Tech tip
Getting a charge out of life

By Geoff Stevenson

If you're having problems with the charging system of an older
Japanese bike, don't panic. Despite appearances to the contrary,
there may be nothing wrong. Here's why.

While owners of modern BMWs enjoy probably the best
alternators (50-plus amps} in the motorcycle world, owners of
earlier Japanese bikes face very different challenges. {And
anyone with an early 5 series airhead knows that the electrical
system on those bikes can be a weak point).

A frusirating afternoon I spent recently with my 1982 Suzuki
G51100 shows the problems - and also the solution.

I hadn't run the bike for almost two months. I wasn't surprised
that I flattened the battery in trying to start it - and needed a
battery charger to finally get it to run.

Then I rode down to Chris Jones' house, puttering along most of
the time at less than 3,000 rpm in fifth (this is one of the world's
great motoreycle motors and has loads of torque). This run took
perhaps 35 minutes and I assumed the battery would now be fine.
Chris and I had a coffee and chatted for a while and I prepared to
ride home.

I pushed the starter button and the motor rned over, but
wouldn't catch. T was very glad I wasn't in a shopping centre
parking lot or downtown as Chris produced a small (.75 amp)
battery charger. I hooked things up, waited a few minutes and
confidently pushed the starter button again. The motor turned
over sluggishly, then barely rotated.

I was sure a bigger battery charger would fix things, so Chris
generously handed me one rated at 6 amps. We hooked it up, but
the results were frustratingly similar,

On the surface, this made no sense. Even though it had been flat
earlier in the day, I was sure the battery would hold a charge (and
later confirmed this). But if the bike wouldn't start with a big
battery charger helping it, what was the problem?
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Modern hikes have a relay that shuts off the headlight when you
push the starter button. On the Suzuki, the headlight comes on
and stays on as long as the ignition is on. So [ did the math, and
figured out what was happening. The 55-60 waitt headight bulb
draws around 5 amps, the starter probably a bit more than that.
So, even though the big battery charger was pumping 6 amps into
the battery, the headlight and starter were pulling more than that -
so that the battery was actually DISCHARGING, even though the
charger was pumping its heart out.

But how to get this damn bike to run, without leaving the charger
on for an hour or so?

Then it dawned on me: Take out the headlight bulb and the
charger should produce enough juice for the starter to crank
quickly enough to get the motor to fire (I knew from previous
experience that this engine needs good voltage to start - either to
produce a fast enough cranking speed or sufficient ignition
voltage, or both).

With a standard bike, removing the headlight bulb is a two-
minute job (iry it on a K100 RT or my Honda ST11001)

Sure enough, without the draw of the headlight, the bike fired
immediately. I ran it for a few minutes, keeping the revs up, re-
installed the bulb and fired it up again.

In thinking more about the problem as I rode home, I realized that
riding at low revs earlier in the afternoon had been a mistake.
Those old Japanese systems probably produce less than 10 amps -
but hardly anything until around 5,000 rpm, So, in riding at 3,000
rpm, the battery was actually being slowly drained - which 1s why
it wouldn't start for the return trip. On the ride home, [ stayed in
third and fourth and kept the revs around 4-6,000 rpm.

I've since had my own battery charger on the bike for a few hours
and everything seems back to normal.

Some of us are old enough to remember when bikes had
headlight switches. Bring 'em back, I say!
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