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Peter Hanke knows BMW 
motorcycles like the back of 
his hand. Being a boxer fan he 
had also heard of the Marusho 
Magnum 500, which looks 
suspiciously like the R50, and 
was curious. He searched for 
and found an example, and 
indeed discovered much that 
was familiar -- yet with numerous 
differences!

Marushos are rare relics of 
Japan’s learning period, when 
the only machines to be found 

on the streets of Nippon were 
copies of European motorcycles. 
Adler, DKW, Horex and even 
the Victoria Bergmeister were 
all cloned by Japanese factories. 
There was certainly nothing 
underhand about these skilful 
copies from the 1950s, rather they 
reflected respect and admiration 
for the originals. It was only in the 
1960s that Japanese companies 
broke away from European 
prototypes and set off on their 
journey to world dominance. 

Both the Marusho ST 500 and its 
sportier sister the Magnum 500 
are copies of this type and it is 
not difficult to work out where 
they gained their inspiration. The 
power train, brakes and many 
details echoed the R50, or rather 
the R50S, to such an extent that 
people made no bones about 
accusing the Marusho of being a 
blatant pirated copy.

Still, the eye can also spot 
differences. The frame design is 
completely different. The R50 

Once again please -- 
but something different this time: Marusho Magnum 500



frame of 1955 was indeed made of oval tubes 
expensively welded together, but the frame 
design of the Marusho was much more 
modern and sported a telescopic fork. The 
Japanese boxer ought to be even faster than 
the original, the BMW having 26 bhp, while 
the Marusho ST developed 36 SAE hp (30 
hp DIN). As much as 40 hp SAE was claimed 
for the sport version which came out in 1966, 
the Magnum 500. It was one of these which Peter 
Hanke found in England in 2003.

It was a scruffy pile of junk but now it had found 
itself in good hands. As far back as the GDR era 
Hanke was an institution in all matters relating 
to BMW. Spare parts from the West were either 
expensive or impossible to get, so Hanke made 
for himself whatever he could. With handmade 
mufflers, which he sometimes sold to the West 
(“wrapped in colored paper, disguised as a bouquet 
of flowers”), he earned a tidy sum in East German 
marks, but that could be exchanged for Western 
Deutsch Marks, and so in 1984, with help from his 

Out of the gloom: The two side covers were 
missing. Peter Hanke made these with the help of a 
photograph, and also fabricated the tank emblems. 
The original was made of plastic, but the new ones 
are bronze.

A situation for a bold mechanic with a 
talent for improvisation: Only 903 half 
liter boxers were produced by Marusho, 
so there is a problem if components are 
missing - as in our example.

Proper handling: “Frame and teleschopic 
fork are improvements over the BMW 
R50. Only the single leading shoe front 
brake does not hold up to the larger 
double leading shoe stopper from 
Munich.”



retired mother, he acquired a 
K100 from West Berlin. Hanke 
still has the K100, standing 
alongside a fully restored 1928 
BMW R62 in his garage. He knew 
how to improvise, and it was this 
skill which would be called upon 
in the upcoming restoration. 

“I didn’t know much about 
Marusho,” recalls Hanke, which 
was not surprising, since these 
machines were never exported 
to Europe. Instead, the Munich  
inspired creation was sent to 
win customers in the USA. The 
majority of bikes went there and 
to Australia, where initially they 
were by enthusiastic buyers who 
wanted to show their exhausts 

to owners of the classic BMWs. 
600 examples of the Marusho ST 
500, 180 Magnum 500s and 123 
of the final model Electra (with 
electric starter) were produced 
and shipped to the United States. 
From there, the machines went 
to other countries, some even 
returning to Japan. Shifting sales 
to America was a strategy of the 
design shop in Hamamatsu, in 
order to avoid litigation. Problems 
with the intake manifolds, leading 
to vacuum leaks and blown 
pistons, thwarted the success 
of the challenger, in addition to 
an unreliable ignition advance 
mechanism. Further financial 
losses occurred with the Electra’s 
starter, where the teeth of the 

flywheel starter ring gears sheared 
off. In 1967 the factory was 
forcedto close its doors.

“A lot of junk was attached to 
my bike, and some parts were 
missing,” says Hanke who, of 
course, had hoped that it would 
be possible to use BMW parts 
to some extent to rebuild the 
Japanese copy. A false hope: 
Things like the generator cover, air 
filter box and intake manifolds had 
to be sourced in the U.S., but it 
was only after Hanke had actually 
obtained a used but complete 
engine from a German Marusho 
fan that he began the restoration. 
Now for a surprise: While the 
bike looked terrible, the original 

Direct comparison shows how much more intricate the 
Japanese “rotating drum gearchange” is. It can cope 
with the power and yet gives a sweet action.

A problem with the Nippon 
design: The ignition with its non-
independently adjustable breakers.

The home-built 
exhaust system.



engine was in fine shape. Today 
Hanke remains amazed: “Since 
almost everything was like 
new — apart from the lack of 
some fittings, this was a major 
win.” Curiosity won, of course, 
and the Berliner completely 
dismantled his Japanese boxer 
to explore in detail how much 

Bore and stroke (68 x 68 mm) 
correspond exactly to the BMW 
engines, the compression was 
9.6:1 as with the quite high-
level R69S.

the Marusho resembles the 
BMW R50. It turned out that the 
crankshaft of the R50 can easily 
be installed in the Marusho, 
though not the flywheel. “The 
motor housing is ten millimeters 
narrower than the R50. The 
BMW flywheel would therefore 
need to be turned down.” Only 
the crankshaft bearings were 
worn, and stock BMW bearings 
fit perfectly. 

The R50 cylinders are not 
interchangeable. Marusho had already 
utilized through studs (introduced 
later by BMW with the /5 series), 
together with a different flange design 
to go with the position of the studs.  
The latter change may have been 
made by the plant in Hamamatsu in 
order to sidestep any legal recourse 
by Munich. Hanke’s Marusho 
cylinders proved to be in good shape, 
but he obtained new BMW R50S 
pistons. “They may have only one 
oil control ring but they work very 
well. However, the piston clearance 

40 hp at 7000 rpm: 28mm 
carbs were responsible tor the 
impressive performance.

Accessories: Oil thermometer. 
The Marusho does not suffer
from overheating.

Still the original chrome! Only the 
inside of the tank had to be de-rusted 
and coated.



must be matched to the alloy cylinder 
of Marusho.” BMW cylinders at that 
time were still made from cast iron. 
The Marusho restorer should use four 
to five hundredths piston clearance, 
whereas six to eight hundredths is 
appropriate for the BMW’s cylinders.

The cylinder heads, which were badly 
worn and apparently came from 
another machine, were also rebuilt. 
R50S valves were fitted along with 
lead-free seat inserts. The remaining 
inner parts were set up with tight 
tolerances. Since Marusho used a 
different valve angle, substituting BMW 
rockers was not possible. There are 
differences between the original and 
Japanese Bavarian-style copy with the 
clutch. The Marusho clutch is smaller 
and uses coil springs instead of the 
BMW disc spring. The replacement 
came from a totally unexpected BMW 
parts shelf: The clutch disc of the three 
cylinder K75 has a diameter of 165 
millimeters instead of 160, but still fits 
when the Marusho backing plate is 
riveted to it. 

The Marusho transmission gave no 
problems. Here too the copier went 
his own way and presented a much 
more modern solution when it was 
built,  ten years before BMW adopted 
it. The gearbox has a rotary shift drum, 
as the Munich-based manufacturer 
only used in the K100 in 1983 and 
in the subsequent four-valve boxers. 

Found operational: Only the inner 
workings of the speedometer were 
gummed up.

Custom made: The stainless 
spokes with which the original 
hubs were laced.

Year of construction 1967: 
Incorporation of turn signals 
is required beginning with the 
year the Marusho was made.

Peter Hanke appreciates that 
construction: “The gear is 
intricately designed, has a lighter 
action and requries shorter shift 
travel.”

If all else fails, it would be 
possible to install a complete 
BMW drivetrain, including the 
transmission in the Marusho 
frame, because the motor 
mounts are the same for 
both bikes. The BMW drive 
shaaft must, however, also 
be transplanted because the 
Marusho gearbox output is 
not to a cross joint, but to a 
flexible coupling. Moreover 
the connection of the drive 
shaft to the rear pinion gear is 
completely different in the Far 
Eastern copy. A sliding, splined 
shaft lubricated by grease is 
used in the BMW. “It is therefore 
not possible to fit the BMW 
drive shaft behind the Marusho 
engine.” The overall good 
condition of the Marusho made 
such considerations completely 
unnecessary. The flexible disk 
had to be replaced, however - 
something suitable was found 
in the BMW parts catalog for 
the BMW 1600 auto. Extensive 
work also was needed on the 
final drive ring gear. The ball 
bearing was worn out and was 
replaced with a DIN bearing, for 

which the driveshaft housing 
had to be modified. 

Contemporary owners had 
painfully experienced the 
weaknesses of the Marusho 
which Hanke  eliminated. 
“The original generator is 
vulnerable to inadvertent 
contact between armature and 
field coil  because of flexing of 
the crankshaft. Moreover, the 
contact breaker points cannot 
be set indepentently. I have 
therefore converted the bike to 
a modern MZ-B ignition, which 
was originally designed for the 
BMW R69S. “A friend helped 
reprogram the new ignition 
for the characteristics of the 
Marusho’s 19° spark advance. 
Hanke used self-made parts to 
replace the intake manifolds 
which often leaked and were a 
frequent cause of the Japanese 
boxer’s demise.

Ever since he made these 
improvements, the BMW fan 
is excited about his Magnum 
500: “It is not a cheap copy, 
but a well-built motorcycle, 
in some respects technically 
ahead of the BMW. These 
include the aluminum alloy 
cylinders, the through-bolts, the 
very sweet-shifting transmission 
and improved handling 



characteristics. Some fine points are also better resolved, such as the supply of oil. The Marusho pump has a 
higher flow rate, while oil is pumped into the hollow drilled camshaft.” Should the camshaft become worn, 
the restorer can still fall back on the BMW counterpart made of solid material. “When fitting this camshaft,” 
explains Hanke, “it should not be enclosed on both sides, because it is usually insufficiently lubricated.” 

Hanke would never sell his Japanese exotic. On his excursions he enjoys seeing the disbelieving faces of his 
fellow man: “A BMW with Mikunis and a Jawa tank? They didn’t make them. . . “ 

Text: Robert Reuter 
Photos: Siegfried Traub 

 Marusho

Of the approximately 
900 ever built. . .

. . . probably no more than 
100 complete Marushos exist. 
Most of them are in American 
collectors’ hands. In Germany 
the reported Marushos can 
be counted on the fingers of 
one hand, and little is known 
about machines in neighboring 
countries. The search for 
original replacement parts 
within Europe is therefore 
nearly impossible. The 
situation is better in the US, 
where Ralph Walker, who 
also works with this model, 
is dedicated to the forgotten 
marque.

   For good advice about “early” 
   Japanese motorcycles . . .

. . . the owner of the Magnum 
500, Peter Hanke, Seelower Str. 
6, 10439 Berlin, recommends 
the Japanese motorcycle 
enthusiast Wolfgang Sasse, 
Depenbrock 16, 32469 
Pelershagen.

Not entirely 
fair. In many 
respects the 
technology 
comparison 

actually 
favors the 

more modern 
Marusho 500. 
However, we 

should not 
forget that the 

BMW swing 
arm R50 was 
produced in 

1955, nine 
years before the 
Nippon boxer’s 

debut.

Further information on 
Marushos . . .

. . . including early single cylinder, 
V-twin models, prototypes and 
racers can be found on the 
internet on the very interesting 
but English-only website www.
MarushoLilac.com, which is 
operated by the aforementioned 
Ralph Walker, who can also be 
reached by the e-mail contact 
form on his website.












