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ne of the favourite parts of my job is whenever the 
opportunity arises to test a new motorcycle. This 
is not just because everything is new and fresh 
when you throw your leg over it for the first time, 
but it’s because you know deep down inside just 

how much time and development went into getting the bike from 
the drawing board to the track. Regardless of the manufacturer 
that is launching the new bike, the sense of pride they feel is very 
evident from the moment you arrive at the event.  

When Yamaha Motor Canada contacted me about heading out 
to California to be part of the media launch for the all-new 2018 
YZ450F, I obviously jumped at the opportunity and gave them a 
very quick ‘Yes.’ At the time, I didn’t even know where or exactly 
when this exciting event would be taking place. As it turned 
out, the media launch was scheduled at the famous Glen Helen 
Raceway, and it took place during the week between Round 7 of 
the Rockstar Energy Drink MX Nationals in Truro, NS and Round 8 
in Riverglade, NB. So that meant that I had to go all the way from 
the east coast to the west coast, and then back east again a few 
short days later. It was definitely a bit of a travel grind, but well 
worth it as I was getting the unique opportunity to ride a new bike 
on one of the world’s most popular tracks.  

When I arrived at Glen Helen Raceway, it was 7am and the 
sun was still rising in the typical hazy California summer sky. 
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The temperature was already 75F and rising, and 
the weatherman said it would peak at 105F on this 
particular day. It was definitely going to be a hot one, 
but as they say in that part of the world, it’s only a dry 
heat. The first thing I did when I arrived at the track 
was grab a coffee and some breakfast before making 
my way under the Factory Yamaha tent to see the 
bike I would be riding. Thankfully, Decal Works had 
shipped some backgrounds with my customary 126 
on them, so after locating my brand new, white 2018 
YZ450F, I asked long time Yamaha USA technician, 
and Jeff Emig’s former mechanic, Steve Butler to 
help me apply the backgrounds. After some intro-
ductions to the Yamaha staff and a few greetings to 
my fellow motocross journalists, it was time to get 
dressed and head out onto the perfectly prepared 
Glen Helen track.  

Two thousand and eighteen doesn’t just represent 
a new year for this bike, it entails multiple changes to 
the YZ450F involving almost every facet of the mo-
torcycle. Although Yamaha has been very happy with 
their 450, with other manufacturers like KTM and 
Honda transforming their 450s into thin, lightweight, 
next generation machines, Yamaha felt they needed 
to make some changes in order to improve their al-
ready solid package. Let’s take a look at exactly what 
is new on the 2018 YZ450F.  

With a few other manufacturers now going to 
electric start on their 450 machines, Yamaha has 
now jumped on board with this easy to start feature. 
All you have to do is push the button on the right side 
of the handlebars and the 2018 YZ450F fires up in an 
instant. Being an old school type of rider, I never even 
imagined needing or even wanting an electric start 
motocross bike. However, after having this feature 
on my KTM last year, I’m not sure I could ever go 
back. Because of the battery that is required for this 
feature, it does add a little weight to the motorcycle. 
However, Yamaha has managed to find weight sav-
ings in other areas to maintain its current weight.  

For 2018, Yamaha completely redesigned their 
patented bi-lateral beam frame with new engine 
mount locations and new main spars. This not only 
increases the frame’s rigidity, but it also improves 
the mass centralization. These changes help this 
new bike not only handle rough straights and tight 
corners better, but it also makes the bike feel much 
lighter in the air something very important that 
Yamaha wanted to achieve in 2018 and beyond. 
The goal with all of the new 450s is to transfer as 
much weight as possible down and forward to assist 
today’s riders with cornering and staying low over 
jumps without sacrificing the straight-line stability. 
The frame changes that Yamaha made definitely ac-
complishes all of this.  

Yamaha has also made updates to the engine 
and to the suspension for 2018. The engine, which 
is already a class leader in horsepower and usabil-
ity, received a complete makeover with an updated 
cylinder head, cam profiles, and cylinder geometry. 
All of these updates work in unison to help make 
the 2018 YZ450F powerplant even better. On the 
suspension side of things, Yamaha continues to stay 
with their KYB spring forks and KYB rear shock. Both 

have received updated settings to work with the new 
frame and handling characteristics of this motorcy-
cle. In short, the engine and suspension were already 
very good and now they’re even better.  

Finally, for the new year Yamaha has broken 
ground with their new Tuning app feature. Not only 
can you adjust the fuel mapping with the reliable tun-
ing tool available from their GYTR parts catalogue, 
but now you can simply download an app onto your 
handheld device and do it all from your phone or 
tablet. This is definitely a next generation feature 
and the first by any manufacturer. Here is the official 
description of this very cool new feature straight 
from Yamaha.  

“The new Power Tuner app with expanded func-
tions for the YZ450F not only makes it easy to modify 
the fuel maps directly from your Smartphone, but 
also allows you to share settings among your team 
or with friends. The easy to operate Power Tuner app 
was developed to work on both Apple and Android 
platforms and is available as a free download from 
either the Apple App Store or Google Play.” 

This new feature is pretty amazing and it’s great 
to see companies like Yamaha on the cutting 
edge of technology. Considering that dur-
ing the day at Glen Helen, Yamaha had a 
television playing with Doug Henry talk-
ing about the first time he ever rode 

the four-stroke Yamaha 450 (although it was a 400 
back then), so it should be no surprise that Yamaha 
is the first manufacturer to offer this type of app to 
the public.  

With all of these innovative features that grace the 
new Yamaha, the big question is, how does this bike 
work on the race track? From the moment I took to 
the Glen Helen track, I couldn’t help but notice how 
narrow the new YZ450F is compared to previous 
models. The Yamaha engineers had definitely done 
their due diligence and made the riding area on this 
bike much more comfortable. That ‘wide’ feeling that 
has encompassed this motorcycle for the past few 
years is no longer; the 2018 YZ450F now feels as sleek 
as any bike in its class. Also, maybe it’s because I’ve 
spent a lot of seasons in the past riding Yamahas, but 
for whatever reason I always feel comfortable on a 
Yamaha. As I circulated around the deeply tilled Glen 
Helen track, I quickly noticed that this is the fastest 
450 on the market. With its smooth power delivery 
and torquey engine, there is definitely not a shortage 
of horsepower on the new Yamaha. In fact, the way 
they had the track set up we had to make a sharp 90 
degree left hand corner at the base of Mt. St. Helen 

before climbing its steep slope. On this bike, getting 
up the enormous hill was no problem. On a few oc-

casions, I actually left the bike in second gear and 
wheelied up the entire hill at half throttle. I know 

that every 450cc has power to spare for almost 
every rider on the planet, but more importantly 

it’s how usable the power is. As I mentioned, 
the new Yamaha has very strong but easy to 
use power that will have every rider smiling.  

As far as the handling of the 2018 
YZ450F goes, in stock form this new bike 

needs just a little adjusting here and there. With 
the new frame and the new cornering characteris-

tics, I felt the front forks were very soft for my abil-
ity and body weight. At 200lbs, I’m definitely on the 

heavy side compared to a modern day rider. With the 
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With a redesigned 
frame, the new 

Yamaha jumps and 
corners very well.

“T WO 
THOUSAND 
AND E IGHTEEN 
DOE SN’T  JUST 
REPRE SENT 
A NEW 
YE AR FOR 
THIS BIKE , 
IT  ENTAIL S 
MULTIPLE 
CHANGE S TO 
THE YZ450F 
INVOLVING 
ALMOST 
EVERY FACET 
OF THE 
MOTORCYCLE .”
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stock KYB forks, as improved as they are, I found them so soft that it did affect the 
handling, especially on the entrance to corners. As soon as you let off the throttle 
there was a tendency for the front forks to compress and the front end to drop. 
This gave me a diving sensation, or an over-steer feeling, which at times threw the 
balance off. However, after some clicks of the compression and a chat with Yamaha 
test rider Travis Preston, the bike worked much better, but we both decided that I’d 
either need to lose 20lbs or get stiffer springs. With the suspension adjustments 
and the track firming up a little, the new Yamaha really began to feel comfort-
able to me and I got a lot more aggressive. Once I started to ride with a little more 
urgency, the 2018 YZ450F really came into its own. With the abundance of power 
and the new improved handling, the all-new 2018 YZ450F was fun to ride. With Glen 
Helen Raceway being such a challenging track, all riders had to stay on their toes 
throughout the hot day.  

The changes made to the 2018 YZ450F have really brought this bike into the 
next generation. When the day was over, we all gathered under the Yamaha 

tent to extend our thanks and to debrief our incredible day. As tired as 
everyone was, there was a sense that this new bike would definitely be 
getting Yamaha to exactly where they want to be in 2018 - the top step 

of the podium right across the motocross world. MXP Magazine would like 
to thank Yamaha Motor Canada and Yamaha Motor USA for this incred-

ible opportunity.  

TH E N E W P OWE R 
TU N E R APP 
WITH E XPAN D E D 
FU NC TION S FOR 
TH E YZ 4 5 0 F NOT 
ON LY MAK E S 
IT  E A SY TO 
M O D I F Y TH E FU E L 
MAP S D I R EC TLY 
F RO M YOU R 
S MAR TPHON E , 
BUT AL SO ALLOWS 
YOU TO S HAR E 
S ET TI N G S AM ON G 
YOU R TE AM OR 
WITH F R I E N DS .
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