Installing Progressive Fork Springs

– by BassCliff

Greetings! This guide will outline the steps I went through when I replaced my stock
fork springs with Progressive springs on my 1980 Suzuki GS850G. Please note that this
guide is to familiarize the new mechanic with this procedure and is not meant to replace
factory documentation. Please refer to your motorcycle’s service manual for proper part
numbers, torque specs, capacities, levels, etc. Since my fork seals were in good shape
and not leaking, I chose not to replace them at this time. However, you can find a Fork
Seal Replacment guide (courtesy of Mr. Matchless) for that procedure elsewhere on
my little BikeCliff Website.
OK, let’s begin. Start by removing
the front wheel and calipers. (You
can find a guide for Front Wheel
Removal on my website also.)

Make sure your bike is properly
supported. I used my sissors-style
tire jack from my pickup truck.

Remove the front fender by removing the four bolts (2 on either fork) that also hold
your brake line guides. Be sure to support your calipers and don’t let them hang by the
brake lines. I used bunjee cords.

Remove the handlebar cover by removing the 4 screws (2 on either side) underneath.

Now you’ve got naked handlebars!

If you have air forks, now would be a
good time to let all of the air out.
Remove the cap at the top of the fork
tubes to reveal the valve stem.

Remove the 4 bolts holding the
handlebars. I just put some cloths on
my tank and laid the handlbars down on
the tank. You could also suspend them
with rope from a rafter in your garage.

Here are my handlbars just hanging
loose.
Please excuse my messy garage. This
ain’t no professional manual. Just a
regular guy working in a clutered
suburban garage.

What I did next was loosen the fork caps, just a turn or so, while they were still in the
steering head. The pinch bolts keep the fork tubes from turning.

Then I removed both the upper and lower pinch bolts on the steering head.

Now we are ready to pull out the fork tubes. Be careful here in case your forks just slide
out of the clamps and fall to the floor. At first, mine didn't want to come out. So I got a
little physical with it. I put a piece of wood on the fork cap and whacked it with a
hammer. It moved a little so I knew it would come out. It turned out that the pinch
housings were still tight, even though the pinch bolts had been removed. I just drove a
straight screwdriver in the housing just far enough to spread it out enough to slide out
the fork tubes.

The fork has been removed from the
steering head. Check your upper fork
tube for pitting or scratchs that might
cause your fork seals to fail prematurely.
Minor pits and scratchs can be repaired
(for example, with JB Weld and sanding)
but this is beyond the scope of this
guide.

Now that both forks have
been removed, be sure
your motorcycle is
properly supported. I've
got my trusty tire jack
under the engine. You
may have a floor jack. It
would not be a good
thing to have your
motorcycle tip forward at
this time.

Here are my forks off the bike. Perhaps now it's a good time to clean them up too.

I used one of my larger crescent wrenches to take off the fork caps. I've got air forks
with valve stems but you may have a different arrangment. Perhaps your forks are not
preloaded with air and have a regular hexagonal nut on top. Be careful as you unscrew
the cap. You don't want internal parts to spring out all over your garage.

The cap is loose and you see the
factory spacer underneath.
At this point, Mr. Steve has a
suggestion: When you have the
spring out, put the cap back on a couple
of turns. Turn it back out, pulling on it as
you turn it. When it releases from the
last thread, use a Sharpie to put
alignment marks on the cap and the fork
tube. When you go to put the cap back
on with the spring, you know where the
threads are going to start catching.
Let the fork tube compress down
into the fork lower. Here is what I
found under the cap. We see the
3” factory spacer, a washer, and
the top of the spring.
Have a bucket or other container
ready. After removing the internal
parts, hang the forks upside down
and let them drain all the old, nasty
oil. Go ahead and pump the forks
a few times.

Let the forks drain for as long as possible. I
also used mineral spirits to rinse the forks to
remove sediment that collects in the bottom
of the tubes. Pour in a cup or two, put the
caps back on, then shake it up and down for
about 5 minutes, sometimes pumping the
upper fork tube in and out of the lower fork
tube. Drain the minerl spirits, then repeat.
When you're done, hang the forks upside
down again and let them drain as much as
possible. If you have an air compressor, use
it to help blow out all of the fluid in the forks.

While the forks are
draining, we can get our
spacers ready. The
Progressive
documentation for my
bike said to use 1.75”
spacers, to be made
from the included piece
of schedule 40 PVC pipe.
The stock spacer could
also be modified,
according to the
documentation, but I
didn't have anything
that would easily cut the
factory (metal) spacer.
So I used my miter box
to cut PVC spacers to
length.
I used my digital calipers to measure the spacers to be sure they were exactly the same
length and were square all around. I used sand paper to even things out. Hopefully you
will have better tools with which to cut your spacers. The Progressive documentation
also includes instructions on how to calculate the spacer length if your bike is not listed.

OK, it's time to start
reassembling our forks.
First, here's a shot of
the old factory fork
springs (top) next to the
new Progressive fork
springs.

My forks use 251ml of
oil in each fork leg. It should measure 140mm from the top of the fully compressed fork.
That amount of oil is equal to just about 1 cup and three teaspoons. I poured in a little
over a cup, pumped the upper tube a couple of times to fill the dampening circuits,
poured in a litte more, then used a pump bottle tube, cut to the proper length, to pump
out the excess and leave the oil level exactly 140mm from the top.

Once you have the proper amount of oil in the fork and checked the level, it's time to
put in the spring, washer, and spacer, in that order, then replace the cap.
Replacing the fork cap can be quite
difficult due to spring pressure. Be
careful not to strip the threads.
The Progressive documentation
says that, mechanically, it doesn't
matter which way the springs are
loaded. Follow your factory manual
recommendations. Some riders
have noticed increased noise in the
forks if the tight coils are toward
the top.

Once your forks are back together, slip them back into the steering head. Take care to
properly align the vanity fork brace with the steering head pinch housings. They must
be aligned to allow the fork to slide through easily. While I had the forks out I used
some WD40 to clean and lube the inside of the pinch housings.

Once the forks are in place you can install and tighten the upper and lower pinch bolts.

Upper pinch bolt goes in.

Lower pinch bolts go in.

Once the tubes are in and you have set the height in the clamps, they can be torqued to
spec. Don't forget to check your manual for torque numbers.

Reattach the fender, wheel spacer,
speedometer send unit, wheel and
axle, axle nut, calipers, handlebars,
etc.

Measure your fork “sag”. The sag is the difference between the length of the fully
extended fork (front wheel off the ground) and the length with you sitting on the bike.
Put a zip tie around the fork and sit on your bike. Push the zip town down to the top of
the dust cover on the lower fork tube. Then carefully get off the bike and put it on the
center stand. Now measure how high the zip tie is above the dust cover.

Generally, you want your “sag” to be no more than one-third of your total fork travel.
For example, if you have 6 inches of fork travel, your sag should be no more than about
2 inches. Riders who prefer a firmer ride may like less sag. Adjust your spacer length
to adjust the sag – longer spacers = less sag. If you have air forks, you may no longer
have to use air for preload. I know I don't.
Also note that most factory manuals recommend installing new fork oil every year.
Be sure to visit the forum at The GS Resources website. A lot of helpful, friendly,
knowledgeable motorcycle riders hang out there. Feel free to visit my little BikeCliff
website. New information about these classic bikes gets added as often as I can.
Thank you for your indulgence,
BassCliff

