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1988 Honda XRV650 Africa Twin
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Creaf:e a machine that expresses the image of European riders crossing the
Mediterranean and racing across the vast African continent!
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Developing a ‘Paris-Dakar’ racer to conquer that
grueling adventure rally.

Easy to use, fun to ride, and offering an extended cruising range together
with a commanding presence, the Africa Twin is loved by both on- and
off-road touring fans the world over. What made it all possible was the will 1o
maintain one’s highest standards to the end, with craftsmanship the result

Tomonon Mogi was in charge of its design, and gives a candid account of
the work involved

"At the time, Honda was aiming to expand its market share in the
Hagship class of the growing Adventure Touring segment of the market
wnich had become extremely popular in Europe. Our current single-Cylinder
models stacked up well against rival machines, yet couldn’t quite take the
lead. Then the XLV750R debuted in the European market. The XLV7S0R was
designed oy a Honda R&D group that was mostly involved with on-road
mogdels. With its V-twin engine, shaft drive and excessive unsprung weight, i
had a lot of weak points, and was quite heavy, so nobody could reaily
consider it 1o be viabie in the dirt.”

The Paris-Dakar Rally was also attracting a lot of attention in Europe as
an international agventure stretching across a vast terntory that extended
from Europe into the heart of Africa, and it was also having a large impact on
motorcycle buying trends at the time. Maodels offenng a rally-style image were
appeaning regularly, so the tremendous influence of this adventura rally just
could not be ignored

The first Pars-Dakar Rally was held in 1979, and Honda scored a
prestigious win in 1382 with its XR500R mode!. However, after that it was an
uphill battle, as it was greatly outclassed by the larger engine capacily of the
BMWs. So, toward the end of 1984, Honda deaded to develop a Factory
machine powered by a V-twin engine. This decsion resulted in the NXR750
which Honda dispatched as a Pans-Dakar racer to the 19856 raily

“1 took part in creating the clay mock-ups of the NXR. it mounted fuel
tanks at both the front and the rear, and | remember making giant ciay
models after being told to tackle the job wath the intent of achveving a huge
100 liter fuel capacity. The design section wasn't invoived in modelng HRC
racers at the time, but still attempted desion work on the NXR. There was no
effort at that time to directly connect our work {o production mogeis. The
dea was (o win the rally!”

The 1986 Pans-Dakar rally, then into 1ts eighth year, was even tougher
than before, being an extremely long rally of 22 days and 15,000 kKilometers
from Paris to Dakar, the capital of Senegal. However, the NXR7S0 pertormed
magnificently in this battle with the Sahara deser?, and scored Honda a ma)or
win at the rally
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“Picture your own image of the Paris-Dakar rally, then

Create a totally new concept model complete with
cowls for on- and off-road use.”

“The year after the Paris-Dakar raily, the development team in charge of
“rf"'?ﬂd modeis created the Transalp. The engine was a §00cc liquid-cooled
V-twin originally developed for the custom Shadow 600V (Steed), with
performance characteristics that could be changed as needed. Its concept was
‘long heliday rides from town over the Alps to the Mediterranean,’ and was
based on the image of the Paris-Dakar raily.”

The Transaip 609V turned out to be a hugely popular model that
featured a clean image offering the convenience of daily riding ease together
with the image of a rally bike. However Honda was not satisfied with this
success, and wanted a bolder picture of “Paris-Dakar” with a model! that
evoked Doth dreams and adventure. Besides being spurred on by requests
from Europe, Honda wanted an even more aggressive approach after its
victory with the NXR.

“This modei would be more aggressive than the Transalp and more
adventurous. European dezlers told us they wantad a bike that conveyed a
powerfu! image of crossing from Europe over the Mediterranean and riding
across the African continent. That was st exactly the time that the factory-
built NXR racer had just won the Paris-Dakar rally, and signaled the start of
the Africa Twin.

“The Transalp image was of a bike crossing the Alps on the way to the
Meditarranean. The African Twin image went still further: crossing the
Mediterranean Sea and charging across the Sabara desert and Africa. What
was clear was that we would be making an on/off-road replica of the NXR
racer, which was the whole point.”

Working alongside stafi from both the design group and test group,
Mogi started evaluating the Transalp layout as his starting point.

“i wanted to make it aggressive, you see. This was going to be ridden
off-road, right? So the suspensicn siroke had to be iong. And that's how we
incerporated the basic elements. The Transalp was a bike aiming for
convenience, with a step in the seat between rider passenger, and a seat
height lowered to 860mm. The Africa Twin, on the other hand, was
meticulously designed to meet cur preferences for an off-road bike.

"We made the seat flat for off-road riding, giving prionity to shifting
body weight, so we set the seat height at 830mm to give us the suspensicn
stroke needed for off-road nding. The seat is certainly high, but it gives the
rider and passenger some margin in terms of ground reach, so | suppose it’s
good. The NXR seat was made out of buckskin to help it withstand the heat
from the direct sunlight of the Sahara desert. We took the current seat
arourd to various manufacturers and asked if a seat with the sare look and
feal could ba made using vinyl leather. We eventually found an item made
from specialized fabric that was blue in color. Cur condition was that it had to
have the same cclor as the factory-buiit machine.
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"Qur high standards also appled to the small details, and one exampie af
that was the rear carrier. The first-generation Africa Twin kad a rear carner
made from steel pipe. The reason for this was that it was meant to be a
heavy-duty item. At the time, Honda had 3 three-piece carrier made frem
resin material that was also used on the Transaip. More and more users were
attaching aftermarket top-boxes to the carner, so the design allowed easy
mounting, and the carrier was designed to fit easily on many medels. The
second-generation Africa Twin underwent a complete makeover, and also
started using the resin carrier due to requests from the dealers, so the
protctype medel again reflected cur high standards,

“The ong-piece aluminum bash-piate was cut sp deeply, it was said to
look like & shovel. After the upgrade fo the 750, this was segmented into
three pieces on left, right, and center, but the first-generation model was one
solid plece.

"The NXR's headlights nad a steel mesh stone guard attached, and this
was 2lso requested for the Africa Twin, so we ultimately added it to convey to
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the user the same feeling as the Dakar racer. This was, of course, a model for
general users, so we made it easy to detach in order to clean the headlights
when they got dirty.

“Another example of demanding standards were the quick-release
fasteners used to assemble the side body panels. These were guite expensive
We were told they were prohibitive cost-wise, but the NXR used those
fasteners, so we insisted that the Africa Twin also had to have the same
fasteners.”

Honda's on/off-read concept gave priority to the image of a factory-built
racer, and was the first attempt at making a stainless steel exhaust pipe and
silencer. Adding a simple auxiliary-type instrument panel gave further
emphasis to the image of a factory-built machine constructed with a top
priority on function. Then, finally, the Africa Twin gradually began to project
the feel and style of a true desert racer for the first time

Positioned alongside the Paris-Dakar winning NXR750
racer, the true development concept of the Africa Twin
comes through loud and clear.

“We proceeded to study design factors by borrowing an NXR from HRC. Only a

few of the factory machines had been built, so we borrowed the actual
machine that had just come back from winning the race. On parking it at our
work site, we found it exuded the true aura of an the NXR racer that had
survived Africa and outrun everyone ele in the desert rally. The other
factory-built road racing machines, such as the RCs and N3Rs, were mage to
qo fast, and were imbued with an image of speed ang supenonty, but the
NXR gave a muscular impression and powerful sense of wilderness survival. It
naturally lent us the spiritual power we needed to invest in our work.”

Mogi’s discriminating standards, derived from the NXR750 racer, were
clear to see.

“The concept adapted for the fuel tank was a sloping style that reaches
down to the flanks of the cylinders, the same as for the NXR. Usually, the fuel
feads down to the carburetors from the fuel tank, but in this case the tank
was positioned iower than the carburetors, 0 a fuel pump was added. The
tank’s bottom plate is unusually wide, due to it straddling the double-cradie
frame, which widens rearward from the steering head. Fuel tanks are
generally made by welding a three-piece construction consisting of the
bettom plate and left and right outer plates. However, in the case of the
Africa Twin, the width and shape of the frame required four pieces, with the
bottom plate also segmented into two pieCes. Without this construction, the
parts coukdn't be formed in the press operation.”

The struggles of making the fuel tank was still by no means over.

“fuel tanks at that time was made at the Hamamatsu factory, and in the
case of the Africa Twir, the hulking size of its 24-liter tank only barely fit
through the factory paint line. Moreover, there were no suspension hangers
large enough to fit the tanks. The production plant suffered a lot of
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headaches trying to fabricate this specialized item. Three colors were
the coloring process, and together they rendered a luxurious finish.”
The molding around the headlight was also a big headache.
“The NXR heaclights were rather smak items. The Africa Twin
running on public roads and had to meet legal standards. so we
dual 130mm headlights. The cowl on the NXR was also really nasrow. Ont
Africa Twin, the cowl surface was extended to the sides of the headlig s, ar
the surface area widened to compensate for their size. :
"NASA ducts were also built into the cowl sides. On the HKR. h ﬁ
ducts fed fresh air to the aircleaner box was located behind the steer 5*'
On the Africa Twin however, the aircleaner box was located undar he
sidecover, so the NASA ducts served no practical purpose. T, we 51
warted 10 reproduce that NXR design feature on the Africa Twin, s& we
insisted on having them.”
Though a full replica of the Dakar racer, the Africa Twin ]
technically superior in terms of handling ease and readily usable eng
characteristics according 10 production bike experts, and in this wa
Africa Twin later established itself as a milestone machine among ox
motorcycles. :
“Proudly displayed on the sides of its bodywork, the name
was decided upon based on the comments of one of the Europes
who said, “It must be a real Africa Twin if it has the V-twin engin
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