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Like the idea of racing the Dakar Rally but don’t have the budget or the balls? Yamaha’s
new Tenere 700 experience might be just the thing for you. We sent Jack to check it out

W

hen I was told the ‘boys in blue’
had been in touch I quickly
packed a bag and scrambled
my passport ready to hide in the far east
corners of Kazakhstan, having recently been
testing a multitude of mind-bendingly fast
litre sportsbikes. Fortunately it turned out the
reference was a nod to Yamaha’s Tenere 700
experience day over in Wales. I know what
you’re thinking; off-road, big heavy bike, sex
appeal akin to Susan Boyle clad in Bridget
Jones’ granny pants winking at you from
worryingly close quarters in the pub you
frequent... and on the face of it I would have
to agree with you. However bear with me,
because it turns out SuBo has some
functional tricks up her sleeve which may
just have a stronger effect than the beer
goggles you would ordinarily need!
As I drove through the world’s tightest
roads where riding a supermoto would feel
like driving an artic through a congested high
street, I began to consider what I may be in

for throughout the day ahead. To give a bit of
context to my two-wheeled endeavours, I
took to riding on the slippery brown stuff
after spending plenty of years on the tarmac,
which in turn incurred a pretty steep learning
curve consisting of pulling grass out of my
teeth, gravel from my arms and
predominantly, the bike off the ﬂoor, many,
many times. Unfortunately, riding a
sportsbike on the road or track does not in
any way, shape or form correlate to
competence off-road; it’s a whole new skill
set and even a 250cc will have you exuding
brown smoke at the ﬁrst twist of the throttle.
Off-road riding didn’t come naturally to me; I
felt I had started too late and gained too
many bad habits already. This, and an innate
determination to go at things full tilt
following the old ‘If in doubt, ﬂat out’ advice
always seemed to result in a sloppy
encounter, and not the type you would
brag to your mates about. However, with a
bit of perseverance and some awesome

coaching from guys similar to the Yamaha
off-road experience, my conﬁdence grew
and now my holidays are spent in the
Isle of Man, Wales and the Yorkshire Moors,
ripping across the natural landscapes on my
Johnson extension of a KTM 450 EXC.
So with that in mind, a reasonable amount
of anticipation set in as to what a big,
204kg 700cc bruiser would be like across the
tight, technical rocky trails and rock gardens
I’m used to making an absolute hash of on
my usual competition bike of literally half
that weight, or rather whether we would
even be attempting such harsh terrain?
All I could envisage was a bigger, nastier,
more painful crash combined with a
considerably larger amount of effort to
get to that inevitable compound fracture.
Still, if there’s anywhere to barrel roll
yourself and a bike down to an early grave,
the amazing views within the Welsh forests
we were set to rip up offered the perfect
place to do it!
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The Yamaha off-road experience was
originally known as the Geraint Jones Enduro
School, founded in 1994 by Geraint Jones
himself, who was a 10-times-over British
enduro champion and holds eight ISDE gold
medals, a pretty impressive accolade. It is
now predominantly run by his two sons
Dylan and Rowan, who are also ex-top level
championship-winning racers and predictably
lightning fast on a bike, while making it look
frustratingly easy... If it wasn’t for the fact
they were such nice chaps, their riding would
have made me instantly dislike them through
sheer jealousy! The school runs from their
farm in Llanidloes and as far as back garden
playgrounds go, you won’t win a game of top
trumps against the Joneses as they have full
Follow the leader.

exclusive access to the 10,000 acres of Hafren
Forest for you to play in; this is off-limits to
the general public so unless you’re on their
day, you aren’t getting in legally. The school
offers ﬁve experience packages for you to
choose from, ranging from complete beginner
level tuition on either the Yamaha TTR/WR
range or the Tenere 700, right up to bespoke
tuition for hardened enduro riders looking to
ﬁne-tune their skills with knowledge from the
guys right at the top of their game. It’s worth
noting that due to the private land on the
off-road experience, you don’t actually need a
licence but you will have to demonstrate you
can ride a bike, or at least advise them you’re
a total newbie! I was invited along to
speciﬁcally do the Tenere 700 experience

which you do need a licence for and is priced
at £260 for the day or £460 for two days. For
this, you’re equipped with the latest Yamaha
enduro clothing, body armour, helmet, boots
and gloves, a fully fuelled and prepped
Tenere, and full instruction for the day
including a pub lunch where, depressingly,
alcohol wasn’t an option, and they won’t
accept: “It calms my nerves!” as an excuse. If
your parents didn’t slip any Miracle-Gro into
your baby milk, the school do have several
lowered bikes using a Yamaha genuine parts
linkage kit and seat, which turns the Tenere
into a mere BMX in comparison, so you’ve
no need to worry about dealing with a tall
bike through the tough stuff, as well as trying
to keep your vital organs in the same place as
they started the day.
With the ﬁrst obstacle being squeezing my
post-lockdown junk into an older, wider pair
of riding pants overcome, our morning
brieﬁng explained how the day would unfold.
We were reminded that the purpose of this
bike and this experience is adventure riding,
in other words being able to cover large
distances in comfort while tackling some
reasonable off-road obstacles. To that end,
the guys had made some slight modiﬁcations
to the standard Tenere; from the Yamaha
genuine parts catalogue, they had ﬁtted a
bigger bash plate/sump guard and crash bars,
and binned the dual purpose standard Pirelli
Sco
orpion STRs, replacing them with Dunlop’ss
D908 Rally Raids which are a much more
offf-road-biased tyre. With all that in mind, I
pected some loose ﬁre roads at best and
exp
som
me long miles in the saddle... how wrong I

TENERE 700 EXPERIENCE
Team Tenere.
Hooligan.
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was. Where this school excels is by catering
for the group it has at the time, there’s no
‘one size ﬁts all’ approach which ensures
everyone gets the best out of their day.
Everyone attending had reasonably good
off-road experience so there was no need for
any chat about the basics of off-road riding in
terms of body position, clutch control, braking
etc. However on a normal day full tuition
would be given where relevant and the levels
gradually increased to suit, aided by a vast
array of experienced instructors. The Tenere is
equipped with a small functional dash, which
allows you to put it into ‘off-road mode’ with
the press of a button. This disengages the
traction control and turns the ABS off which is
vital for when things get a bit loose underfoot,
plus you need to be able to lock the rear
wheel in certain scenarios. For example – to
get turned around, to save yourself down a
steep descent, or even more crucially... if
there’s a camera in the near vicinity and
you’re in need of that all-important sideways
picture to show your mates who the real rider
of the group is. So with the bike in full
unaided “You’re on your own, mate!” mode,
we headed straight up a steep gravel bank
directly out the back of their farm into the
heaven of the Welsh forests, where we basked
in rare and surprising Welsh sunshine and
were greeted by the most endless stunning
scenery I’ve seen for quite some time. It didn’t
take long to feel like I was on an all-inclusive
adven
nture holiday across Spain, yet within
drivin
ng distance from home, for a more than
reaso
onable cost.
Inittially I felt the bike to be a bit numb
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Jack thought he was on a speedway bike.
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and lacking in feel, and I began to wonder
what it was that Yamaha were trying to prove
by sending us out here to ride it, but after
around just 20 minutes I very much found out
why they had invited us. It took no time at all
to discover that the initial feeling I had was
purely my rustiness, having not ridden
off-road since February and probably also due
to passing the time concentrating on the local
pie-eating competitions. The most astonishing
thing about this perceptively big heavy bike is
how agile and capable it is across the rough
stuff. As I alluded to earlier, I anticipated that
ﬁre tracks would be the limits of this bike’s
capabilities, but they weren’t even a warm-up
for what it was capable of athletically pulling
itself through! Any weight you ﬁrst feel when
you get on it soon disappears when you get a
feel for it, allowing me to do sharp pivot turns
with ease and place the bike exactly where I
want it through ruts, rocks and any other

Jack didn't have the
minerals to go down the
water slide.

usual face-planting invitations the ground has
to offer. Before I knew it I was skipping across
whoops through narrow clearances in the
trees on the back wheel, thinking: “How the
hell is this not crying underneath me,
bottoming out, tying itself in knots and trying
to buck me off like a mentally unstable rodeo
bull?!” Even early on in the day I was totally
ﬂabbergasted by what it was capable of
taking in its stride, and I really should press
the point home that we were absolutely not
doing a gentle Sunday green-lane ride
stopping for regular wee breaks, coffees,
bacon butties and casual chats while taking
in the views. My mindset going into this
experience was very much that I should take
the bike to the limits of my ability within
reason, and see how it fared against a sole
purpose-built machine; what I was rewarded
with from the bike was nothing short of
astounding. One of the strongest attributes of

this bike is its twin 700cc engine, packing a
plentiful 72bhp and bags of predictable,
usable torque. It has enough grunt to catch
you out if you’re overly excitable with your
right wrist, yet a smooth enough power
delivery to allow you to slide all day long at
big speeds without worrying that your rear
will overtake the front and leave you looking
like a turbo-knob in front of your mates.
There isn’t much that the chassis of the
Tenere couldn’t handle either; we covered
steep rocky hill climbs and descents, trails
lined with rocks the size of Eddie Hall’s
head, stream crossings and boggy lanes and
none of it seemed to faze the plucky Yam;
the only obvious sign of the fact you were
tackling harsh terrain was that of the tinny
drum beat coming from the bash plate due to
the rocks constantly ﬂicking off it – very
much ‘In the air tonight’... how apt!
That said, it’s not an all-out enduro bike

TENERE 700 EXPERIENCE

INTERVIEW WITH ROWAN JONES
How do you maximise
performance of big bikes
vs enduro bikes?
The ﬁrst thing to highlight is what they’re
built for; the big bikes are primarily
designed to cover distance both on and
off-road and ride to your set destination.
While the big bikes are still very capable you
do have to be aware that they are still circa
200 kilos, so things are okay to a certain
pace, but it’s about covering the ground as
opposed to racing the ground, because
when things go wrong there’s a fair bit
more weight to try and save. You’re looking
to get squarer and straighter for the
obstacles you aim to tackle, but really you
have to go in with the mindset of getting
through and travelling from A to B rather
than racing to the end destination. Ground
clearance is certainly an improvement on
the previous Yamaha models, but you still
need to read the terrain differently from a
purpose-built enduro bike.

Does size matter?

and it does therefore have its limitations, as I
started to discover after a few hours getting
used to it. If you’re a motocross GP rider with
testes the size of footballs, had your brain
removed at birth and you were hoping to
come and lay down some big fat whips while
being 20 feet in the air, you probably won’t
be surprised to hear this isn’t the bike for
you. A badly managed jump of anything over
around ﬁve feet high will see the Tenere
bottom out with relative ease and attempt to
rearrange your internal organs upon landing,
and sure, in the tight twisty technical trails
you will absolutely feel the weight of the
bike. However, a little perspective if you will?
When I spoke with Rowan about the
competencies and limitations of the Tenere
one of the key things he said which resonated
with me was that you could quite happily
rock up to an enduro event full of lightweight
competition-focused bikes, and pull in a half
decent result if you were a good rider – pretty
impressive for a road bike with some
knobblies, don’t you think? If he had said
this to me at the start of the day I would have
laughed, but having spent a very comfortable
eight hours in the saddle, across the best part
of 130 miles, a full tank of fuel and a tonne
of laughs later, I can wholeheartedly agree
with that statement, and I tell you something,
it would rufﬂe a few feathers while you were
at it! This actually leads me on to my next
huge revelation with this bike. Like most
people, whenever I ride off-road I suffer
terribly with arm pump, and it’s a constant
battle to try and keep things under control as
I lose the feeling and regain it (or not, as the
case tends to be). With the Tenere, not only
did I have a comﬁer seat, a screen, more
weather protection, more road capability and
a complete lack of ‘KTM-Arse’ as I call it...

Size does absolutely matter, because if you
do get a very big, heavy and clumsy bike
(which the Tenere 700 isn’t), it is quite
limiting as to where you can go and
certainly the speed at which you travel.
Time of year, weather and the type of trail
are also limiting factors for the heavier
bikes. If the trail is ﬁrm, rock based and
stone it’s surprising where you can go on a
big bike, but if the trail becomes particularly
muddy and soft, the dual-purpose tyres on
most big adventure bikes and their weight
will limit where you can get to. With
adventure bikes the question is always:
“What do you want to do with it?” because
there is always a compromise between the
tarmac and the trails, and you need to work
out what ratio suits you and therefore what
bike to go for. Conversely the huge upside
to adventure bikes is that what they’re
capable of is so broad, but it won’t excel in
one speciﬁc area.

How important is
tyre choice?
From an adventure and off-road point of
view tyre choice is critically important. The
Tenere 700 has a reasonably capable
dual-purpose road-going tyre as standard,
but we run Dunlop’s D908 Rally Raid tyres
which were developed for a Dakar-style
environment and are a pretty aggressive
trail tyre. The trade-off is that they’re not
great on the road, and particularly on the
wet tarmac today they don’t inspire
conﬁdence, however as soon as you hit the
trails which is the main aim for us, they’re a
very competent tyre. Most brands do a
dual-purpose tyre, but again the choice is
based on where you want your
performance because there will always be a
trade-off and a compromise.

What mods from the
standard bike do you do
to suit the school?

Very little really, as you’ve discovered
today the new Tenere 700 is a very

competent bike out of the crate. At the
moment we change the tyres, use a bigger
sump guard and wrap around crash bars,
both available from the Yamaha genuine
parts catalogue. This is purely because as a
school we cater for all levels of ability, and
it’s fairly inevitable that the bikes will hit the
deck at some stage. We have one bike with
an Akra ‘can to try, and we may play around
with the settings on the rear shocks at
some stage to try to ﬁrm them up to assist
the bike across the rougher choppier terrain
and the bigger jumps.

Which bike would you
prefer to ride out of the
Yamaha range?

Again it completely depends on what you
want to do with it, every bike has a purpose
and an area that it excels. At the moment I
really enjoy riding the Tenere 700 because
it’s new, fresh and surprisingly capable. You
can do loads of stuff with it you wouldn’t
expect and I always get off them with a big
grin on my face. Obviously if you’re going to
race technical enduro it wouldn’t be the
bike to take, but there’d be something quite
cool about turning up on one and being
reasonably competitive on something that
looks like it really should never be there!
Outside of that for me, probably the WR250
predominantly because of my physical size
and stature. It’s the sort of bike I’ve spent a
lot of time racing on, and I feel I’m the boss
of that rather than it being the boss of me,
whereas the WR450 can bite a little bit! But
again, if you’re doing a lot of rally type
riding/trail riding/fast ﬁre road sections, the
WR450 comes into its own. We ride a lot in
the winter doing technical trails in the
horrible snotty wet conditions where getting
stuck can be a frequent experience, so the
250s are perfect for that.

What are your thoughts on
the new Tenere vs
the previous models?

We’ve been using two models prior to the
Tenere 700, the XTZ1200 Super Tenere
which is a much bigger bike in a different
category and considerably more road
focused, and also the XT660 which is a
single-cylinder, tried and tested, proven
model but been around a long time and is
old technology now. The new Tenere 700 is
a twin based on the MT-07 which is a
proven engine and provides a much
smoother power delivery with no vibration,
and feels like modern technology. It’s more
comfortable and certainly more capable
off-road than the old XT660, so with the
new bike it’s going to allow us to do more
with it, go to different places and give the
customers an even better experience. The
bike is night and day different really, it’s
more akin to an off-road competition bike in
its handling and feel. I’ve no idea what the
weight difference is between the 700 and
the old 660 and it’s probably not
dramatically different, but to ride them they
feel miles apart. The new bike is more
manoeuvrable, ﬂick-able, and you can slide
it around whereas the 660 still feels a bit
tired and numb now.
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He's just showing
off now.

Learning from
the best.
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not once did I get the dreaded arm pump
which waas incredibly refreshing, and allowed
me to enjoy the Wellsh terrain at decent speed
g visit to A&E
without any concerns of a long
via the yellow air chopper and a very
unhappy man in a corporate blue T-shirt.
Possibly the most entertaining part of the day
and a real harsh test for the bike was right at
the end, where myself and Rowan headed
into the trees again in search for some bigger
jumps. This time he really wasn’t mucking
around, and I found myself throwing all sorts
of comical ’80s dance shapes on the bike
trying to keep up with this enduro legend,
having only a view of his rear light through
the dust he was ripping up while looking like
he was popping to the shops to get milk... I
attempted to play it cool when we stopped,
though I think the panting may have given
the game away.
So maybe your holiday plans have gone
tits-up this year, maybe due to the virus
you’re fancying trying something new,
maybe you’re bored of trail riding in your
local area and just maybe you’re intrigued
as to how much fun you can have on a big
bike off-road and you don’t quite believe
what I’m writing? I can honestly say if I was
to go back to the Yamaha off-road experience
and I had a choice between the WR450
(which is pretty close to my usual steed), or
taking the Tenere out again, I would chose
the Tenere all day long. There’s something
incredibly satisfying about taking a big bike
like that and going places you really ought
not to be able to go on it.
Fancy a go? Head over to www.yamahaoffroad-experience.co.uk to check out what
they have to offer. Bookings are currently
taken over the phone and the Tenere days are
ﬁlling fast... I know I’ll be back for more.

