
A new class of motorcycle:
25 years of the BMW GS range
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By Fred Jakobs

In September 1 980, n Av gnon, BMW pre-
senled the BIVIW R 80 G/S to the press.
The fact that BMW had tanded a gEnd
coup with this EndLro mode becanre
c ear even atthefirsrtest rides. The BMw
G/S created a new market segment wh ch
even today! a quarter of a ceniury after its
launch, has osi none of ts aitraction.

The b r th ofrhe BMWGS ntheyear
1978 came durng a perod of decl in ns
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sales fol low ng nearly a decade of
steady growth. One of the reasons for
this was a weak dolar,  which rnade t
part icular ly d f f  cu t  to se I  to the USA,
ihe r  chief export  markei.  But another
reason was an excessrvety conservat ve
mode pol icycompared with the compe-
t i t ion. On ' lst  Janlary 1979 a new man-
agementteam took up theirposts toqei
ihe motorcycle business back on trcck.

The f rsi mode 1o be shown to then by
the development department was a
cross country prototype as the basislor
a new procluctron model.

It was largely bu lt from components
ofthe BI\IW R 80 road modetwh ch were
imaginat ively combined wth newy
developed elements to form an enrirey
new motorcyc e. A iighter rear end and a
larger i ront wheelformed the basis of ts



otf-road credentia s. But the outstandinq
l€chnical  nnovat lon was a sinqle swing-
ng arm on the rear wheel,

Th s had already been deve oped by
the BMW engineers some trme earlier
and put in the "bottorn drawel'. Now it
proved perfect for the project to create a
completely new endurance model,
Sinqle suspension arms had been used
as eary as the 1950s, though only on
very sma I motorcycles ike the Gerrnan
"mme" or in some molor scooters, n
other words in machines whose weight

and pe{ormance were not to be com-
pared with a .grown-up" aVlW.
Incdenta y,  the ini tal  prototype was
buit  without a formal development br ief
and was mmediately used by the test
deparfmeni to accompany lhe works
team in cross-counny motoFsport

Cross-country tradition

Cross-country racing was familiar territon/
for BIVW; back in the 1920s and '30s the
company had been successful in six-day

Freedom and adventure in the land ol
opponunites The B[.4W R 80 G/S n

events, and even in the 1950s and'60s
BMW raked in t i te after t i te.  The ast
three cross-couniry championships were
won n theyears 1970 to 1972 by Herbert
Schek on a modified BIMW R 75/5. In
1978, when the rules allowed fouFsiroke
motorcyc es to compete again, Laszlo
Peres from BlvlW's test department came
second in the German Championship on
a self-bui t  800 cc machine weighinq only
142 kg.

This success created an appetite for
rnore: n 1979 BMW established another
works team, so thai lt could now otricia ly
take part in cross-country compettions.
The rcward for th s comm tment was the
German Championship t i t le,  won by
Richard Schalber in 1979 and Werner
Schutz in 1980, not to mention the
Eufopean Championsh p, which Rof
Wtthoftwon in 1980.

Building a successfu I sports modelis
one thing. Developing an economically
viable prcduction motorcycle is a more
complex challenge. Thus it was c earfrom
the outset that the new model was not
s mp yto be a replica ofthe cross-country
spofts machines which could only have
been sold at a relat ivelyh gh piceto afew
active sports riderc or collectors. The new
model had to be primari! sutable for
everyday use, and the sel ing pr ce had to
be in line with the market.

Seeking a market position

The onLy queston was what sort of sales
figures could be achieved. With the Honda
XL 250 and theYamaha XT 500, Japanese
manLifacturers had proved that, becauseof
their ease of handling, endurance modes
also had their appeal for road riders, and
had triggered an "enduro wave" especia y
in the USA. So ihere was definitelya recog-
nizable market out there.

Yet these s nqle-cylinder motorcycles
were not what BMW had in mind. They
were ftted out n a very spartan fashion!
which may have been adequate for bref
cross-country excursions but made riding
over long d stances a strain. As foftak ng a

Protoiype ofthe 1979 B[,4W R 80 G/S. Lts
c.oss-country rac ng ongrns are

I
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pl lion passenger along, that was out ofthe
question on extended lourneys.

A BIMW had to look different. Typical
vir tues such as comfort ,  long-distance
suitab l i ty and longevty were vtal .  And
so the idea gradual ly mater ialzed that
cross-country viabi l i ty shoLrld be com-
bined with high performance and r lde
comfort on the road.

A careful study of ihe market for
Enduros, moreover, showed that a mere
two percent of the ki lometres rdden
were across really difficu t terrain, wrth
98 percent on norma roads, unsurfaced
tracks or narrow paths,

Ingenious rear-wheel drive

It  was against this background that the
top management gave the go-ahead for
ser ies product lon. RLldiger GLrtsch,",
head of chassis development, was put In
charge of the project. Gutschewas - and
st i l l  is today - a keen cross-country r ider
who in the past often attracted attention
ridinq his se f-buit BN4WS at events.

The focus of development was on
the new single-arm rear-whee suspen-
s on. By strengthening the mounting of
the crown whee in the reaFwheeldr ive i t
was possible to screw the road wheel
d rect ly to the f ina drve via a f lange. l t
would make changing the wheelas easy
as on a caf,  but this was broaching new
technical ground and the key questLon
was whether such a design wou d be
ab e to withstand heavy stress.

Ini t ia l  tests were prom sing and in
January 1980 the G/S was to undergo a
real-life test under the most extreme
condit ions: BMW's press spokesman!
Kal l i  Hufsiadt,  set of f  with the journalst
Hans Peter Leicht on a 2,000-kilometre
journey through Ecuador, riding two pre-
product ion mach nes. The slogan was

Tria rln w th the ore-produciion model. Bl\,4W pfess spokesman Kalli Hufstadt and journalisl
Peter Hans L€icht put the R 80 G/S through its paces in Ecuadof n 1 980

"From primeva forest to etemal ce", ior
durinq the trip the motorcycles had to
prove themselves in extreme clirnatic
and road conditions: from the heal and
humidity of the Amazon bas n uP to an
alt i tude of rnore than 5,000 metres in the
rarefied atmosphere of the high Andean
glaciers. Both men and machines
emerqed from this trial of strength with
no more than a few s iqht in judes.

The development work of the BI\,IW
engineers had paid off ,  as had the
intense physical training undertaken by
both riders before their departure. The
backroom boys could now get down to
the f ine tuning, where theirwork natural-
ly benefited from their exper ence with
competition motorcycles.

The press is impressed

By 1st September 1940 everything was
ready. The BMW R80 G/S was intro-

HerbenSchek n the Elropean Off-Road
Champ onsh p . 1 974.

duced to the internationa press n th€
French city of Avignon. Less than 21
months had elapsed s nce the launch of
the project, and those nvolved at BI\,IW
were anxious to see the react ion
Needless to say, attention f rst focused
on the "lMonolevel', as the rear swing-
arm was called, But this nnovation was
not an end n i tsel f :  tmadetheassemby
some two kllograms lighter than a cor_
ventional solution, while torsion resist-
ance was about 30 percent h gher,
noticeably reducing the unwanted lateral
forces during spring compress on.

With a dry weight of just 167 kg, t
wasthe lightest motofcycle in the 800 cc
class. l t  had a c earance of 218 mm -
50mm greaterthan on the/7 ser ies and
its spring travel of 200 mm n front and
170 mm at the rear delivered off-road
qua ities to satisfy most riders. Another
result of experience in cross-country
sport  was the electronic igni t ion and - a
first on any endurance machine a disc
brake on the front wheel.
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Lelt Press launch ollhc BMW R a0 G/S in September 1980 in Avi!non ElDhoria alrer lhe test
drve.RghtthcR80G/Sptr)vesoff  roadqua ty.

On 1gth September, when twas shown
to ihe publc at the IFIVIA ( internat iona
motorcycle show), there was a tremen
dous crush around the BIVIW stand.
People were anxious to see thc
"Bavarian Alroundef '  that had a ready
receved so much advancc pra se in ihe
press. Enthusiasm on the stand was
converted nto orders for the comng
motorcycle season.

Aythe end of  1981,6,631 machines
more than twice the nLmbcr or iginal ly

panned - had lcf t  thc workshops in
Berin.  In that ycar,  one n every f ive
BN,4W motofcyc es sold was a GiS. The
endurancctourerwasmak ng a key con-
tr ibur ion to BMW's steadiy rsing sa es
f gures - and to th s day, 25 years after
the lalrnch, ih is segment of the market
has reta ned i ts enormous impo(ance
for BMW.

Success in the desert

In para lel  with the market aunch, BMW
increased i ts commtment to cross-
country sport  and set ts s thts on the
toughest and rfost prestiq ous off road
event in the wond:the Paris Dakar Ral ly.
First  stagcd in T979, this race covered
9,500 k lometres. A mere 30 percent of
the route ran along on surfaced roads. In
1979 the ony BMW drver,  Fanou,
ret i red wrth a techri ica faul t .  In 1980lho
starl of thc Paris Dakar hung by a thread
when the cading sponsor backed out,

But the quest ion was, how would the
press take to the con cept of a ia rge, long
range endurance bike? Would the BMW
R 80 G/S, in the hope mpied by r ts
nomenc ature G for Ge ande (tetra n)
and S for Strasse (road)- be accepted as
a positive synthes s, or derided by the
pub c as a lazy comprom se?

The answer was not ong n comrng:
the €nthusiasm among tournal ists at  the
launch of the new motorcycle was unan -
mo!s.  The words of  the lourna istwrt ing
forthe Swiss magaz ne N,4oto Sport stand
for numerous react ions in s imiarven:

'ncrcd blel  BI \ ,4W has managed to
build a motorcycle lhat has everyth ng it
takes to become a rea ly b q seller: the R
80 GiS Ho dinq steadfastly onto tr ed
and tested tradi t ions and combin ng
lhern with carafLrl observation of market
l rends and bold new ideas, they have
creatad a motorcyc e wh ch many true
bik ng aficionados have been waitinq for

Though there are 'Enduros'  wth
wh ch you can cover long distances per
fect ly wol ,  n terms of  per iormancc

aonelhere's no keeping upwrth modarn
road mach nes.. .  The G/S fee s at  home
on the t ight  and tw siy serpent inos oi  a
dir l  l rack in the Alpine footh ls,  a lonq
broad, wel -surfaced mouritain passes,

and no exaggerat ion the aulobahn.
Not to ment ion ihe sheerfun of  t . "

Rarely indeed had a new mode
insp r€d lournalsts lo such a var ety of
word pay: "natural  boxer",  "of f - road
champ on",  "one armed pathfndef ' ,

"mounta n boots for  spr int  ng",  "BMW
for a bi i  on ihe s de",  to quote only ihe
mosl  p quant.  Some maqazines, sLrch as

(4aximum drivrq pcaslre: Th-" BMWR A0G/S
alsooflered pcrfecl handing on the roard

the German pubicaton Motorud and
the Br i sh [/]otorcycle Sport, described
it w th a wink as "the best road motorcy
c e from BMW", so mpressed were they
by l is handl ing qual i t  es. A summary of
a l the test r ides might be:"A motorcyc e

Customers gotorthe G/S

It  s wo(h mention ng that the BMW R
80 G/S, at 800 cc, not ony had the
argeslcapac ty engine ol  any
endurance mach ne a lowed on the road,
but with a top speed of 168 kmih i t  was

To this end, lMetzeler had deve oped
specia tyres, since those hitherto ava l-
able on the marketware onlyl icensed for
speeds of up to 130 km/h. Such f igures
alone underlne the specialstatus ofthe
BMW G/S.
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io i .  l l t r r ,  r \ l ( r i r t r t  l l r '  1r ,  r  I  r r r  l l r r l  w f ,

w,rr i l  l r i ! ,  1!r ! '  r r ! r )  ,1; i r !  1o l ( r ! t l l ! r l

l r l ,  r rn l r )  I  /  r r r l r ' r ,

Wi lh l l l  J ] r  r r .vr ,  .  r , l l r ) r rw,Lr,

tnrr , i { t r r  , t r  r i  w, , , ,  1r I  i : r l r ! ! ] .  , ,  i l l ld,  r l

, , ! ,1, ,  w,f  , , .1 j , ) , i r r .  t t r r '  wl ' , r l r  l i i l , , l r  n ly

I t r \ r i1r  r r l (nr l  i l I  l  ' ) ln) . ,1)y l ] [4W r, l i

In{ ,  ( lov, .ot) [ ]d i1 ( i l ' . {  Al(r , r r l , , r  v l i r i

Fa kenhausen In 1955. forWalter 2, . ler  s
worki  rac n.J bk-. ,  Fi lker l rausen had
developed , f ( l  pf tented a f t r f r  whtr l
suspefs of  am with r lo lbo jdnt  r f rd
dr v inU iof t :e sr t ) txnt .  For (rrsorrs ol . i . ,s t

l l r , ,  r .ohr l  , r i  r ! )v ' r  , , r !  l ! ! l  , i , r r" ,  r r ( )
( lLrr l  r r i  r ! l  ( l (nr ln 

' " , , ,  
wr l l i  l l r  t )  , r , ,nJ.

ol  I  r !  l r ! l  l ! ! r i  , r l l r r  i r )  1t ,n l (Jr .  l l ! r r
, r l l ( r  l l r . ! .  ( l ( r ' !1, . r , .  l l ! .  r I r r  w,r ,  l r f , r r l
L() , r r , r in in l l l )  l ' j , r  , f i .v , ,

l [  [n ,  r ] ,1 11ir  l l !  , . , r  lv l r ! ,  ( l  iv(
w,f ,  1!r , r l1\ l  r i i  l l !  , i r , , t ! r r , ,  r r i  . r r i  , r r l
. ( r  (  r ( ) l i r l l ,wl l i  11. . r r r ( l  l l r ' r l , ( lv |
I ' i r ' r ( r ,  wrr I  r |v( ! l r ! l  i l r  l l r l ,  l r , r rh
lhroLr(J l r  ,  r I rv r ! t  l r ) !  r ,  , , r r t ) tn)r1.  l l r
r (n,rLir l )  i ly  o l  L[)  ,  r  ( ]  ( l r  ! ' ,  w, f ,  r" , ( lo

r ! f , r i iL) , ,1) !  lwo r)  lo l ! r r  f ,1, ,  |  
'  
l l ! , , ,1r ,

t r ,n l i ( r r  , r  nr  ,  r !1 ! r  , , (1(r i (  r  f rvd, ,  r  to r i l
r r l l r ' ( l  vr ' , , l i r l l  l l r , , , l r l r i i i ' , r l l i r l  r r
, r i . r l ( l l l , i i  wrr(J lL l  r i l  l ( f ,1 I  ( ,  kr t  r  l r r r

t ) ,  r r l  wr l l r  l l r r  Mlrx i  1,v|r  l !  I  1, ,  r , l | l !  |
w,r ,  r l t r rv,r l r r i l  l !  , r  l l i l r )  r , l l  L , ,Lr , t r r r

r ,  or i  , r r r r  l r rJ l l r  o l  I  400 ,r i I r ,  r i l l '  ( ] ,  t rJ
1ln) urrw,rr l {11 r(rrc l  orr , i  1r)  i  r r r  r  r t r  r r .  l r i
, ( l ( | l t r r ,  l l !  \ r r , , t ) ( r r r  orr  t )  , ry !v, f ,  I rn l l l r
I rn ( l  l ronr I /O rrnr ro l l l ( l  r ! r . , t r r ( l  l  nr
( l r i r l r )  

' r ly  
l ! ) : i l  ( r r ( ! l  :1rstr ' r r5r)n r l  r1

wh.I  d)Lr l ( ]  l r , : i , l  lo l ( r r  po:r  I  or ] , . l r ,n l  , r
:J( lh l ly  l r  . ( t r . : isrvr i  i t r r l idr

Perfection in the detail

Beyond rh! .  r rnr-Aro|rs ( let l l  rnrprove
mentsi weF nnporrre(l I th(i new (ls

Tlre t rer"e l r l  r . l  or l  w(ro g v(rr  r (kk\ l
renlo(:en'ern,  rn( l  I  f .w Mrrro(r l i  l ' ) ( i
srr) t )c l (nk was l l l (n l  lo l l ! r  l | ( r i l  wh(! i .
Maro(Jr hr( l  Jren( ly beer i  r (Jv ' )  nr  th( l
works nvolver"-art I lhe Paris Drkrl arrl
th-. rcsr t ot tlre r jorn rl(iv. otnn(nrl work
wrs r  t (nk wi t l r  s lstx l rson pry fu.rstal
| |otrr  200 nnn to 225 nnn whch qurn| l
ttxi ,n ,clvc .hnrpif! clfccL cvcn or
roul th loran i r fd c l im natcd dsLortof  on

'ki

erpai l r  r l t  - !  S.hfu.  P.r  s l )ak.r  l ln y of  l i l l l : l

so 1r I . f  of  rougl i  L.Jfn n.  To cl inr  nntc
ths tur id on i t  wou. l  havc bcen possible
to cflttlrcn thc suspcnsiof ann. Howevef
ths wrs of ly a theoret icnl  possbl ty
snc. to ncutfaire the rearnq ef iect .  t
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