the aerodynamic
bodywork, tall windscreen and naturally low
C. of G. combine to provide a stable and
smooth platform. We were surprised at how
thirsty the engine was, however, as it made
only 35 mpg during our hard-charging. A
number that only improved to 38 mpg under
more normal usage.

Wind protection comes up a bit short of
what Honda claims is a bubble of “quiet
luxury.” Wefound that sincethefairing and
windscreen arerather narrow, theair pocket
collapses suddenly to the sides, creating
quite a bit of cockpit buffeting and noise.
I'monly 5' 8" tall, but had to tuck down and
forward to find quiet air. The aerodynamics
of thebike' sfront end are, in fact, quite good,
as evidenced by its stability at very high
speeds—all it needs is awider, taller wind-
screen for riders of even average height.

Of course, it would beirresponsible not to
match the Silver Wing' sengine performance
with brakesthat are up to thetask, and Honda
isanything but irresponsible. Theright lever
givesyoutwo of thefront caliper’ sthreepis-
tons pinching thelarge 256mm rotor. Thisis
quite an effective way to slow the machine.
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But thereal power isinyour left hand, asthat
lever activates both rear pistons and (afew
microseconds | ater after aninlinedelay valve
pops open) the center piston of the front
caiper. Ridersswitching back and forth from
motorcycleshaveto bevery careful with their
clutch hand when rolling to a stop, as that
|eft lever isvery potent.

The handling is a bit odd, with turn-ins
being both quick and (strangely) slow—Ilikely
due to the long, 62" wheelbase and small-
diameter tires (120/80-14" front, 150/70-13"
rear). The underdamped front end felt sort of
floaty—not really connected to theroad, and
gives hard-to-read feedback through the
bars. Thefront tiretwitchesat higher speeds
on all but the smoothest surfaces. But it
will outhandleany “normal” scooter, largely
because the engine and swing-arm are sepa-
rated, so al that engineweightisnolonger an
unsprung lump flailing around out back they
way most scooters are designed. Rear sus-
pension is pure motorcycle, with dual, pre-
|oad-adjustable shocks with 4.7" of travel.

It almost goes without saying that the Sil-
ver Wing has Honda' s impeccable fit and
finish, with a host of usable, well thought-
out features. Wethink thefirst peopletoline
up for thismachineare going to bethe wives
of Gold Wingers, who may havetired of the
back seat. They finally have the option of a
zero-intimidation machine they can easily
learn to pilot, and yet keep pace with their
husbands. All they need to do isfit the com-
munications gear (an easy aftermarket project
given the two ample gloveboxes and 12v
accessory outlet), some sort of throttle lock
and a cupholder. Just don’t be surprised if
some of the quickest Wings on the curvy
roads around thisyear’ sHondaHoot happen
to be Silver, not Gold.

—Seve Natt
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