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FEveryman’s exotic.
BY MARC COOK

xotic motorcycles are a strange breed. And that’s not solely be-
E cause of their elevated status as rare, expensive moto-art, either.
Instead, exotics are different from the rest because of what they can
make otherwise rational people do—namely, shell out exorbitant
amounts of money for quirky, insolent motorcycles. For the connois-
seur, then, the exotic’s real attraction is emotional. How fast it can
make his heart race is more important than how fast the bike will
shoot down a quarter-mile. But even the most hard-core exotic lover
will admit that day-to-day living with a high-strung thoroughbred
can be a match made in hell, not heaven.

Cagiva understands both sides of the exotic equation, and thinks
owning a specimen of Italian exotica shouldn’t require the commit-
ment of a Victorian marriage. And living proof of that understanding
is Cagiva’s Alazzurra 650 SS, because under the Alazzurra’s fiberglass
bodywork beats the palpitating heart of a recognized exotic: the
Ducati Pantah. Though the agreement between the two companies
revolves around Ducati supplying engines for the larger company,
Cagiva chose to update one of Ducati’s existing models as its first
U.S.-spec streetbike. More important, though, is that Cagiva’s refine-
ment didn’t distill the Pantah’s spirit right out of the Alazzurra. In-
stead, the company saw fit merely to smooth some of the Duck’s
rough edges to adapt it to the American market.

That approach works especially well for the Alazzurra, because its fit
and finish are well up to current standards, but the bike is distinctive
enough to set it apart from other middleweights. At the same time, Ca-
giva made sure that neither the Duck’s back-breaking riding position
nor its ultra-tall, autostrada-style gearing remain to torture American
riders. The resulting combination is nothing short of delightful: The
Alazzurra virtually exudes exotica, yet it offers a measure of versatility
that's uncommon for many motorcycles, much less an Italian exotic.

There’s little question that the heart of the 650’s amicable character
is its engine. For starters, the air-cooled, 649.6cc vee-twin displays
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impeccable manners together with an un-
usually broad, usable powerband. As low
as 2000 rpm, the SS pours out a torque-
laden stream of power that feels almost
constant until 6500 rpm, when the motor
hikes up its skirt and rushes toward red-
line. Although it’s not necessary to wring
the motor to its 9000-rpm redline to ex-
tract its best power, it will pull willingly
up to—and slightly past—that point.
Considering the source of that power is
essentially a slightly modified 600 Pan-
tah motor, the Alazzurra's broad power-
band is surprising. Cagiva wanted a
smooth, usable spread of power for its
first American-export streetbike, and so
commissioned Ducati to break the Pan-
tah’s cammy, high-rpm habits and pump
up the engine's torque throughout the
rev range. To that end, the two-valve-
per-cylinder motor received a 1mm larger
bore and a 3.5mm longer stroke com-
pared to the 600, boosting displacement
from 583cc to 650ce. Plus, the Alazzurra's
desmodromic valvetrain got slightly
milder cam timing, though valve sizes
(37.5mm intake, 33.5mm exhaust) re-
main faithful to the Pantah dimensions.
At the same time, Ducati performed
some hocus-pocus on the drivetrain to
adapt the package for the American mar-
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ket. The most significant changes include
slightly shortened (raised numerically)
final-drive and fifth-gear ratios, alter-
ations intended to complement the new
engine’s gutsy midrange. Those changes
also make life easier for the bike’s clutch,
because the old Pantah’s super-tall first
gear necessitated two-stroke-like clutch
slipping to get under way. But the Cagi-
va's hydraulic clutch actuation—a
change made solely to counteract the stiff
clutch springs—won’t make life any eas-
ier for you: Lever effort is unusually high,
and the blade’s sharp edges only bring
that home even more.

Likewise, the Alazzurra's throttle and
front brake require uncomfortably high

effort. As with many Brembo brakes, the
SS's front brake provides subpar feed-
back, making wheel lockup difficult to
predict during hard sport riding. What's
more, the feel and level of effort change
substantially as the binders get hot, which
makes braking action inconsistent from
corner to corner. Yet in typical Brembo
fashion, the fixed calipers and cast-iron
discs—virtually the same as on the '80
Pantah—provide plenty of power, more
than enough to stop the 432-pound SS.
As with the brakes, much of the Alaz-
zurra’s chassis pieces are a direct
carryover from the Pantah. Cagiva
elected to use the Ducati components to
help speed the Alazzurra into produc-
tion—although subsequent hig-bore
streetbikes from the firm will use all-new
frame and suspension pieces wrapped
around Ducati engines. That doesn’t
mean today’s Alazzurra frame was ne-
glected, though: Cagiva reduced the
steering head angle 0.5 degree (to 30.0 de-
grees) in an effort to guicken the SS's
steering response, Otherwise, the frame
follows the original Ducati ladder design,
with a series of mild-steel tubes forming a
bird-cage “box” between the steering
head and the top shock mounts. The en-
gine bolts to this frame via six solid
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mounts, forming a stressed member with
the swingarm pivoting on bushings in the
rear of the crankcase.

Compared to the frame, the Cagiva’s
suspension components seem utterly con-
ventional. Up front, there’s a Marzocchi
fork with 35mm-diameter stanchion
tubes that provides neither air-pressure
nor damping adjustments. In a similarly
Italian fashion, the rear suspension con-
sists of a pair of Marzocchi shocks offering
spring-preload adjustment only, And al-
though Cagiva has fitted softer springs
to both ends compared to the earlier
Ducati’s, the ride is decidely firm, espe-
cially at the rear. Moreover, the fork
possesses a fair amount of seal friction,
making it feel noticeably stiff, when in
fact its spring rate is much softer than
at the rear.

And it’s the suspension’s shortcomings
that prove to be the Alazzurra’s Achilles’
heel on a twisty backroad. The suspen-
sion responds poorly to pavement irregu-
larities, making it difficult for the tires to
maintain traction through bumpy cor-
ners. Moreover, larger bumps find their
way through the shocks with enough
force to threaten to throw you off the sad-
dle. The suspension’s inadequacies are
unfortunate, too, because they under-
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mine what are otherwise excellent steer-
ing characteristics. Initiating a turn re-
quires only light pressure on the narrow
bar, and the SS responds in the linear
fashion that Italian sportbikes are re-
nowned for. Still, the bike’s light steering
feel doesn’t necessarily mean the bike
steers quickly: The Alazzurra won't flick
over into a turn or change lines as rapidly
as most middleweights, thereby requiring
a more aggressive riding style than is nec-
essary on the Japanese competition.

In terms of engine performanece, though,
the Alazzurra proves easy to ride hard.
Granted, the Cagiva can’t keep pace with
Japan’s middleweights in terms of sheer
horsepower, but the bike’s powerband

eases the chore by virtue of its breadth:
There’s enough power as low as 4500 rpm
to mount a serious charge out of a corner.
And when it comes time to stir the S8’s
gearbox, you'll find that the five ratios are
well spaced and the transmission’s shifting
action is superb—the Bullworker-class
clutch pull is the only significant hitch in
the bike’s driveline.

Moreover, the Cagiva’s motor suits it
well for touring duty, as well. With the
650’s fairly short gearing, the engine turns
about 4500 rpm at 60 mph—right in the
heart of its torque curve. What’s more, vi-
bration at that engine speed is negligible:
You'll have to spin the motor above 7000
rpm before any noticeable vibration creeps
through the pegs and bar. Not only is the
Cagiva smooth, it's also fairly comfortable.
Surprisingly, the bike's stiff rear suspen-
sion doesn’t hurt it as much on the highway
as it does on the twisty road, because the
soft Pirelli Supertouring tires absorb most
of the smaller jolts, making the bike feel
more taut than harsh.

The S8’s moderate riding position and
broad, flat saddle help on long-distance
travel, too: The Alazzurra’s ergonomics
allow you to spread your weight almost
equally between the seat, bar and pegs.
And as icing on the cake, the bike’s fair-
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