
MOTO GUZZI
LE MANS

1976- l99l O {1750-f4000 O l35xpH aB44/949ccO7ll8leFlp

The Moto Guzzi
Le Mans combines
performance, handling
and ltalian charisma
with surprising
practicality. lt's good
value too - is this the
perfect classic buy?
WORDS: DANNY DEFAZIO
PHOTOCMPHY LYNDSEY CHURCH

ow, uncompromising and uniquely
Italian, the Moto Guzzi Le Mans still
turns heads. !íhen the 844cc Mkl
was introduced in 1976 it wasnt the

fastest sportster, the best looking, or the
cheapest, but there was always something that
was just so right about the sum of its parts.

Veighing in at around 4901b and with a top
speed of at least l30mph, the Le Mans was an
impressive performer with good handling and,
thanks to the simplicity of an ohv V-twin
engine and shaft drive, it was easy to marntarn
too. The downsides were the slightly suspect
build quality and the cramped riding posrtron.

Like any Ducati, BMV, or for that matter
Harley-Davidson, the Le Mans was a bike
proud to parade the int€griry of its heritage. In
an age when the worth of a spons machine
was generally measured by its number of

cylinders and overhead camshafts, here was a
primitive single camshaft V-twin that red-
lined at a hardly earth-shattering 7300rpm.

The original Le Mans was followed by Íour
updated successors so that the model survived
a l5 year producrion run. Aesrhetical ly, the
balance ofpopular opinion rests squarely with
the Mkl which is distinguished by its skimpy
bikini fairing.

The Mkll that arrived in 1978 shared the
same rounded cylinder barrels, 36mm
Dell 'Orto carburettors, black chrome
exhausts and buttock-busting seat as the
Mkl. The key diíferences were a three piece
fairing and a more comprehensively equipped
instrument panel.

The angularity that crept in with the MkII
gained a few extra Íacers with the 1982 MkIII
including the squared off cylinders. By the
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time the MkIV appeared in 1984, the tant,
side panels and seat had visually merged into
a single more or less f lowing unit.  The engine
was opened up to 948.8cc, giving the bike
greater top end and a little extra mid-range
grunt. The Dell'Ono carbs were also opened

up to 40mm, and the front wheel on eatly ver-
sions shrank to a then trendy 16 inches.

With the 1988 atival of the MkV, easily
identified by its frame-mounted fairing, the
bike was barely recognisable as the progeny of
the rough diamond MkI.

Engineering
Engine design is simple, beautiful and
uncomplicated. Housed within the well-rein-
forced aluminium alloy crankcase, the one-
piece forged crankshaft is supported front
and rear by a single plain bearing. Set at 90
degees to each other, the transverse, oÍÍset
cylinders benefit from excellent cooling,
while the single duplex-chain driven
camshaft actuates each pair of valves via alu-
minum pushrods with hardened end-caps,

Power output over the cooking T3 model
was boosted by increasing the compresslon
ratio to 10.2: l, Íitring larger valves, a lumpier
camshaft and 36mm accelerator pump
Dell'Orto carburettors, which were supplied
without air filters.

Marelli contact breakers, housed in the dis-
tributor between the cylinders, are driven )

l97E (@ l()0.1

what you get for your money
Many ltalian bikes, and Cuzzis in particular
are remarkab y cheap at the moment. Thá
Mkl model commands a premium - it's the
best looking and the puresl version.
Because Guzzis are rugged, capable and srm-
ple to maintain they tend to get used quite
hard and there are a lot oí high mileage and
slightly dog eared exampies around. Spend
time trying to íind a tidy bike.

Í1750-Í2500 Well used and unkempt
e.xamoes, rhoug- ['s not i.npossibe ro get
useable bikes for this kind of cash.
í2500-Á3000 At this money the bike
should be tidy though it may be modified
and have covered a high mileage,
Í3000-f4000 High quality bikes change
hands for this kind of.ash, though dealers
may try and get more for mint examples.
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{ by a gear taken from the camshaft. The igni-
t ion is spl i t  into t lvo circuits. each unique to
its own cylinder, so that with a misfire only
one cylinder will be affected. Elecuonic igni-
tion didnt appear until the MkV

Carburation throughout the series is by
Dell'Ono with an included accelerator pump
for snappy take-offs. The Bosch Type DF

starter motor is a pre-engaged unit that spins
the engine via the flyrrheel ring-gear, The 280-
watt three-phase G1 alternator, rectifier and
regulator is also by Bosch.

The five speed gearbox is driven via a dou-
ble-plare diaphragm clutch which, because ir
is spinning at engine speed, is more clunk than
cl ick every lr ip. But i t  is st i l l  a durable unit .

It delivers its power ro the rear wheel through
a steel swinging arm that houses a steel drive-
shaft.

You only need to remove the engine for
maior crank work and when you want to
replace the rear crankshaft oil seal.

Removeable lower frame rails mean that sep-

arating th€ engine from the chassis is a rela-

tively straightforward process. The chassis

can be lifted off óe engine/gearbox assembly
and the lower frame rails.

The Brembo brakes are operated by Guzzi's
linked system in which the foot pedal operates
one front caliper and the rear brake, while the
handlebar lever brings the second front caliper
into action for rapid stops,

The front Íorks look conventional, but
damping is provided by sealed units which
can't be rebuilt.

1978 (@ 200.1

Comeól switchgear is often r+ldcedï}erê is no triDmetêr on the Mkl Lè Mdhs
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Frame numbers on the
headstock, engine num-
bers on the nearside
crankcase. The írst b,,,,o letters idediry genulne I ê
lYans. Frame and engine numbers dont match.
Mkl f rom: vE l l l l l  to VE 13040
Mkll frcm: VE | 104 | to VE 24086
Mkl l l í rom: vFl l l  l l  to VF 207000
l'4klv (Lê l4ans 1000) from: \/Vl | | I I
l4kvírom: W14000 to W16349

What goes wrong
Not a lot, actually. The MkI and MkIl nave
cast iron cylinder bores which won't last as
long as the MkIII, MkIV and MkV with their
Nicasil-plated bores. Life spans of 50,000 to
70,000 miles are typical for cast iron bores.
Nicasil bores can last for 150,000 miles.

The rear engine oil seals, like any seals that
havent been changed in 20 years, will harden.
Seals are cheap. Labour is expensive. en
you buy, check this has been recently done,
and (if not) factor it into your budget.

Guzzi electrical woes are part of the folk-
lore. The components are mainly Bosch items,
and the problems are usually down to th€
wiring and connectioos ir-berween. Various
switchgear contacts, particularly on the earli-
er models, are small and prone to corrosion.

The universal joints take a fair pounding

DUCATT 900SS
I 975-82 Lo€ y loping powef and great looks, bLn
êxpensiv€ and with bankrupti.g êngrne oveàa! cons.
É40m-6000

BMW R90/R90S
lo73 'o soft co-pared to tae Guz,. b-í dÊtb-k "naamazingly capable. al 750-5000

LAVERDA I OOO
| 973-82 BrutáI, healy and oud. Laverda trip ês &e
greal l@king, but tfe íiding expenence s an acqlired
taíe. 42500-4000

and will, depending on the usage of the bike,
usually need replacing between 25,000 and
50,000 miles, though they and the UJ support
bearing need checking every year.

The car type clutch is beeÉy and can last for
100,000 miles so long as it is treated well.

Cu ent owner
Martln tGy bouttft
thk Mkl Le Mons
ftom former CB

editor Phi iP Tooth

Regular carb balancing is a must and is best
done with gauges or a manometer,

The duplex camchaií will usually last
around 25,000 mrles rhough the rensioner
needs to be checked annually. Camchain
replacement ic relat ively straightforward.

The sealed damper units in the front forks
lose damping quite quickly. Replacements are
relatively cheap at {19.74 from Motorworks,
though superior FAC irnits cost twice that.
Some bikes may have been converted to con-
ventional forks either by having their intemals
modified or their legs replaced.

The plentiful supply of new and second-
hand parts, plus the simplicity of the Guzzi
layout which makes them easy to work on,
means that th€re really isnt much excuse Íor
the bike not to be in decent nick. Regular oil
changes and a bit of care are all it takes.
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< Upgrades
There is a huge range of modifications and
upgrades available for the Le Mans range.
Guzzis encourage owner involvement and
many bikes will have been altered from stan-
dard specification.

Electronic ignition conversions save you all
that fiddling around with the hard to access
points. A Lucas Rita unit will cost around
f,100. A timing gear conversion makes
camshaft timing more accurate and reliable.
Expect to pay í150 per set.

Deep sump conversions increase crankcase
oil capacity and improve engine breathing
and are around {90, If you want to convert
to an external oil filter at the same time the
price rises to dl70.

If an 850 needs a rebore many owners opt
Íor a 950 conversion at f150 per cylinder.

Buying a Le Mans
Check the usual things: leaks, rattles, and
general signs of neglect, abuse and damage.

The bonom end should be solid and
rumble-free. Cranks are very durable, but
only when properly lubricated with good
quality oil. Look for general oil tightness
and, as ever, ask for servicing details.

Some of the early gearboxes had weak
pedal return springs. Feel for looseness or
sloppiness here and ask intel l igenr quesrions
and take it for a t€st ride. Check for corro-
sion around the engine bolts. Inspect the fork
stanchions for wear, the rear shocks for
leaks, and the brake discs for scoring. All
these parts are fairly hard-wearing and
shouldn't be knackered.

The cast wheels fitted to the Le Mans
series are fairly durable but can crack.

Examine them carefully, especially if you sus-
pect any kind of frontal damage, and look
for chips, welds, or anything that gives you

cause for misgivings.
Lastly, get the rear wheel ofÍ the ground

and feel for backlash in the bevel box.
Lxcessive movement probably means that the
cush-drive splines are wom and Íequire
anention. They can be welded and reclaimed
but it can cost hundreds of pounds.

The original seats were uncomíortable and
many were replaced. Decide iÍ you want
comfort or concouÍs, and be aware that
original seats are almost impossible to find.

Check engine and Írame numbers. Quite a
few cooking models have been converted into
le Mans lookalikes, and some Le Mans have
been kept running using later engines. Make
sure you know whar you are actual ly buying.
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t976 MOÍO GUZZI LE MANS

overh€ad valve v-twin
844.c

83 x 78mm
10.2 : l

wét 5umP
36mm Dêll'Orto

straight .ut gearíshak
dry twin-plate/s-sped

| 2v atternàtor
batrery ànd coil

Duplex.radle
telescopi. Íork

twin rhcks, sin8ing arm
twin 3o0mm BÍembo discí

single 300mh Brêmbo
.at àlloy

3 . s 0 H x 1 8 / 4 . 0 0 x 1 8

47ólb (2 | óks)
29.2sin (74lmm)
se.sin (l470mm)

s sallons (22.5 lirres)

íand'.t qualer m c ll.o9sec
pow.'olrplt Tlbhp@7300rpm(.t.imed)

Mkl
97ó 1978 The ong na 'bad 

ro $e bone 844cc Le
mans. Coolrs.ed or b !e

Mktl
| 978 982 Son of Le l.,lans. Esennall/ the same pack
a8e, blt wth a bgge. hand ebar Ían ng en8ine paiels
and other m no. mpÍovements. Coo!6 red or b !e

Mk l
1982- 984 New bódnvork. sluared edge clindeE
with N Gsil boíes which ete.d êngln€ llíe
Compàratlve y rare. Ren or wh te

o84 ló8  L-e .ê  .po  1 . . . reas€d o418.8 , . .  o .1o-
ed sidepanes and talp ece. l6inírontwhee makes tyfe
choice tncl</. Làter models revert to lSin

1988' 991 Now wth írame mounted íaÍng and 8n
" o - ,  r '  - - l  À S o o d r c á d b l e  b u  r d t  p r ^ ó , e a ,

Parts and availability
Expect to enjoy around 95 per cent avaiab lty. tor
of gnaity enthusasts sorne tems, incudng genune
seats and swltchgear, are hard to índ. Engne and
cnass s spares are genera ly not a problenr so your bike
should never be oíthe road wat ng for parts.

Typical prices for rebu lt drvelne un versa jo nts are
around IBO. A new set wi cost approx mately {130
A natched pnion and crownwheel set costs {250
{300 l'lost other fast moving items are on a par wth
s m aT períormance cass cs and wont break the bank.

Simple ohv V-twin engine wos origina y designed for a
three-wheel militory vehicle. lt" bomb prcof
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CONTACTS
Corca kaliano Olli.à C!u7 aBc.t Íu w.rtjhop
fa( (.5 a.d ne,' sprts for trr'r m 0208 54c 7 55
In moto Oíll. à agent i! Lworlshóp ía. t'eiari.l
new spr es Jor Vr,.5 0208 689214
Itali. Clssics 0 522 5 85
ItaliÁn Vintagè Company i|ported s..oftihrf.l
bke5 n.a 5pac5 fc?r' s er.eF 01671 812815
Moto Gu2zi Ownè6 Club
M,r, moto!u77 . !b .o !k Poía naa .j b. o,,
Motori Di Mariío Of.a .Eeit lu .r'/ortsroD

ri. t'c! a.a new sparer fo, V twr! 0 798 8 126r.
Motomecca Nov spires rnd B.nrbo bnte.ófl
pónef15  0r202 821.151
MotoMorks NÊ,, i.rllsca pà1s 08t5 4580076

NBS 5p i .s !795 i1  58 ]88 t
North Lèicêstêr Motor.y.lès 5pr,e! ia
so.ondhT.l blcs ior sae 0 5,iC 26118l
Wêssons N.v and ls€d fti1! ! .1j5I LitÉ,8

Mktv

Mkv
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