
SAY HELLO TO SOME
 
RAVING RETRO­

SEXUAL MACHINERY
 

he temptation to do something different is a sign of age. 
So if you don't care how fast your ride is, you're opened 
up to a new world of substance and style. In the land of 

cool, it's the cafe-racer that lands the ladies. In the UK, Harleys 
and the like have an almost camp air lent by your average biker. 
But a nails-hard cafe-racer is an entirely different story - almost a 
good enough excuse to tisk wearing a piss-pot and immersing 
yourself in the lifestyle of the classic class. 

adem interpretations of the old-school rule are growing in 
number, alongside the varied growth of the naked market. For 
this test we've chosen three out of many, all iconic marques from 
the past, reborn with modern slants. At the shallow end comes 
Mota Guzzi's \17 Cafe Classic, bringing Italian chic to the party 
and the least exciting spec' sheet. Triumph's Thruxton has been 
about a bit already, and is much loved by most who ever ride one. 
II sits in the middle ground. 

And at the steep end is the new Norton Commando 961SE, 
which comes in different guises depending on your wallet. The 
Norton's got all the gold bling and attitude to make it seriously 
worth your consideration. But there's more to this test than just 
performance, judging them simply on how fast they go would be 
missing the point. This is about having a whole load of fun ... ~ 
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CAFE CULTURE
 

Norton Commando 961 

-'fT.' ..­

The engine was built and designed in England, 
developed between Norton and F1 engineering 
firm MO. The 961cc, air-cooled, two-valves per 
cylinder, push-rod actuated, dry sump 
parallel-twin is thoroughly modem despite the 
outward appearance. It utilises three crank 
bearings and abalancershaft for smoother 
running. Ignition is crank-fired electronic, while 
fuelling is electronic injection, 

The frame is made from high-strength tubular 
steel, and features an integral oil tank. The 
twin-sided swingarm is also tubular steel, 
though lookspretty special. Front suspension on 
the 'Sport' is Ohlins RWU 43mm forks, fully 
adjustable, USD versions are available on request 
or on other models. Rear suspension is twin 
reservoir-style Ohlins shocks, again fully 
adjustable, Wire wheels or BSTs are available. 

~'i"'III:i ..'J!lr'IM~. 

t's so satisfying to sling a leg over 
a modern Norton and actually feel 
it start. Too often, lavish promises 

of a return always end in the 
inevitable letdown. And we mean a 
proper return to form, not just some 
half-cocked concept daydreaming. 
Norton Nemesis, anyone? 

The new and latest Norton regime, 
entrenched at Donington Park, dispel 
aU of those doubts within minutes. 
Not only are they a passionate and 
approachable bunch, but the bike 
works. It fires, ticks over and then 
shocks the hell out of you by being far 
more capable than you'd imagine. 

It's hard to not immediately fall 
head over heels in love with it. Just 
look at it; it's stunning. It's the way 
they've hewn modern flair into the 
curves of the classic shape, just small 
bits and pieces here and there, 
interwoven into the overall design. 
Where the Triumph and Guzzi 
remain faithful to the period they 
imitate, the Norton manages to marry 
both decades into a flawless piece 
that looks brand new. It's also 
something that only really becomes 
apparent in the flesh. Check one out 
at a show and you'll see exactly what 
we mean. It's lush. 

Which is more than can be said 
for the seat. Simply sitting on it 
demonstrates how hard the twin rear 
Ghlins units have been set. This 

particular bike, Norton's demo 
machine, had been on track in the 
hands of Chlis Walker, but only a 
couple of clicks on the rear had been 
dialled in. [t won't be much softer on 
stock settings, though at least we 
know these units can be fully 
adjusted to suit personal preference, 
unlike the previous two bikes. 

The seating position is very 

This immediately means slow 
speed corners and static manoeuvring 
is far more controllable, though 
there's an unexpected twist I initially 
struggled to make sense of. The 
Norton feels ultra stable at all times 
due to the large tyres giving oodles of 

-:gfip. But, if you sling it into a bend, 
there's a leaning point where the 
drop-in rate accelerates momentarily. 
It's a bit off-putting at first, until you 
realise that Norton has done this on 
purpose, and that the handling is in 
fact quite creamy. 

When not riding like a tit, it feels 

so solid in cool-cruise mode while 
you check yourself out in every 
reflective surface you pass. The only 
time it becomes a chore is on 
motorway blasts, mostly because 
your arse gets an utter battering. The 
only other chassis related gripe was 
with the brakes, though only because 
we expected them to be viciously 
powerful. They're not, but are very 

helps massively, and it spins up 
so freely it reminds of the latest 
Ducati MllOO lump. Where it betters 
that lump, is by having a fruity top 
end where the last 2,OOOrpm sees the 
Commando surge forward. In the 
context of this test it's rabid, and 
cements the fact that this return to 
form is indeed a triumph. Arf! ~ 

Verdict 9L10 
Abloody good, aggressive, modem cote racer we'd all buy 
in aheartbeat. Were we rich. .. 

+ ENGINE, HANDLING, ATTITUDE, LOOKS, SPAF-TASTIC 
- SORE BOTTYTlME, BRAKES, PRICE 

roomy, allOWing you to slide 
right back or make love to 
the tank, whatever your 
disposition. And the bars 
are well positioned for 
arms of all lengths, too, 
allowing ample leverage 
to control the normally 
sized, 17-inch front end. 

progressive and are only a set 
of pads away from being 

ruddy brilliant. 
The star of the show is 

the engine. It is also the 
big surprise because even 
though it's nearly a litre, 

we didn't expect such an 
unruly unit. Open pipes 



4e DECEMSEA 2010 FAST BIKES MAG.COM 



GROUP .61"
 

865cc, air-cooled parallel!'llin 961cc, air-cooled parallel twin 

90x68mm 88x79mm 

9.2:1 10.1:1 

Electronic fuel injection Electronic fuel injection Electronic fuel injection 

38bhp@6.800rpm 60bhp @5,800rpm 81bhp@7,500rpm 

52Nm@3,000rpm 62Nm@7,400rpm 82Nm@6,500rpm 

Tubular duplex cradle Tubular steel cradle Tubular steel 

4Dmm fork 41mm telescopic fork, preload adjustable 43mm RWU fork, fully adjustable 

Twin-shock, preload adjustable Twin-shock. preload adjustable Twin-shock, fully adjustable 

Four-piston caliper, 320mm disc Two-piston caliper, 320mm disc Four-piston calipers, 320mm discs 

Two-piston caliper, 260mm disc Two-piston caliper, 255mm disc Two-piston caliper, 220mm disc 

1,449mm 1,490mm 1,420mm 

805mm 820mm 813mm 

182kg 230kg (wet) 188kg 

17L 16L 17L 

E6.724 £6,699 £15,995 

Motocorsa Fowlers Norton Motorcycles 
01202822511 01179725505 nortonmotorrydes.com 
MotocorsD.co.uk Fow/ers.co.uk 

~ Price 

~ From 

~ Wheelbase 

~ Seat Height 
z 
~ DryWeight 

c Fuel Capacity 

POWER
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Commondo 96181bhp@7,500rpm 
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CAFE CULTURE
 

THE VERDICT
 
s mentioned in the 
introduction, placing these 
in a traditional Fast Bikes 

order isn't really fair. However, life 
isn't fair, and we'll always fall back 
on our performance roots as a 
starting point. So, the Guzzi is the 
slowest and Norton fastest, with the 
TI'umpet a fine British meat in an 
Anglo/Latin sandwich/panini. 

Getting into the nitty gIitty; the 
Guzzi handles better than the 
Triumph, but not as good as the 
Norton. The Triumph edges out the 
Guzzi for stability, yet loses the same 
battle by a mile against the 
Commando. The Norton loses out on 
absolutely nothing to the other two, 
until you get to the bill. It's almost 
double the pIice, the higher spec' 
versions are almost three-grand more. 
That buys USD Ohlins and carbon 
wheels, but I reckon the RWU fork 
and wire-wheels are more in keeping 

with the overall vibe. And don't 
forget the exhausts on the test bike 
aren't free either, leaving you at least 
a further half a bag of sand short. 

This is where the TI'iumph and 
Guzzi kind of win, as they're within 
financial reach. If you consider the 
monetary differential as some sort of 
bonus, a couple of grand spent brings 
them much closer to the Norton in 
terms of performance and more 
importantly, presence. And you'll still 
have a lot of change spare, too. Either 
way, they're both crying out for a set 
of roaring open pipes. 
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You also buy one of these 
because that's the bike you want. 
Most people buying Mota Guzzi 
metal do it because it's their thing, 
their passion. The Guzzi inspires 
you in unusual ways that even the 
Norton can't match - unless power 
and pace is everything to you. If 
you want a fast Guzzi go and find 
an MGS-Ol, if you can. If you are 
willing to open your mind to a 
different experience though, look 
no further than the V7. 

The same goes for the 
Thruxton; people rarely dip in and 
out of these brands, most TIiumph 
owners are as fanatical as the 
Harley-Davidson brigade - and 
nearly as loyal. You only have to 
look at the recent Triumph LIVE 
event to see this; the place was 
rammed with people from all 
around the world, for a one-day 
show! The thing that really excited 
us about the Thruxton is potential. 
Aquick Google unearths images of 
these with smaller front wheels 
and full systems, all of which 
inspire to fiddle. As is, it's still a 
great bike, but one we just wish 
would lose a few pounds and an 
inch off the front wheel. 

But if you can make the stretch, 
give the Norton a try. Be warned 
that every single person who's 
tested one has opened their wallets 
immediately afterwards. It could 
be the friendly, close feeling you 
get when you talk to the bloke who 
actually built your bike by hand. 
Or that you're welcomed at the 
factory like an old mate, staff 
striving to make sure that at this 
early stage, no customer goes 
away unsatisfied. But it's mostly 
because of the bike itself, a 
rip-roaring success. Yeah, it's 
expensive, but the truthis it's 
actually worth every penny. lSI 


