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Recently we got a phone call from Mel Davies, one of the principals at D&D Discount Motorcycles, one 

of our local, independent shops that specializes in Gold Wing work. Mel said they had a 2002 GL1800 

that had been in a wreck. He wanted us to come to the shop, take a careful look at the bike, and see if 

by sight alone we could tell what might have been a major contributor to the accident. So we grabbed a 

camera, a pocket tape recorder, and went in search of the story. 

Seems the owner, whose name we’ll omit here, had been riding with some buddies on motorcycles of a sporting nature. 
The road of choice was a Phoenix-area favorite, the extremely curvy road from Apache Junction to Tortilla Flats. We 
know the road well. Many of the switchbacks are posted at 15 mph, and many are decreasing radius corners. It’s an easy 
to get in way over your head on a road like this one under the best of circumstances. We wanted to interview the 
owner, but first we went to see the bike. 
As promised, Mel and his partner Mark DeSimone had the bike in their shop. Over $7,000 in parts had been ordered to 
do the repairs. Fifty-five body parts were deeply scratched or broken. 
They wheeled the bike into the middle of the shop floor so we could get a closer look. It wasn’t hard to spot the problem 
they were especially concerned about.  
On the rear wheel, the Gold Wing was sporting a Metzeler ME880G 180/60HR16 tire. The tire was in good condition, 
showing adequate tread and no apparent damage. But the front wheel was the problem. Mounted on the stock rim was 
a Dunlop 491 Elite II 130/70HB18—a bias-ply tire meant only for fitment on a GL1500! Not only were these tires 
mismatched in terms of tread pattern and manufacturer, the rear tire was a radial and the front a bias-ply tire.  
What’s the big deal? Bias-ply tires and radial tires are constructed quite differently. The sidewalls of bias-ply tires are 
very firm; the sidewalls of radial tires are very compliant. Put both of these tires on their sides in a curve and they will 
react differently. Motorcycle tire companies are unanimous in their agreement that you are wise to match tire brands 
on front and rear wheels wherever possible. They are also adamant about this point: you should never put bias-ply tires 
on a bike designed for radial tires—like the Gold Wing GL1800. 

 

Front wheel with incorrect and hazardous fitment of a bias-ply Dunlop 491 Elite II tire. This tire was not built 

for the GL1800! 



 

Rear wheel showing installation of Metzeler ME 880 radial tire. This tire was built for the GL1800. 

We checked the inflation pressures of both tires. Both were inflated to “within the bounds” pressures although 

the bias-ply was inflated beyond Dunlop’s recommendation of 36 psi for a front GL1500 491. There were 42 

1/2 psi in the front tire; 42 psi in the rear. Apparently the owner was consistent in his inflation practices—even 

if he was unaware of what kind of tires were on his bike. 

Needing more information, we invited the owner, a local GWRRA Member, to tell us his side of the story. 

What he said pretty clearly exonerated the tire mismatch as the obvious cause of the crash. He told us the crash 

was his fault—that he’d attempted to overtake a slow-moving van on the narrow two-lane road. He admitted 

he’d run out of room to pass before the next curve and had attempted to pull in, but clipped the front of the van 

with the rear of his Wing, lost control and went off the road. Fortunately, he was not seriously hurt and no 

significant harm was done to the van or its occupants. 

We asked him if he were aware of any handling instability with his bike. He mentioned that it had “seemed to 

have more wobble” since he’d had a new front tire installed by a local Honda dealer. 

Then we explained that we’d seen his machine and photographed the mismatched tires. He was somewhat 

surprised. That he was not horrified suggests that he didn’t fully understand the problem with mismatching tires 

on the same motorcycle, so we explained the difference between radial and bias-ply tires and why they don’t 

work well together. He appreciated the lesson, yet still kept the entire blame for the mishap on himself. Got to 

respect a fellow willing to shoulder the blame for his own mishap! 

 
Just some of the damage to the GL1800. Could wrong tire fitment have contributed to the crash? 



 

Back at D&D Discount Motorcycles, Mark and Mel were adamant about their efforts to counsel their customers 

against mismatching tires. “We always try to keep our customers on the same brand of tires front and rear. 

They’re designed to work together, to hold the road under all conditions and to deflect the same in the corners,” 

said Mel. “That’s why these tire companies spend millions of dollars on research and development of their 

tires.”  

The problem with this particular bike was that a mistake was made by the mechanic who installed the wrong 

tire on the front wheel—a bias-ply where a radial belongs. The bike owner told us where he’d had the tire 

installed. Unfortunately, it was a local Honda dealership with a fairly respectable reputation for good service. 

How did this mistake happen? Easy, it seems, because the front tire dimensions are the same for the GL1500 

and the GL1800. But just because a tire’s size is the same as the correct tire, doesn’t mean it is safe to install. 

Mel and Mark say they are increasingly concerned that this kind of mistake will become more and more 

common, especially as Dunlop’s new Elite 3 lineup of tires phase out the old rubber. “Tire installers will have 

to be much more careful about which tire they’re grabbing off the rack,” said Mel, “because the tread patterns 

of all the Elite 3s—bias-ply and radial—look very much the same.”  

Whose job is it to know what tire should be installed? “It’s the job of the person who puts the tires on the bike 

to select and install the right tires,” said Mark. “But it’s the customer’s responsibility to insist on the right tire 

being installed and to verify that the job was done correctly.” 

“We’re even more concerned about another serious matter, however,” said Mel. “Some customers are asking us 

to deliberately install Valkyrie (radial) rear tires on their GL1800s. We absolutely refuse.”  

Why would a customer do that? Apparently some people are relying on the advice of people they’ve “met” in 

Gold Wing chat rooms and on message boards on the Internet. These “experts” have advised others that this is a 

simple way to “correct” the readings of Honda’s notoriously “high-reading” speedometers.  

Mel explained. The diameter of the Valkyrie rear tire, say Metzeler’s ME880 180/70/HR16, is slightly larger 

than the diameter of the tire built by the same company for the rear of a Gold Wing GL1800 (the Metzeler 

ME880 180/60/HR16). Expressed another way, the sidewall height for the Metzeler rear radial for the Valk is 

126 millimeters while the sidewall height for the Metzeler rear radial for the Gold Wing is 108 millimeters. 

Although both “doughnuts” have the same size hole—16 inches—the “dough of the doughnut” for the Valkyrie 

is 18 millimeters fatter. Since the slightly fatter Valk tire has a bit more circumference to go around per 

revolution, the miles per hour calculations are actually closer to actual reality. The customer’s deliberate tire 

mismatch compensates for the manufacturer having deliberately set its speedometer a little bit on the 

conservative side.  

This “fix” has a big downside, however. “The problem,” Mel explained, “is that the Valkyrie rear tire was never 

meant to be installed on an 800-pound motorcycle. It’ll wear out much faster, and the handling will deteriorate 

much faster.” Continued next page. 

How real is the problem? Here’s an example from real life. “We had a Gold Wing customer come in last week 

complaining about tire wear,” continued Mark. “He had bought tires from a local Honda dealer about six 

months ago. The front tire was in good shape, but he said he’d burned up the rear tire in 6,000 miles. Sure 

enough, it was a Valkyrie rear tire and it was completely bald with tire cords showing through.” Apparently by 

mistake, the dealership had installed the wrong tire on the rear. 

Confused by the mysterious tire designations? You’re not alone. It’s a mumbo jumbo that combines metric and 

English measurements. Let’s look at another example, an OEM rear tire for a Gold Wing—the D250 Radial. Its 

designator is 180/60/R16. That means it is 180 millimeters wide. Its sidewall height is expressed as 60 percent 

of its width, or 108 millimeters high. The “R” designates its radial-ply construction. Finally, the 16 indicates the 

wheel rim diameter expressed in inches—16 inches. 

While tire installers at dealerships should know to check carefully before installing the wrong kind of tires, 

mistakes can and do happen. But Mark and Mel are really upset about people who are installing wrong rubber 

on their bikes on purpose. Where are these folks getting their advice? You guessed it! In disgust, Mark and Mel 

spit out a single word: “Internet.” 

What is it that causes people to trust the advice of faceless, nameless, so-called “experts” on the Internet, 

ignoring the recommendations and cautions printed in their owner’s manuals and service manuals? We don’t 

know, but we’re concerned that far too many Gold Wing owners don’t know about the perils of mismatched 



tires. 

All the major motorcycle tire manufacturers devote their best resources to the research, development and testing 

of tires specifically suited to specific motorcycles. Likewise, they spend large amounts of money in supplying 

their distributors and retailers with information on correct tire fitment. They provide printed charts and 

pamphlets as well as information phone numbers and on-line guides on their Web sites. Installing dealers and 

shops have a responsibility to install the correct tires and may shoulder a huge liability risk if they don’t. But the 

end users—the motorcyclists like you and me—have a responsibility too. We owe it to ourselves and to 

everyone else on our highways, to avoid mismatched tires at all costs. 


