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1969 Honda Dream CB750FOUR
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“Lions and leopards don’t need makeup to look cool. Motorcycle design should be that way too.
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Seeking the design for Honda’s flagship machine. While Honda received global recognition for its
technological prowess, it was with the CB750 Four that the company aimed to surpass global standards of
design. Even it weren't an inline-four, the goal was to make the best looking bike on the roads. That was
the concept behind the CB750 FOUR and that concept was decisively realized.

Designer

wH 3
Hitoshi Ikeda
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Text by Tsutomu Matsui

Photography by Yoshio Kumagai

An encounter between a kid who loved motorcycles
and drawing, and Soichiro.

Hitoshi lkeda grew up in a part of Japan where heavy winter snows often
brought traffic in the area to a complete halt. Ikeda’s father was a doctor, and
between the spring and early autumn he would head off on house calls riding
his BSA motorcycle. The distinct sound of its single-cylinder engine could be
heard from afar as a signal that he was on his way home.

During his early childhood, lkeda’s imagination was captured by the
world of super-realism depicted in illustrations by the artist Katsuichi
Kabashima. Scenes from Robinson Crusoe—of the castaway’s boat being
tossed about in a storm, life on the desert island and footprints left in the
sand—still remain etched in Ikeda’s memory. While at elementary school, the
blossoming artist Ikeda loved letting his imagination run free, entranced by
the vivid colors his Craypas pastel crayons left on pieces of cardboard.

After his father was drafted into the military around 1940, Ikeda, then a
junior high school student, would sneak the BSA out of the barn where it was
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Hitoshi Ikeda (1936-) Joined Honda in 1963. Was in charge of CB750FOUR, DAX etc.
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kept, and ride it around the neighborhood, which resounded with the echo of
its single-cylinder engine’s put-putting sound.

Ikeda'’s love of drawing and motorcycles eventually lead him to decide
that he wanted to become an industrial designer. And when he finally went
on to university, little did he know that his lodgings in the Tokyo suburb of
Nishi-Ochiai would be so incredibly close to the home of Soichiro Honda. One
day while passing by, Ikeda caught a glimpse of a prototype version of the
C70 Super Cub being carted on the back of a trailer into Honda's home.
Soichiro Honda himself was there in the front garden, standing next to the
prototype as he talked to its developer. The engine looked really sharp. But
something about the fuel tank seemed odd to Ikeda. “If | could remake that,
it would look even better,” he thought to himself.

Whether through fate or dumb luck, Ikeda—who had so adored the
realistic drawings of Katsuichi Kabashima as a boy—graduated from
university and found himself working as a designer at Honda. But he soon
found himself confronted by the boss, Soichiro Honda, who doubted that any
real understanding could be derived from drawings, believing that the
creation of solid objects required equally solid models. Yet, after presenting
four drawing proposals rendered in full-scale dimensions, Ikeda succeeded in
changing Honda's mind.

“I guess you really can understand with a drawing after all,” the Honda
founder said. “Right! Let’s go with this drawing.”

Ikeda brought about this transformation in attitude because his drawings
were so realistic in their detail—right down to the smallest screw.

“When | joined the company in 1963, | was put in charge of the design
of the CB450 ‘Black Bomber,” with its ‘tunafish’ fuel tank. Its dual overhead
cam vertical-twin engine cranked out plenty of horsepower at high revs. And
even though it had a smaller-displacement engine, it was putting out more
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horsepower and had a higher top speed than the Triumphs or Nortons that
were selling so well in the United States at the time, and for that reason it was
released as Honda's flagship model.

“The Triumph Bonneville in particular was selling better than any other
motorcycle in the United States. It captivated riders with it torquey
acceleration and the way you could drop its clutch at low revs, crank open the
throttle and leave a 5-meters-long black skid mark as it pulled away. High-
revving horsepower was totally irrelevant. Honda’s design just wasn't being
accepted by the overseas market.”

At the time, Triumph’s American models featured a distinctive teardrop-
shaped fuel tank. And even though the tank wasn't very large in volume, its
shape was its real attraction, so lkeda made plans to fill the gap. Honda could
take on the rest of the world in World Grand Prix racing, yet for some reason
it still had yet to find its way in conveying a sense of the style and substance
sought after in the cultural sphere.

Soon thereafter, Ikeda heard word back from the United States that the
CB450 was having a difficult time in that market. Soichiro Honda soon left on
an inspection tour of Europe, where his eyes were drawn to the British
machines. It was the big bikes that really seemed to catch his eye, according
to an employee who accompanied the founder and, a few days after his
return, told lkeda about the trip. Soon after Honda's return the mood
changed to making big motorcycles targeted at Americans, and development
of the CB750 FOUR began.

“The Old Man (as Ikeda refers to Soichiro Honda) drew up plans for a
new 250 with more vertical cylinders compared to the forward-tilted cylinders
on the earlier CB72, detailing everything from the shape of the cylinder fins
down to the buffed finish on the end faces. | looked at those drawings and
thought with a laugh, "What a tiger!” However, those drawings gave us the
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strong motivation we needed to think about what a sports motorcycle should
be like, and we were freed to let loose and design it from there. We knew it
wasn’t going to be a utility vehicle or a delivery bike to be used for carrying
cargo...it was a sports bike, and it needed to have a certain look about it.

“Since the 450 flagship had flopped, the work we were doing became a
matter of personal honor. Everyone from Soichiro on down wanted to make a
machine that had something guaranteed to blow away every other
motorcycle off the road,” Ikeda says.

Having already established a superb record of conquest in World Grand
Prix racing, the decision was made to create a four-cylinder engine.
Development started at the beginning of 1968 and continued gaining speed
with sights set on the Tokyo Motor Show being held later that year.

“The responsible development chief decided on the basic overall layout
and concept, passing on the necessary instructions to the body design team
and the engine section about such details as the length of the wheelbase.
Because the bike had to achieve a certain type of mobility, the frame had to
be just so. And | had to constantly keep my eye on both groups. | didn’t want
to leave the engine team alone to decide such things as engine mount
positions, in case we weren't able to change things later on, so | only ever
went home for short breaks. Besides, it was such interesting and exciting
work, | couldn’t pull myself away.”

Ikeda threw himself into creating a veritable mountain of concept
drawings. It wasn't strange for him to draw up to seven tank designs on a single
page of his sketchbook. Repeatedly redrawing sketches of such details as exhaust
pipe curvatures and flange shapes helped him solidify these objects in his mind.
Yet, there were never any actual dimensional renderings compiled on the 750.
That work was done with a felt-tip marker on an actual dimensional blueprint of
the frame to roughly draw up where things should be.

As a designer, no detail was overlooked in making the CB750 FOUR a
high-quality model unlike virtually anything else on the planet.

“At the time there was a weld seam on the top of the tank. | knew
Americans wouldn't like that, so | requested that it be eliminated and instead
have it welded in a butt joint. However, the body team said it would cost a lot
more to do it that way. | hung around the person in charge for days at a time.
| avoided being adamant about the bottom seam, and instead used a
decorative strip to hide it and help bring out its sense of quality. We couldn’t
make the tank width any narrower than it was. We asked to make the frame
narrower, but had to give up on the idea in the end because of the width of
the fuel tank cap,” Ikeda says.

Ikeda really detested the decorative chrome plates Honda often attached
to both sides of their fuel tanks during the 1960s. He wanted to heighten the
750's quality feel using just paint and lines, which further intensified his desire
to succeed in the United States.

“This is the first time I've ever told anyone this, but the angle of the
meters was actually inspired by the motif of the large meter used on The
Vincent, which boldly stared up at you as though it was issuing a challenge.
Just looking at that imposing meter gave you the impression that the bike
would be able to hit 200 kilometers per hour. Later, on a business trip flying
from Tokyo to New York, | was given a look at the meters in the cockpit and
was overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the machinery I saw there. | used
the color of the lighting as a reference for the design of our own meters. To
create the same sort of back-lighting effect | needed to use a translucent
plastic for the dial and then print numbers on top of that,” Ikeda says.

Hating welding seams as he did, lkeda wasn’'t at all happy with the way
the four-into-four mufflers was produced. He was especially disappointed
with the heat shields attached to the top of the mufflers for safety reasons.
“Our good-looking megaphone mufflers were ruined by those ugly things
stuck on their sides,” Ikeda lamented at the time. Looking back at the
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situation years later, he admitted that the pressed steel pieces allowed for a
slimmer form that permitted the four separate exhaust pipes to be used.
“That probably couldn’t have been achieved if we'd been using more modern
tubular pieces like those used on the K7 version (1977)."

Ikeda looks back once again at the CB750 FOUR and explains the
philosophy behind his design.

“In areas where the design was not up to world standards, | still wanted
it to be better than anything else on the road. Even if we couldn’t use the
four-cylinder engine, | still wanted to make the sharpest-looking bike | could
possibly make. That's all | was thinking. And for this | gave it everything | had.

“I hate things that are overly designed. Lions and leopards don’t need
makeup to look cool. It just has to be that way from the start. That's my firm
belief,” Ikeda says.

lkeda believes that his involvement in the CB750 FOUR project alone was
enough to justify to all his time at Honda. However, after it was finally released,
Honda began turning its attention more toward developing cars. The CB750 FOUR
was never given a chance to further evolve, and soon lost its competitive edge.

“Had it been updated to a dual overhead cam inline-four things might have been
different,” Ikeda says, voicing his frustration and regret at having watched the fortunes
of his nana-han (seven-half: 750) decline.
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H Note

When Soichiro Honda said "Let's make something really big for the American
market" the CB750 project started. Up until then Honda's flagship model was
the CB450 so the CB750 project was something huge for Honda, not just in the
engine capacity but in general. The unheard-of 736cc engine was loaded onto a
huge frame and with the four exhaust pipes and front disk brake, everything was
absolutely new to Honda
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OHESE 1 736cm3 @FEHEL 1 9.0 @R A 1 67PS/8,000rpm
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@2 K x 218 x £/ © 2,160x885x1120mm

@EEEEE 1 1,455mm @REM LS 1 160mm @EIER @ 218kg
ORIV IRE 194

@47 : 32km/ £ (60km/h)

@51 VHAX (8- %) :3.25-19 400-18

W Specifications W

@ Engine : Air-cooled 4-stroke 8-valve OHC inline-4 @ BorexStroke : 61x63mm
@ Displacement : 736cm? @ Compression Ratio : 9.0

@ Max.Power Output : 67PS/8,000rpm @ Max.Torque : 6.1kg-m/7,000rpm

@ Transmission Type : 5-speed @ Dimension(LxWxH) : 2,160x885x1120mm
@ Wheelbase : 1,455mm

@ Ground Clearance : 160mm @ Loaded Weight : 218kg

@ Fuel Tank capacity : 194 @ Tire Size(Front - Rear) : 3.25-19 4.00-18
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