EXCELLENCE
WASN'T ENOUGH

The rise and fall of a company which

put engineering first, sales second

by C.D. Bohon

f the more than one hundred Jap-

ancse motoreyele companies that

failed 1o survive until the great
export boom of the 1960s, Marusho is the
only enc an Amcrnican is likely to have
heard of. Marusho was recently referred to
as a classic in the CYCLE WORLID) “Let-
ters” column. There i1s even a Marusho
Owners’ Club in Virginia and 4 company
in California still stocks parts for the ma-
chine.

This said, we are left to wonder who or
what Marusho was. what the bikes were
like, and finally, what happened 1o the
company with the unofficial slogan, “En-
gineering first, sales second.”

Masashi Ito, founder and president of
Marusho. learned his trade under the
guidance of Soichiro Honda back in the
1930s. Ite studied metallurgy at Honda's
auto repair factory in Hamamatsu, where

he was an apprentice mechanic, After five
vears of Honda's tulelage and a stint at
another factory, Ito founded his own re-
pair factory in 1940, He was 27,

It was an unfortunale time to establish a
business. Two vears later. with Japan at
war, [to was forced to sell his ledgling
company. He was not able to get his com-
pany back in operation until 1946, Soon he
wius busy transforming cannibalized
junkers of all makes into functioning
motor vehicles. Ho’s reputation for quality
work became such that he was hired by
Toyola and Nissan to manufucture truck
cabs, [to and his company could have
settled into prosperous obscurity but Ito
has this thing aboul motorcycles had al-
ways had it. He wanted 1o make his own,
And he wanted to make the best.

S0 he sold his company and with the
proceeds, on May 1, 1948 established the

Marusho Motoreyele Manufacturing
Company, Tokyo. The trademurk of the
new company told a ot about the philoso-
phy ot'its tounder. Marw is the same prarn
tugged on to the numes of Japanese ships.
Il means “eirele.” hut it also implies
wholeness and harmony. She means
“right, correct. honest.” The Marusho logo
was a circle enclosing the Chinese charac-
ter for sho,

Marusho’s first Tactory employed 10
workers and built 30 motoreyeles 1 month
on order, cash in advance. These were
distributed through Tokyvo Toyota. These
first Marushos, named @ilac, a flower los
wife especially liked, were channel frame
alfairs not much different from the first
Honda Dreams. Both the Honda and the
Marusho were inspired by mid-1930s cra
German machines.

A typieal early Lilac was the 1951 LB. a
channel frame ohv Single displacing
147 9¢ce. The LB weighed 243 |b. and had 4
top speed of 49 mph. The engine produced
3.5hp at 4500 rpm. The trunsmission was a
two-speeder. Front suspension was han-
dled by a telescopic fork, the rear was rigid.
While the bike didn’t have the sophistica-
tien of the Honda Dream's plunger rear
suspension. admitted of having two less
harsepower and weighing more, still it was
fuster than Soichiro™ machine and already
boasted the Marusho specialty, shalt drive,
a first in Japan. Every Marusho made
woald be shalt dreive: Ito considered the



chain a fragile, messy anachronism. The
LC Marusho of the same period was
equipped with an automatic transmission.
The clutch plates were faced with cork, as
in the early Hudson automatic transmis-
sion, upon which the Marusho gearbox
was based.

In 1951 Marusho built 496 motorcycles,
making the company the seventh ranking
Japanese maker behind Honda, Meguro,
Showa, Shin Meiwa, Rikuo, and Asahi.
The next year saw Marusho drop the chan-
nel frame in favor of the tube frame, and
adopt a plunger rear suspension for its 150.
Factory output shot up to 2443 machines
and Marusho took over fourth place
among manufacturers.

In 1953 Marusho introduced its most
popular model, the Baby Lilac, a 90cc
runabout, a forerunner of the mighty host
of lightweight utility step throughs with
which Japan would flood the world in later
years. For most of Marusho’s history the
demand for the Baby Lilac would be
greater than the factory could handle and
the bike would always be back-ordered.

This little Lilac was an odd-looking ma-
chine, with the headlight and gas tank
mounted as an integral unit, a wide-diam-
eter, single-backbone girl’s bicycle-style
triangular frame with double downtubes,
oil tank hanging below the seat, bottom
link forks almost Earlesian in size up front,
and a rigid rear.

But the Baby’s 76 kilograms were pro-
pelled by an 88.6cc ohv engine delivering
3.2 hp at a time when most other 90s made
do with 1.5 or 2 hp. It was a maintenance-
free shaft-driver, the two-speed transmis-
sion was automatic, the carrying capacity
was substantial. The rider was pampered
by a luxuriously thick and soft seat in
contrast to the bicycle seat other makers
offered. The Baby Lilac even sported a tiny
windscreen.

Sales of the Baby Lilac raised Marusho
output to 6435 units.

In 1954, Marusho tooled up to build a
completely different kind of machine, the
Dragon. This was a horizontally opposed
side-valve 350 Twin. It was equipped with
swing arm rear suspension, and an Earles
fork, starting a fashion in front suspension
that almost every Japanese maker would
succumb to eventually. The Dragon’s en-
gine displaced 338.8cc and developed 11
hp at 4800 rpm. The transmission had
three speeds. The bike weighed 417 1b. and
had a top speed of 62 mph. With a solo

seat and luggage rack, heavily valenced @

front fender and enclosed afterdeck, the
machine was no beauty—and no runaway
best seller.

Despite this, the next year was an op- ;

timistic one for Marusho, one in which the
company looked to become a substantial

manufacturer with a long-term prosperous
future. Borrowing heavily from the Daiwa
Bank, Marusho built a large modern fac-
tory in Hamamatsu. The 600 workers at
the new plant built 90cc, 125cc, 250cc and
350cc motorcycles.

The most famous Marusho, as far as
Japanese are concerned, was introduced in
1955. This was the SY250, an ohv Single.
The company reverted to the telescopic
fork and adopted plunger rear suspension
in place of the swing arm of the 125 and
350. The SY and its descendants became
the most popular shaft drive bikes in
Japan, humbled Honda at Asama, were
sent to China in one of Japan’s first motor-
cycle export bids, and are still fondly re-
membered in Japan today.

Mechanically, the SY was, well, re-
strained, with 8.5 hp and a top speed of
only 62 mph. The lack of power wasn’t a
serious drawback. If rival Tsubasa’s 250
had 12 hp, the DSK 13 and the Suzuki and
Honda models 16, well, the Marusho
would run forever. And somehow it looked
right, sleek and slender with a thor-
oughbred air. Marusho’s 1956 250 was the
UY, with beefier driveshaft, more power,
softer and roomier seat and swing arm rear
suspension. Who could want more than
that?

Marusho fans got more anyway. At the
first Asama Kogen factory endurance race
held in November 1955, a Marusho SY250
piloted by 16-year-old Shiroo Ito trounced
all comers, including the supposedly more
powerful Tsubasa and DSK.

I Hnia waiild sell i ke

Anmsricams, lle W no reasomn

why Marasho couldm't

Ito said he had no other purpose

in life than to make motorcycles.

Honda? Honda had gone all out to win,
establishing a special training program for
its riders. Honda prepared special bikes,
and fielded 5 of 27 entries in the 250 event.
Only one finished the race.

Marusho’s single stock entry went the
distance, won the race, and brought giant
killer status to Marusho, for Honda was
already the second largest Japanese maker.
It was a thrilling victory for Marusho, but
was not to be repeated. Marusho was sim-
ply too small a company to indulge in the
expensive race program required to stay
competitive. R

Marusho sales reached a record 8091 in
1955, putting the company in sixth place,
just behind Cabton.

In 1956 Marusho tried its hand at mak-
ing a scooter. This long, low-slung vehicle
was equipped with Marusho’s first two-
stroke engine, a 123cc Single turning out
5.5 hp. It was equipped with an automatic
transmission. It had a bottom leading link
fork. It didn’t sell. But a smaller version of
the two-stroke went to power the Baby
Lilac, still Marusho’s biggest seller.

Marusho sales, backed by an ad cam-
paign proclaiming Lilac “The chainless
motorcycle,” approached 10,000 but the
company was gradually slipping out of the
major contender class, dropping down to
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Ito considered the chain a
fragile, messy anachronism.

eighth place among manufacturers as such
new giants as Yamaha and Surzuki out-

built and out-engineered it. The concept of

i four-stroke Singlc was getting a bit dated,
and even 10 hp was ne longer enovgh from
a quarter-hiter machine when other 250s
were delivering 18,

Marusho decided to reinvigorate its
whole line, starting with the vencrable
Baby Lilac. The concept of a shaft drive.
maintenance-free, light utility machine
was still good. and cquipped with an up-
to-datc two-stroke motor, plenty of power
could be provided.

The Baby Lilac IDIPM)., as the new bike
was called, was powered by a 90cc (47 x
50mm) single cylinder two-stroke develop-
ing 5 hp at 5600 rpm. Most other Japanesc
90s could do 55 or 60 kph. The new Baby
Liiac could exceed 70. And it was com-
petitively priced.

But the latest Baby Lilac didn't sell.
Perhaps it was too stark, too obviously an
engineer’s concept of the ultimate in light-
weight utility transportation. There was
nothing on the machine that did not serve
a purpose. There were no frills, no fakery,
nothing but honest machine.

It was a beautiful machine in its way, but
it was, as one Marusho freak recalls 1t, “not
a fashionable motorbike. It locked too
much the machine, especially for the
iadies. They preferred the Super Cub, with
its enclosed engine and weather protec-
tion.”

An equally stark two-stroke, the EN125,
met a similar fate.

The Marusho was substantially faster
thun any of its competitors. None were
shaft drives, nonc locked so clean and
struightforward the Yamaha in particular
looked especiaily ugly, although it sold
well.

S0 what was wrong with the new Maru-
shos? Or was it the machines that were at
fault? Yamaha and Suzuki were backed by
large organizations. Tohatsu and Honda
had canny businessmen as well as en-
mneers. Marusho was not backed by any

large business relations, and the company
and ils president were not sales oriented.
lto really did scem meore concerned with
engincering than sales, and would report-
cdly stop the production line to make a
minor modification that would rectify a
problem which had appeared in bikes on
the street, or to make some change which
was not really necessary, although an im-
provement.

_lapzmcsc g()VETT!]TlﬁﬂT. pressure o ra-
tonalize the motor mdustry and reduce
the number of manufacturers would also
have serious cffcets on the company.

The CY 250, which debuted in 1938, was
the last of the 250cc Singles. The bike
looked an awful lot like a HHonda, with
plenty of pressed sheet stecl components. a
bottom Icading link front fork, and a bicy-
cle seat mounted right up against the
chromed gas 1ank. The 242¢ce chv cngine
dehivered 15.5 hp but the transmission stitl
had eonly three speeds. Turn signals. front
and rear, were standard.

The CY was a good try, as was Its more
Marusho-like brother, the 1Y, which had a
tube frame and telescopic front forks, but
the bike clearly showed its age in a fast
changing motorcycle world: Honda had
uoveiled its 250ce C70. That twin cylinder
wonder was capable of 18 hp.

Ity wasn't about 1o be caught napping
by his old master. Sales fell through 1957
and 1958, dropping to a litlle over 8000: Tto
and company had some engineering o do.

Dawned 1959 and Marusho unveiled its

first V-Twin, the Lilac €828 54l lots of

pressed sice] but good handling telescopic
forks, four speeds in the transmission. And
a lovely 125cc 60-degree V-Twin motor
developing almost 11 hp, delivered to the
rear wheel by the now traditional shaft and
spiral bevel gears. For power comparison,
the 1959 Swvzuki 126 produced & hp, the
Yamaha 6.8. But Honda's C92 put out 15
hp—at 9500 rpm. Oh, well, the Marusho
handled better than the Honda. Marusho
fans were sabsfied.

[to wasn’t, He went after Honda n the
250 class, and the machine he came up
with made the Honda. in particular the
C71, look positively stodgy. Japanese en-
thusiasts call Marusho’s masterpiece. the
1.838, the best 250 built in Japan during,

T e Daby Lifec, 1853 fas cerian bcpcle apecin aboir @

Lthe Fithes—or tor years to come.

Not a scrap of pressed steel on the Lilac
frame. Elliptical cross-section double
downtubes cradied the engine. Telescopic
forks handled suspension up front, a swing
arm took care of the rear. The 3.00-18 in.
tires were whitewalls. The Hight sports
fenders were burnished aluminum. The
seat was i luxurious bench lype. orn on
later models. 4 sporting solo. The nder’s
knees gripped a beautifully sculptured rac-
ing tank. A tool kit was tucked in between
the scat and the license mounting plate on
the rear fender and supported a small
luggage rack.

The engine. an enlarged version of the
€828 unit, was a jewel. praducing 21 hp at
8000 rpm. The bore and stroke were square
at 54 x dmm, displaccment 247.2ce. The
compression rtio was 8.2: 1. Both connect-
ing rods ran on the same crunkpin. like
today’s Moto Guzzi V-Twins. Lightweight
Duralumin pushrods permitted safe revs to
almaost 9000 rpm. A dry, single plate clutch
engaged u four-speed constant mesh ro-
tary transmission which had rauos of 5.43,
295, 2.22, and 1.69. The 353-1b. machine
could exceed 85 mph, casily shutting down
the Honda 71 and even the Yamahy
2508, a five-speed Twin with I8 hp on tap.

To add icing to the Lilac cake, the LS38
came cquipped with an electric starier.
neutral and third gear indicator lights, and
turn signals with integrated warning
buzzer—a first. The rear wheel could be
removed by simply releasing the rear axle,
The wheel hubs were full width und en-
closed powerful single lcading shoc brakes.

Not content with the powcer of the T.538.
powerful as it was. Marusho unleashed the
MEF39 300 in 1959, This was the LS38 with
the piston stroke lengthened to 62mm, and
displaccment upped to 288cc. FHorscpower
was increased to 23.5 at 7800 rpm. Tt was
said thal no motoreycle made in Japan
could touch the MF in a speed or handling
contest, with the usual cxception of the
limited production Hosk 300. A pronc
rider on the MIF3% could see %0 mph
without trying oo hard.

As might be imagined, Marusho’s de-
clining sales ligures reversed and 1959 saw
Marusho record its greatest sales ever,
turming out 11,241 motorcycles and still
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leaving thowsands of unsatisficd customers
waiting 1n line.

In 1960 Marusho went after the 50cc
mass market. Hoping to establish a
broader manufacturing base, the company
unveiled the A71, successor to the Baby
Lilac. This was a fully weather-protected
scooter powered by a S0cc, 4 hp two-stroke
engine. An electric starter was fitted. The
lransmission was aulomatic. Top speed
was 75 kph.

Renowvating its whole line, Marusho also
unveiled a sporting 125. the (1740, that was
everything the L5838 was. only on a smaller
scale. A stronger 1518 250 also appeared.

Marusho sales were rising with every
week that passed, thanks to this new range
of V-Twins and the 30cc runabout, and the
eld plant in Hamamatsu just couldn’ han-
dle any greater output. Ito made a deai-
sion, logical, necessary, perhaps a bit
optimistic. He borrowed heavily to con-
struct a new, larger plant. With the new
plant. cutput would be raised to 27.600
units a year, more than double the 1959
record oulput.

Originally the plant was scheduled 1o be
completed by April 1960, When it was not,
the company found itself in a bind. Maru-
sho was undercapitalized. The complete
change of model line had cost heavily. The
mvestment in the new factory had been a
zamble based on hopes of doubled sales to
keep the cash flowing. When this did not

happen on time the company found itself

short of cash as bills fell due.

lto and his company faced an in-
creasingly disastrous situation. Marusho’s
bank. Daiwa. to which the company was
deeply in debt for the plant loans, recom-
mended that Marusho merge with Suzuki
which, in its battle against Honda, would
be glad to get Marusho’s four-stroke tech-
nelogy and engincering expertise. Bul Ito
remembered his days as a Honda appren-
tice. The personal fecling of gratitude the
Japanese maintain toward former superi-
ors throughout a lifetime forbade Ito to
accept Daiwa’s suggestion. He could not
throw in with Suzuki.

Perhaps exasperated. Daiwa refused 1o
lpan the hard-pressed company any more
moncy.

At this point Mitsubishi, whose Silver

Pigeon scooter sales had begun to decline
afler 1958 and were seriously down by
1961 stepped in and offcred 10 form a joint
venture company with Marusho for the
production of the A71 under the Mit-
subishi label of Girlpet. Mitsubishi prom-
ised 10 loan Marusho 300,000,600 yen o
tide the company over and help retool.

lto jumped at the offer. He ncedn't feel
he was betraying his old boss because the
bank 1hat 1s the heart of the colossal
Mitsubishi combine had rescued Mr.
Honda himself when his company had
come a cropper in almost the same way
Marusho had.

Counting on the promised Mitsubishi
money, Marusho set about preparing its
factory to produce 10,000 of the liutle
Critlpet scooters each year, But Mitsubishi
got cold feet. It dropped its targeted needs
to 6000 scooters a year, then to only 3000,
Mitsubishi actually handed over te Maru-
sho only 30,000,000 yen of the promised
loan. Then Mitsubishi backed out of the
deal completely.

Tto and his company were staggered. He
tried to rebuild the company. get the beau-
tiful ¥V-Twins, on which he had lavished so
much talent and love, back in production
and somehow save his company. But the
deaier network Marushe had built up over
the last decade refused, after the plan o
distribute the A71 through Mitsubishi out-
lets, 10 handle Lilacs again. The company
was stuck. Captalized at 180,000,000 yen,
the company owed 170,000,000 yen. On
October 12, 1961, Marusho Motoreycle
Manufacturing Company was declared
bankrupt.

That should have been the end of Maru-
sho, and the marque should have disap-
peared, leaving no more trace on the
American motorcyclists” consciousness
than did half a dozen other Japanese
companies which failed about the same
time. But No wouldn’t give up. By January
1962, he had gotten his company a berth as
a subcontractor for his old boss Honda,
and set about paying off the company’s
debts.

In the early Sixties a new idea was
sweeping the Japanese motoreyele indus-
try: Export! Previous to this Japanese
companies had assumed that their ma-
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If you’ve got a Marusho, keep it.
If you can find a Marusho, buy it.

chingcs were simply too inferior to compete
with foreign motoreycles in the world mar-
ket. But Honda had proved this idea mis-
taken, and the saturated home market was
shown not to put a limit on manufacturing,
[to saw no reason why, if Honda would sell
to the Americans, Marusho couldn't. His
company could be revived and go on to
cven greater heights.

[n 1963 the Lilac rose phoenix-like out
of its economic ashes when the C82 was
put in production.

But the C82 was only a stopgap. Ito
studied the American market. In 1964 he
went to Los Angeles 10 check out the
American scenc m person and discover
what the American rider wanted. Ito
found 500cc motoreycles selling for about
$1000. He calculated his factory could turn
cut 10 500cc machines a month and sell
them with a small profit at $530 cach.

The fact that Marusho didn’t have a
300cc motorcycle and had never built one
didn’t bother him. Marusho could make a
500 and 4 good one, wo. That was not the
problem. Money was. While in Los An-
geles, Tto, totally unfamiliar with the ways
of Amernican business and finance, made
an agreement with Matsusushi, a Japanese
restaurant, o act as his agent in the U.S.

Ho had said that he had no other pur-
pose in life at the time than to make
matoreyeles. Perhaps it was this fascina-
tion with his machines that blinded him te
the long odds against his plans, But still he
tried. He talked to his creditors and at-
tempied to convince them that if they
would back him once again he could ex-
port his new machines to America and
casily repay his company's debts.

While this was going on Marusho de-
signed new hikes, started production, and
began to export. [to's agreement with Mat-
susushi specified numbers and dates.
Maruosho had a deadline to meet.

For the design of the new 500, Marusho
went hack to the layout of the old Dragon
350. and camec up with a horizonially



opposed Twin, the R92, called the Mug-
num in the 1.8, This Lilac was first built in
1964 und had a bore and stroke of 6% x
68mum, identical with the BMW RS0, It is
fairty obvious Marusho way influenced by
the Bavarian, but bore and stroke don’t
necessarily reveal relationships. The Luve
crdu and Yamaha 750 Twins of the Scven-
tics share hore and stroke dimensions. vet
are scarcely coples of cach other.

In any cvent, the 493ce R9Y2's engine
pumped out 36 hp at 6500 rpm. The BMW
R50 was a slug by comparizon. preducing
only 26 hp at 5800 rpm. 1landling of the
R92 wus guite good. Top speed was 100
mph.

In 1963 Marusho started production of
ity biggest V-Twin, aimed specifically at
the American market. This was the Lilac
M330. a redesigned model with a bore and
stroke of 58 x 63mut. Perhaps haunted by a
desire to cut costs, initially neither the R92
nor the M330 was equipped with an clee-
tric starter. previously standard on all
Marushos.

These final Marushos were well-de-
signed muchines but in the rush o get
machinces out of the factory and sold
guickly. asscmbly was olien sloppy. as was
the manufacture of parts. There was no
rubber boot shielding the connection of
the driveshaft with the trunsmission on the
K92 und road dirt and water had free
access to the rear hub and gears. A drain
plug was supposcd to be fitted, but often
wils not. Some machines had o1l filters,
others did not. The spiral bevel pears used
in the final drive. made by Brother Indus-
tries {the sewing machine und typewriter
people). were substandard and 20 percent
hud to he rejected by Muarusho, These
gears on R92s running today are usually
p]l!Ld and in poor u)ndllwu.

Both the M330 and the R92 were really
only stopgap machines built to get the cash
ﬂm\mg: and the company back.on its feet,
ito had more advanced designs on his
mind for future Marushos. \\f{, can gdin
some idea of lto's thinking by ](mkmﬂ at
two Marusho prototypes built in 1064, 1.h<.
Iilac 103 series.

These were both horizontally opposed
overhead-camshaft Twins, one a 123cc
producing 14.% hp at 11.000 rpm. and the
other a 160ce machine developing 16 hp at
10,500 rpm. Equipped with 3-speed trans-
missions the bikes could reach 80 and 83
mph. respectively.

While Marusho was busy designing,
building, and exporting. the company's
creditors decided they were not impressed
with Ito’s arguments. They demanded im-
mediate repayment ol all debts, telling Tto
that i hts company had enough money to
build and export motorcycles 1t had
cnough to pay them.

Suppliers demanded cash in advance
before sclling material o the Marusho

factory. Without a single dealer handling
the marque in Japan, prospective buyvers
had o come 1o the factory to pick up their
machines. Not the best way to make vol-
ume salcs.

On top of this the first Marushos arriv-
ing in the States kad teething problems. as
well they might, considering the rush in
which they were made. [to himselt flew 1o
L.A 1o make them right.

Despite determined efforts, Marusho
was not able to deliver the required num-
ber of bikes to Matsusushi in the iime
specified by their agreement. Matsusushi's
hunk refused further financial backing,
pulling the rug from under Murusho on
the American side. It was the final straw.
lto had Jost the wss and Marusho was
dead. despite a game fight to resurrect it,
The year was 1966,

Back in Japan Ito put the company’s
affairs in order and withdrew into retire-
rmnl after saving goodbye to the remain-
ing 30 melmus on the Marusho payrotl.
;\[most all his personul funds and his
wie’s -went to pay Muarusho creditors.

Reorganized and headed by one of the
remaining emplovees, Marusho is still in
business. working to repay the accumu-
lated debits yet outstanding. It has nothing
to do with motoreyeles.

[to spent his ume in retirement bowling,
a new fad in Japan then. and playving polf.
sometimes thinking abour how ¢lose he
had come to suving hls company. If'only he

had had better financial backing . . . if

only the Japanese government hadn’t
squeczed small manutucturers . . L if only
he had taken up the Suzuki offer . .. 4f
onfy .

If vou've got a Marusho, keep it If you
cun find \‘I.lrushu buyit. The mot()r‘()tl
namred for a flower represents the special
vision of one man and his small company.
dedicated to the motoreyvele as an ideal
and firmly pledged to making whut they
sincerely believed were the best motorey-
cles in the world.

This article appeared i@ycle WorldNovember 1977, pages 76-79
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