John Robinson

The 350 Yamaha is, one

way or another, the

machine which started the
current interest in the 350 to
400 range. Obviously it isn’t
entirely unconnected with
Yamaha's road racing success
but their air-cooled racers were
developed straight from the
street bike anyway. And the fact
that Yamaha are keeping on the
ball with their newly announced
range of machines — including a
400 four-stroke — doesn’t
detract at ail from this
well-established lightweight.

| use the term lightweight
after some thought —
middleweight might be
technically more accurate but
lightweight is a much better
description of the way it feels
and behaves. Yamaha's own
brochure lists it as weighing 1 kg
more than the RD250 and this,
the bore size and an extra 9 bhp
seam to be the only differences
between the two.

it feels small enoughto be a
250 but the combination of size,
a claimed 39 bhp and six fairly
close gears make it a very lively
machine. The gears probably
give it that extra edge, you lose
something like 1000 rpm on the
first two shifts but after that the
motor is only dropping five or six
hundred between gears through
the next four ratios. It is very
easy to keep the motor at
whatever speed you choose.

For performanca this means
eight to nine thousand and with
the bulk of the power starting at
six, you can afford to be sluggish




with' the gearshift. Dropping
down the rev scale there is a sort
of no-man’s land around 5000
where the motor stutters and,
you suspect, the power would
disappear forever. But at lower
revs the reed valve takes over
and lets the motor breathe
without choking, at a reduced
level of power and minus the
crackle from the exhaust.

The RD350 then becomes a
woolly, silent town runabout. But
slowly giving it more gas until
the needle totters back up to the
magic five and a hit brings in the
full force of Yamaha's port tim-
ing, with no gassing up, just an
arm-stretching  surge  which
spins the motor up to the red
line. The way the power swit-
ches on. feels like that interim
between a bike running on to

reserve and you hitting the fuel

tap without
throttle. It says something for
the plugs that they should stand
up to these two extremes
without fouling or burning up.
The sudden step in power
caused the only difficult part of

the ride. Pulling away from a

standstil you normally take
some throttle and feed in the
clutch, keeping the tacho just
ahead of the speedo until the
bike’'s under way. Normal tech-
nigues like this get the motor to
about 5000 — more throttle and
less clutch just made amateurish
screams from the motor. Mare
clutch either bogs the motor or
gets you into a wheelie, both
ways 1t works fine if you
intended it but you could never
guarantee which way it would

shutting off the

decide to go.

| compromised. If people werse
watching | eased it away at a
steady three thousand. If they
weren’t | fed it through on an
equally steady six thousand.
Which meant the Yam had lit up
and hit nine before toe could be
brought to lever, catching
second right where all the power
was and making the front go
light again.

The steering was light but
always felt stable, = with no
twitching even when the front
wheel got pushed off the ground.
This often seemed to happen,
usually when coming out of a
turn with all the power on when
a small bump would be enough
to nudge the wheel up. It obvi-
ously wasn’t sheer power lifting
the front wheel nor did it pro-
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duce any great wheelies, but
rather the combination of stiffish
suspension, light weight and the
close ratio gears channeling the
available power to maximum
concentration.

In view of this — and the ste-
ering can’t get much lighter than
having the front tyre off the road
-—— the actual roadholding was
very good. Despite coming away
from a corner with a slight leap
the RD kept on line and hardly
ever twitched the handlebars. In
fact the manners of the Yamaha
were very confidence-making.

As the' bike was pushed
harder the suspension would let.
the wheels chop up and down,
the back one under braking and
the front one as the power came
on making the Yam feel like it
had reached the ragged edge.













