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(54) VEHICLE STEERING MECHANISM

(57) To enable, in a vehicle including a variable trail
length mechanism, steering inertia to be reduced. A ve-
hicle includes a vehicle body (10) and a front wheel that
is disposed anterior to the vehicle body (10) and that is
steerable about a steering axis (Cs). The vehicle body
(10) includes a vehicle body frame (11) and a steering
rotation unit (13) that is supported on the vehicle body
frame (11) and that rotates about the steering axis (Cs).
The vehicle includes a variable trail length mechanism
(30). The variable trail length mechanism (30) includes
an oscillation unit (41) that supports front forks (25L and
25R) that are disposed to be oscillatable in a fore-aft di-
rection and that support the front wheel, and an electric
motor (42) that oscillates the oscillation unit (41). The
electric motor (42) is supported by the vehicle body (10).
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Description

[Technical Field]

[0001] The present invention relates to a vehicle.

[Background Art]

[0002] A known vehicle includes a variable trail length
mechanism that varies a trail length of a front wheel that
is disposed anterior to a vehicle body and is steerable
about a steering axis, in addition to, as the vehicle body,
a vehicle body frame and a steering rotation unit that is
supported on the vehicle body frame to rotate about a
steering axis (see, for example, Patent Document 1). In
Patent Document 1, the variable trail length mechanism
includes an oscillation unit that is connected with the
steering rotation unit oscillatably in a fore-aft direction
and that supports a front wheel, and a drive source that
oscillates the oscillation unit.

[Prior Art Document]

[Patent Document]

[0003] [Patent Document 1]
Japanese Patent Laid-open No. 2014-172586

[Summary of the Invention]

[Problem to be Solved by the Invention]

[0004] In the known vehicle, however, the drive source
is supported by the oscillation unit that oscillates to vary
the trail length. This results in the drive source having a
relatively heavy weight being spaced away from the
steering axis, so that steering inertia increases and a
steering operation tends to require a large force.
[0005] The present invention has been made in view
of the foregoing situation and it is an object of the present
invention to enable, in a vehicle including a variable trail
length mechanism, steering inertia to be reduced.

[Means for Solving the Problem]

[0006] One aspect of the present invention provides a
vehicle including a vehicle body (10, 210, 310) and a front
wheel (2) that is disposed anterior to the vehicle body
(10, 210, 310) and that is steerable about a steering axis
(Cs), the vehicle body (10, 210, 310) including a vehicle
body frame (11) and a steering rotation unit (13, 213,
313) that is supported on the vehicle body frame (11) and
that rotates about the steering axis (Cs). The vehicle in-
cludes a variable trail length mechanism (30, 230, 330)
that varies a trail length (t) of the front wheel (2). The
variable trail length mechanism (30, 230, 330) includes:
an oscillation unit (41, 241, 341) that supports a front
wheel support member (25L, 25R) that is disposed to be

oscillatable in a fore-aft direction and that supports the
front wheel (2); and a drive source (42, 242) that oscillates
the oscillation unit (41, 241, 341), the drive source (42,
242) being supported by the vehicle body (10, 210, 310).
[0007] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the drive source (42, 242) is supported by the steering
rotation unit (13, 213, 313) of the vehicle body (10, 210,
310).
[0008] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the drive source (42) is an electric motor (42), and
the electric motor (42) is disposed anterior to the steering
rotation unit (13) in a vehicle side elevational view and
includes a rotary shaft (42b) having an axis (42c) dis-
posed so as to be oriented in a vehicle vertical direction.
[0009] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
screw mechanism (43) that translates rotation of the elec-
tric motor (42) to linear motion to thereby oscillate the
oscillation unit (41), and the screw mechanism (43) is
disposed such that a threaded shaft (51) of the screw
mechanism (43) has an axis extending in parallel with
the axis (42c) of the electric motor (42).
[0010] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
speed reducer (45) that transmits rotation of the electric
motor (42) with reduced speed to the screw mechanism
(43), and a lock mechanism (46) that restricts rotation of
the electric motor (42) is disposed upstream of the speed
reducer (45) in a path of transmitting rotation of the elec-
tric motor (42).
[0011] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the lock mechanism (46) is disposed coaxially with
the axis (42c) of the electric motor (42).
[0012] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
linkage mechanism (47) that connects the screw mech-
anism (43) with the oscillation unit (41) and the steering
rotation unit (13), the steering rotation unit (13) including:
a steering shaft (32) journaled by a head pipe (17) of the
vehicle body frame (11); a top bridge (33) fixed to an
upper end portion of the steering shaft (32); and a bottom
member (34) fixed to a lower end portion of the steering
shaft (32), the oscillation unit (41) being oscillatably sup-
ported via an oscillation shaft (48) disposed in the top
bridge (33) and being connected with the bottom member
(34) via the linkage mechanism (47).
[0013] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the front wheel support member (25L, 25R) includes
a pair of left and right front forks (25L, 25R), the oscillation
unit (41) includes a bottom bridge (49) that laterally con-
nects the left and right front forks (25L, 25R), and the
linkage mechanism (47) is connected with the bottom
bridge (49).
[0014] In the aspect of the present invention, prefera-
bly, the steering rotation unit (13, 213, 313) includes: a
steering shaft (32) journaled by a head pipe (17) of the
vehicle body frame (11); a top bridge (33, 233, 333) fixed
to an upper end portion of the steering shaft (32); and a
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bottom member (34, 234,334) fixed to a lower end portion
of the steering shaft (32), and a bracket (36, 236, 336)
that connects, at a position anterior to the head pipe (17),
the top bridge (33, 233, 333) with the bottom member
(34, 2344 334) is provided, the drive source (42, 242)
being supported by the vehicle body via the bracket (36,
236, 336).

[Effects of the Invention]

[0015] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the vehicle body includes the vehicle body
frame and the steering rotation unit that is supported on
the vehicle body frame and that rotates about the steering
axis. The variable trail length mechanism includes the
oscillation unit that supports the front wheel support
member that is disposed to be oscillatable in the fore-aft
direction and that supports the front wheel, and the drive
source that oscillates the oscillation unit. The drive
source is supported by the vehicle body. The drive
source, because being supported by the vehicle body, is
close to the steering axis, so that steering inertia can be
reduced.
[0016] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the drive source may be supported by the
steering rotation unit of the vehicle body. This arrange-
ment results in the drive source being close to the steer-
ing axis, so that the steering inertia can be reduced.
[0017] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the electric motor may be disposed anterior to
the steering rotation unit in the vehicle side elevational
view and includes the rotary shaft having the axis dis-
posed so as to be oriented in the vehicle vertical direction.
The foregoing arrangement allows the electric motor as
the drive source to be compactly disposed, so that the
steering inertia can be reduced.
[0018] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the variable trail length mechanism may in-
clude the speed reducer that transmits rotation of the
electric motor with reduced speed to the screw mecha-
nism, and the lock mechanism that restricts rotation of
the electric motor may be disposed upstream of the
speed reducer in the path of transmitting rotation of the
electric motor. The foregoing arrangement results in the
rotation transmitted from the oscillation unit side to the
electric motor via the screw mechanism and the speed
reducer building up speed, so that torque transmitted
from the oscillation unit side to the electric motor via the
speed reducer is small. Thus, the lock mechanism dis-
posed upstream of the speed reducer, even with a com-
pact configuration, can still restrict rotation of the electric
motor and operation of the variable trail length mecha-
nism can be easily restricted.
[0019] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the lock mechanism may be disposed coaxially
with the axis of the electric motor. This arrangement al-
lows the lock mechanism to be disposed compactly.
[0020] In accordance with the aspect of the present

invention, the variable trail length mechanism may in-
clude the linkage mechanism that connects the screw
mechanism with the oscillation unit and the steering ro-
tation unit, the steering rotation unit may include the
steering shaft journaled by the head pipe of the vehicle
body frame, the top bridge fixed to the upper end portion
of the steering shaft, and the bottom member fixed to the
lower end portion of the steering shaft, and the oscillation
unit may be oscillatably supported via the oscillation shaft
disposed in the top bridge and may be connected with
the bottom member via the linkage mechanism. The fore-
going arrangement allows the oscillation unit that is os-
cillatable about the oscillation shaft of the top bridge to
be oscillated via the linkage mechanism connected with
the bottom member. Specifically, the trail length can be
changed by oscillating the oscillation unit through a com-
pact configuration.
[0021] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, the oscillation unit may include the bottom
bridge that laterally connects the left and right front forks,
and the linkage mechanism may be connected with the
bottom bridge. This arrangement allows a compact struc-
ture to connect the linkage mechanism with the oscillation
unit through the use of the bottom bridge that increases
stiffness of the front forks.
[0022] In accordance with the aspect of the present
invention, there may be provided the bracket that con-
nects the top bridge with the bottom member at a position
anterior to the head pipe, and the drive source may be
supported by the vehicle body via the bracket. In the fore-
going arrangement, the bracket connects the top bridge
with the bottom member at a position anterior to the head
pipe and is thus close to the steering axis. The drive
source can thus be disposed close to the steering axis,
so that the steering inertia can be reduced.

[Brief Description of the Drawings]

[0023]

[Fig. 1]
Fig. 1 is a left side elevational view depicting a vehicle
according to a first embodiment of the present inven-
tion.
[Fig. 2]
Fig. 2 is a left side elevational view depicting the
vehicle in which a trail length is positive.
[Fig. 3]
Fig. 3 is a left side elevational view depicting the
vehicle in which a trail length is negative.
[Figs. 4A and 4B]
Figs. 4A and 4B are schematic views depicting a
relation between a steering direction of a front wheel
and a position of a center of gravity of the vehicle.
[Fig. 5]
Fig. 5 is a front elevational view depicting a front
portion of the vehicle as viewed from the front.
[Fig. 6]
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Fig. 6 is a left side elevational view depicting the front
portion of the vehicle in an "ordinary state."
[Fig. 7]
Fig. 7 is a left side elevational view depicting the front
portion of the vehicle in a "trail length changed state."
[Fig. 8]
Fig. 8 is a perspective view depicting the front portion
of the vehicle as viewed from the front right direction.
[Fig. 9]
Fig. 9 is a cross-sectional view taken along line IX-
IX in Fig. 5.
[Fig. 10]
Fig. 10 is a cross-sectional view taken along line X-
X in Fig. 5.
[Fig. 11]
Fig. 11 is a block diagram depicting a configuration
relating to control of the vehicle.
[Fig. 12]
Fig. 12 is a cross-sectional view taken along line XII-
XII in Fig. 6.
[Fig. 13]
Fig. 13 is a left side elevational view depicting sche-
matically a front portion of a vehicle according to a
second embodiment.
[Fig. 14]
Fig. 14 is a left side elevational view depicting a front
portion of a vehicle according to a third embodiment.
[Fig. 15]
Fig. 15 is a left side elevational view depicting sche-
matically a front portion of a vehicle according to a
fourth embodiment.
[Fig. 16]
Fig. 16 is a side elevational view depicting a modifi-
cation of the fourth embodiment.
[Fig. 17]
Fig. 17 is a cross-sectional view taken along line XII-
XII in Fig. 6 according to a fifth embodiment.
[Fig. 18]
Fig. 18 is a schematic view depicting a variation of
shapes of a fitting portion and a fitted portion.
[Fig. 19]
Fig. 19 is a schematic view depicting a variation of
shapes of the fitting portion and the fitted portion.

[Modes for Carrying Out the Invention]

[0024] Specific embodiments to which the present in-
vention is applied will be described below with reference
to the accompanying drawings. Throughout the descrip-
tions given hereunder, longitudinal, lateral, and vertical
directions are relative to the vehicle body unless other-
wise specified. In the drawings, an arrow FR denotes a
vehicle forward direction, an arrow UP denotes a vehicle
upward direction, and an arrow LH denotes a vehicle
leftward direction.

[First Embodiment]

[0025] Fig. 1 is a left side elevational view depicting a
vehicle according to a first embodiment of the present
invention.
[0026] This vehicle 1 is a motorcycle that includes a
vehicle body 10, a front wheel 2 disposed anterior to the
vehicle body 10, and a rear wheel 3 disposed posterior
to the vehicle body 10.
[0027] The vehicle body 10 includes a vehicle body
frame 11, an engine 12, a steering rotation unit 13, a seat
14, and a vehicle body cover 15. The engine 12 serves
as a traveling power unit supported on the vehicle body
frame 11. The steering rotation unit 13 rotates about a
steering axis Cs at a front end portion of the vehicle body
frame 11. An operator sits in the seat 14. The vehicle
body cover 15 covers, for example, the vehicle body
frame 11. The vehicle 1 is a saddled vehicle in which the
operator straddles the seat 14. The rear wheel 3 is a drive
wheel driven by a driving force of the engine 12. It is
noted that a motor for driving the front wheel 2 may be
incorporated in a wheel of the front wheel 2 to make the
front wheel 2 a drive wheel.
[0028] The vehicle body frame 11 includes a head pipe
17, a main frame 18, a down frame 19, a pivot frame 20,
and a seat frame 21. The head pipe 17 is disposed at a
front end portion of the vehicle body frame 11 and jour-
nals the steering rotation unit 13. The main frame 18 ex-
tends downwardly toward the rear from the head pipe
17. The down frame 19 extends downwardly from a front
portion of the main frame 18. The pivot frame 20 extends
downwardly from a rear portion of the main frame 18.
The seat frame 21 extends toward the rear from an upper
portion of the pivot frame 20.
[0029] The head pipe 17 is a tubular member disposed
to be inclined rearwardly with respect to a vertical direc-
tion in a side elevational view. As with the front wheel 2
and the rear wheel 3, the head pipe 17 is disposed at a
center in a vehicle width direction (lateral direction) of the
vehicle 1. The steering axis Cs is aligned with an axis of
the head pipe 17.
[0030] The vehicle 1 further includes front forks 25L
and 25R (front wheel support member) and a swing arm
24. The front forks 25L and 25R are supported by the
steering rotation unit 13 and extend downwardly toward
the front. The swing arm 24 extends rearwardly from the
pivot frame 20 to support the rear wheel 3. The rear wheel
3 is journaled on an axle 3a disposed at a rear end portion
of the swing arm 24.
[0031] The front forks 25L and 25R are provided in
pairs on both lateral sides of the front wheel 2. The front
wheel 2 is journaled on an axle 2a that is disposed at
lower end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R and
that extends in the vehicle width direction.
[0032] The front forks 25L and 25R rotate integrally
with the steering rotation unit 13. A steering handlebar
26 to be operated by the operator is disposed at an upper
portion of the steering rotation unit 13 via a handlebar
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support member 29 (Fig. 5). Specifically, when the op-
erator turns the steering handlebar 26, the steering rota-
tion unit 13 rotates about the steering axis Cs and the
front wheel 2 is steered to the left or right.
[0033] The vehicle body cover 15 includes a front cover
27 and a tank cover 28. The front cover 27 is disposed
anterior to the head pipe 17. The tank cover 28 covers a
portion between the head pipe 17 and the seat 14.
[0034] Basic technical aspects relating to the first em-
bodiment will be described below with reference to Figs.
2 to 4B.
[0035] Fig. 2 is a left side elevational view depicting
the vehicle 1 in which a trail length is positive. Fig. 3 is a
left side elevational view depicting the vehicle 1 in which
the trail length is negative. Figs. 4A and 4B are schematic
views depicting a relation between a steering direction
of the front wheel 2 and a position of a center of gravity
of the vehicle 1. In Figs. 2 and 3, the position of the center
of gravity of the vehicle 1, for example, is depicted in the
lower half of the respective figures. In Figs. 2 to 4B, a
direction X indicates a fore-aft direction of the vehicle 1
and a direction Y indicates a roll direction (axial direction
about the axis of the direction X) of the vehicle 1. It is
noted that the vehicle forward direction FR is disposed
on the direction X and the vehicle leftward direction LH
is disposed on the direction Y.
[0036] Figs. 2 and 3 depict a reference position state
in which the vehicle 1 assumes an erect upright position
and a steering angle of the front wheel 2 is 0(°).
[0037] A trail length t is a distance between a ground
contact point Po of the front wheel 2 and a ground contact
point P1 of the steering axis Cs under the reference po-
sition state. The trail length t is positive on the forward
side with reference to the ground contact point Po and
negative on the rearward side with reference to the
ground contact point Po. The ground contact point Po of
the front wheel 2 is disposed directly below the axle 2a.
A ground contact point P3 of the rear wheel 3 is disposed
directly below the axle 3a.
[0038] Fig. 2 depicts that the ground contact point P1
of the steering axis Cs is disposed anterior to the ground
contact point Po of the front wheel 2 and the trail length
t is a positive value. Fig. 3 depicts that the ground contact
point P1 of the steering axis Cs is disposed posterior to
the ground contact point Po of the front wheel 2 and the
trail length t is a negative value.
[0039] When the front forks 25L and 25R are leaned
further backward with respect to the steering axis Cs from
the state depicted in Fig. 2, the ground contact point Po
of the front wheel 2 moves forward, resulting in a negative
trail length t as depicted in Fig. 3.
[0040] It is here noted that the state in which the trail
length t is positive as depicted in Fig. 2 is referred to as
an "ordinary state" and the state in which the trail length
t is negative as depicted in Fig. 3 is referred to as a "trail
length changed state." Specifically, the "trail length
changed state" is a state in which the front forks 25L and
25R are leaned backward with respect to the vehicle body

10 from the "ordinary state."
[0041] As depicted in Figs. 2 and 3, under the reference
position state, the center of gravity CG of the vehicle 1
is disposed at the center in the vehicle width direction of
the vehicle 1 and between the front wheel 2 and the rear
wheel 3.
[0042] While the vehicle 1 is traveling, the front wheel
2 rolls to move the ground contact point to a steered
direction (direction in which the wheel is steered). As a
result, force is generated in a direction opposite to the
steered direction with respect to the center of gravity CG.
Specifically, steering in the direction in which the vehicle
body collapses generates force in the direction in which
the vehicle body stands upright.
[0043] When the vehicle 1 is stationary, in contrast,
steering the front wheel 2 under the "ordinary state"
(steered to the right in Fig. 4A) causes the center of grav-
ity CG of the vehicle 1 to move in a direction (rightward)
identical to the steered direction as depicted in Fig. 4A.
Thus, when the vehicle 1 is stationary under the "ordinary
state," steering in the direction in which the vehicle body
collapses generates force in the direction in which the
vehicle body collapses. This direction is opposite to the
direction during traveling. Specifically, the direction of
force acting on the center of gravity CG generated by
steering is reversed corresponding to a change in vehicle
speed. As such, a vehicle speed range in which the di-
rection of force acting on the center of gravity CG is re-
versed exists under the "ordinary state." This makes it
difficult to control collapse of the vehicle body by steering,
so that achieving control to allow the vehicle 1 to stand
on its own by steering can be a difficult task.
[0044] As depicted in Fig. 4B, when the front wheel 2
is steered under the "trail length changed state" (steered
to the right in Fig. 4B), the center of gravity CG of the
vehicle 1 moves in a direction opposite (leftward) to the
steered direction. Specifically, under the "trail length
changed state," steering the front wheel 2 moves the
center of gravity CG in the direction opposite to the
steered direction. As a result, steering in the direction in
which the vehicle body collapses generates force F in a
direction in which the vehicle body stands upright. Spe-
cifically, under the "trail length changed state," the force
acting on the center of gravity CG of the vehicle 1 by
steering is generated in an identical direction at all times
whether the vehicle 1 is stationary or traveling, so that
continuity of control over the collapse of the vehicle body
by steering can be maintained. Thus, controlling to allow
the vehicle 1 to stand upright by steering is more easily
achieved in the "trail length changed state" than in the
"ordinary state."
[0045] It is here noted that, in addition to the force F,
one possible consideration for the control to allow the
vehicle 1 to stand upright is force by a movement of the
ground contact point in a roll direction of the front wheel
2 as a result of steering of the front wheel 2.
[0046] The vehicle 1 includes a variable trail length
mechanism 30 that varies the trail length t of the front

7 8 



EP 3 345 818 A1

6

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

wheel 2. The variable trail length mechanism 30 is dis-
posed anterior to the head pipe 17. A configuration of the
variable trail length mechanism 30 and a surrounding
portion of the variable trail length mechanism 30 will be
described below.
[0047] Fig. 5 is a front elevational view depicting a front
portion of the vehicle 1 as viewed from the front. Fig. 6
is a left side elevational view depicting the front portion
of the vehicle 1 in the "ordinary state." Fig. 7 is a left side
elevational view depicting the front portion of the vehicle
1 in the "trail length changed state." Fig. 8 is a perspective
view depicting the front portion of the vehicle 1 as viewed
from the front right direction. Fig. 9 is a cross-sectional
view taken along line IX-IX in Fig. 5. It is noted that Figs.
5 to 9 each depict a condition in which the vehicle body
cover 15 has been removed. In Figs. 6 and 7, the front
fork 25L on the left-hand side is not depicted. In Fig. 8,
the front forks 25L and 25R are not depicted.
[0048] Reference is made to Figs. 5 to 9. The steering
rotation unit 13 includes a steering shaft 32 (Fig. 9), a
top bridge 33, and a bottom member 34. The steering
shaft 32 is passed through and journaled by the head
pipe 17. The top bridge 33 is fixed to an upper end portion
of the steering shaft 32 that protrudes upwardly from the
head pipe 17. The bottom member 34 is fixed to a lower
end portion of the steering shaft 32 that protrudes down-
wardly from the head pipe 17.
[0049] The top bridge 33 is a plate-shaped member
extending in the vehicle width direction at a portion above
the head pipe 17. The bar-shaped steering handlebar 26
is disposed above the top bridge 33. The steering shaft
32 has an axis that is aligned with the steering axis Cs.
The steering shaft 32, the top bridge 33, and the bottom
member 34 constituting the steering rotation unit 13 in-
tegrally rotate about the steering axis Cs.
[0050] A bracket 36 is mounted on the steering rotation
unit 13. The bracket 36 is disposed between the left and
right front forks 25L and 25R and so as to extend vertically
along the head pipe 17 at a position anterior to the head
pipe 17. The bracket 36 connects the top bridge 33 with
the bottom member 34. Specifically, the bracket 36 has
an upper end portion fixed to a lower surface of the top
bridge 33 by a bolt 36a (Fig. 7). Additionally, the bracket
36 has a lower end portion fixed to a front surface of the
bottom member 34 by a bolt 36c (Figs. 6 and 8). The
bracket 36 rotates integrally with the steering rotation unit
13.
[0051] The variable trail length mechanism 30 includes
an oscillation unit 41, an electric motor 42 (drive source),
and a ball screw mechanism 43 (screw mechanism). The
oscillation unit 41 is connected with the steering rotation
unit 13 so as to be oscillatable in the fore-aft direction.
The electric motor 42 supplies a driving force to drive the
oscillation unit 41. The ball screw mechanism 43 trans-
lates rotation of the electric motor 42 to linear motion to
thereby oscillate the oscillation unit 41.
[0052] The variable trail length mechanism 30 further
includes a speed reducer 45, a lock mechanism 46, and

a linkage mechanism 47. The speed reducer 45 transmits
rotation of the electric motor 42 with reduced speed to
the ball screw mechanism 43. The lock mechanism 46
restricts rotation of the electric motor 42. The linkage
mechanism 47 connects the ball screw mechanism 43
with the oscillation unit 41 and the steering rotation unit
13.
[0053] The oscillation unit 41 of the variable trail length
mechanism 30 includes an oscillation shaft 48 and a bot-
tom bridge 49 (bridge member). The oscillation shaft 48
extends in the vehicle width direction and connects the
front forks 25L and 25R oscillatably with the steering ro-
tation unit 13. The bottom bridge 49, while connecting
the left and right front forks 25L and 25R, is connected
with the linkage mechanism 47.
[0054] Additionally, the front forks 25L and 25R are
connected with each other in the vehicle width direction
by a connecting member 50 disposed superior to the bot-
tom bridge 49.
[0055] Under the "ordinary state" depicted in Fig. 6,
the front forks 25L and 25R are disposed anterior to the
head pipe 17 in a posture in which a fork axis 25a (axis)
extending axially in each of the front forks 25L and 25R
extends substantially in parallel with the steering axis Cs.
[0056] The front forks 25L and 25R each include a fixed
tube 25b, a movable tube 25c (Fig. 1), and a fork cap
25d. The fixed tube 25b is supported by the bottom bridge
49. The movable tube 25c is disposed to be capable of
an axial stroke movement with respect to the fixed tube
25b.
[0057] The front forks 25L and 25R are each an elec-
tronic control suspension capable of automatically
changing the length in the direction of the fork axis 25a.
The length of the front forks 25L and 25R is changed by,
for example, an actuator 25g (Fig. 11) disposed in each
of the front forks 25L and 25R. The actuator 25g changes
preload of a suspension spring disposed in each of the
front forks 25L and 25R.
[0058] The fixed tube 25b and the movable tube 25c
house therein the suspension spring and oil, for example.
The fork cap 25d closes an upper opening of the fixed
tube 25b. Specifically, the fork cap 25d has a threaded
portion formed in an outer peripheral portion thereof and
the threaded portion threadedly engages with an internal
threaded portion formed in an inner peripheral portion at
an upper end portion of the fixed tube 25b. This fixes the
fork cap 25d to the upper end portion of the fixed tube 25b.
[0059] The connecting member 50 connects the upper
end portions of the left and right fixed tubes 25b. The
bottom bridge 49 connects lower portions of the left and
right fixed tubes 25b.
[0060] Each fork cap 25d includes an extended portion
25e that extends upwardly above the upper end of the
fixed tube 25b. The extended portion 25e has an oscil-
lation shaft connecting hole 25f formed therein. The os-
cillation shaft connecting hole 25f passes through the
extended portion 25e in the vehicle width direction.
[0061] The top bridge 33 of the steering rotation unit

9 10 



EP 3 345 818 A1

7

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

13 includes a tubular oscillation shaft support portion 33a
that extends in the vehicle width direction. The oscillation
shaft support portion 33a is disposed at a front end por-
tion extending anteriorly the head pipe 17, of the top
bridge 33. The oscillation shaft 48 is passed through the
oscillation shaft support portion 33a to thereby be con-
nected with the top bridge 33.
[0062] The front forks 25L and 25R are journaled on
the oscillation shaft 48 under a condition in which the
oscillation shaft 48 protruding in the vehicle width direc-
tion from the oscillation shaft support portion 33a has
both end portions passing through the oscillation shaft
connecting holes 25f formed in the fork caps 25d.
[0063] Specifically, the oscillation shaft 48 is disposed,
in a side elevational view of the vehicle 1, on the axis 25a
and aligned with the axis 25a.
[0064] Specifically, the front forks 25L and 25R are
connected with the top bridge 33 via the oscillation shaft
48 disposed at the upper end portions thereof and are
oscillatable in the fore-aft direction about the oscillation
shaft 48 disposed on the axis 25a.
[0065] The bottom bridge 49 of the oscillation unit 41
includes a tubular oscillation unit-side link connection
portion 49a. The oscillation unit-side link connection por-
tion 49a extends in the vehicle width direction and is dis-
posed at a front end portion at a central portion in the
vehicle width direction of the bottom bridge 49. The link-
age mechanism 47 has a front end portion connected
with the oscillation unit-side link connection portion 49a.
[0066] When the linkage mechanism 47 operates in
the "ordinary state" of Fig. 6, the bottom bridge 49 moves
forward as depicted in Fig. 7 and the front forks 25L and
25R oscillate about the oscillation shaft 48. The linkage
mechanism 47 will be described in detail later.
[0067] In accordance with the first embodiment, the
front forks 25L and 25R are rotatable with the front wheel
2 about the steering axis Cs and are oscillatable in the
fore-aft direction with the front wheel 2 about the oscilla-
tion shaft 48.
[0068] The ball screw mechanism 43 includes a
threaded shaft 51, a nut member 52, a housing 53, and
a guide member 54. The nut member 52 is disposed on
the threaded shaft 51. The housing 53 supports the
threaded shaft 51. The guide member 54 is disposed to
extend in parallel with the threaded shaft 51.
[0069] The housing 53 includes a lower wall portion
53a, an upper wall portion 53b, and a plurality of columnar
connecting portions 53c. The lower wall portion 53a sup-
ports a first end portion (lower end portion) of the thread-
ed shaft 51. The upper wall portion 53b supports a second
end (upper end) side of the housing 53. The connecting
portions 53c vertically connect a circumferential edge
portion of the lower wall portion 53a with a circumferential
edge portion of the upper wall portion 53b.
[0070] The lower wall portion 53a and the upper wall
portion 53b are each formed into a plate shape that is
orthogonal to the threaded shaft 51. The threaded shaft
51 is rotatably supported via bearings 55, 55 disposed

at central portions of the lower wall portion 53a and the
upper wall portion 53b. The connecting portions 53c ex-
tend substantially in parallel with the threaded shaft 51.
[0071] The guide member 54 is formed into a shaft
shape connecting the lower wall portion 53a with the up-
per wall portion 53b. The guide member 54 is disposed
posterior to the threaded shaft 51.
[0072] The nut member 52 integrally includes a nut por-
tion 52a and a moving portion 52b. The nut portion 52a
is disposed on the threaded shaft 51. The moving portion
52b is disposed on the guide member 54. The moving
portion 52b includes a screw mechanism-side link con-
nection portion 52c that extends to the outside of the
housing 53 toward the head pipe 17 side in the rear.
[0073] The threaded shaft 51 has a second end portion
51a (Fig. 9) passing through the upper wall portion 53b
to extend upwardly. An input gear 51b is disposed at the
second end portion 51a.
[0074] The ball screw mechanism 43 is disposed in a
position such that the threaded shaft 51 leans backward
relative to the vertical direction in a side elevational view.
The threaded shaft 51 leans greatly backward with re-
spect to the steering axis Cs.
[0075] The bracket 36 has a mounting surface 36b on
a front surface thereof. The mounting surface 36b leans
backward with respect to the steering axis Cs. The ball
screw mechanism 43 is disposed such that a rear surface
portion of an upper portion of the housing 53 abuts on
the mounting surface 36b. The ball screw mechanism 43
is fixed to the mounting surface 36b by a bolt 56 that is
passed from the rear through the mounting surface 36b.
[0076] Support pieces 57, 57 extending anteriorly are
attached to left and right lateral surfaces at a lower portion
of the bracket 36.
[0077] The ball screw mechanism 43 is fixed to the
support pieces 57, 57 by bolts 58 that are passed through
front end portions of the support pieces 57, 57 from out-
sides in the vehicle width direction and fastened to the
connecting portions 53c.
[0078] The ball screw mechanism 43 is fixed to the
steering rotation unit 13 via the bracket 36 and rotates
integrally with the steering rotation unit 13 in the steered
direction of the front wheel 2.
[0079] The ball screw mechanism 43 is disposed an-
terior to the steering rotation unit 13 and, in the front el-
evational view in Fig. 5, disposed between the left and
right front forks 25L and 25R. The threaded shaft 51 is
disposed at the center in the vehicle width direction in
the vehicle 1 and extends in the vertical direction, as with
the steering axis Cs. Additionally, the ball screw mech-
anism 43 is disposed in the vertical direction between
the oscillation shaft 48 and the bottom bridge 49.
[0080] The linkage mechanism 47 includes a first link
61, a second link 62, and a third link 63. The first link 61
extends anteriorly from the bottom member 34. The sec-
ond link 62 extends posteriorly from the bottom bridge
49 and is connected with a front portion of the first link
61. The third link 63 connects the first link 61 with the
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moving portion 52b of the ball screw mechanism 43.
[0081] More specifically, as depicted in Fig. 8, the first
link 61 includes a pair of left and right arm portions 61a,
61a, a tubular portion 61b, and a connecting portion 61c.
The arm portions 61a, 61a extend anteriorly from left and
right lateral surfaces of the bottom member 34. The tu-
bular portion 61b connects leading end portions of the
arm portions 61a, 61a in the vehicle width direction. The
connecting portion 61c protrudes anteriorly from a central
portion of the tubular portion 61b.
[0082] The first link 61 is rotatably mounted on the bot-
tom member 34 via a connecting shaft 61d that extends
in the vehicle width direction.
[0083] As depicted in Fig. 8, the second link 62 includes
a pair of left and right arm portions 62a, 62a and a cross
member 62b. The arm portions 62a, 62a extend poste-
riorly from left and right end portions of the oscillation
unit-side link connection portion 49a of the bottom bridge
49 along a portion above the bottom bridge 49. The cross
member 62b connects the arm portions 62a, 62a in the
vehicle width direction.
[0084] The second link 62 is rotatably mounted on the
oscillation unit-side link connection portion 49a via a con-
necting shaft 62c that extends in the vehicle width direc-
tion.
[0085] The arm portions 62a, 62a of the second link
62 have leading end portions overlapping the tubular por-
tion 61b of the first link 61 from the outsides in the vehicle
width direction. The arm portions 62a, 62a are rotatably
mounted with respect to the first link 61 via a connecting
shaft 62d that is passed through the leading end portions
and the tubular portion 61b.
[0086] The third link 63 has an upper end portion ro-
tatably mounted with respect to the screw mechanism-
side link connection portion 52c via a connecting shaft
63a that extends in the vehicle width direction. The third
link 63 further has a lower end portion rotatably mounted
with respect to the connecting portion 61c of the first link
61 via a connecting shaft 63b that extends in the vehicle
width direction.
[0087] Fig. 10 is a cross-sectional view taken along
line X-X in Fig. 5.
[0088] Reference is made to Figs. 5 to 10. The speed
reducer 45 includes a box-shaped speed reducer case
65, first transmission shaft 66, and a second transmission
shaft 67. The first transmission shaft 66 and the second
transmission shaft 67 are supported by, and housed in,
the speed reducer case 65.
[0089] The speed reducer 45 is mounted on an upper
surface of the ball screw mechanism 43. More specifi-
cally, the speed reducer case 65 has a lower surface
portion fixed to the upper wall portion 53b of the ball screw
mechanism 43. Specifically, the speed reducer 45 is sup-
ported by the bracket 36 via the ball screw mechanism 43.
[0090] In a side elevational view as in, for example,
Fig. 6, the speed reducer case 65 extends upwardly to-
ward the front along the upper wall portion 53b.
[0091] The speed reducer case 65 includes a screw

mechanism-side case portion 65a and a motor-side case
portion 65b integrated with each other. The screw mech-
anism-side case portion 65a is fixed to the upper surface
of the ball screw mechanism 43. The motor-side case
portion 65b extends anteriorly and outwardly in the ve-
hicle width direction from the screw mechanism-side
case portion 65a.
[0092] The first transmission shaft 66 is in mesh with
the second transmission shaft 67. The first transmission
shaft 66 and the second transmission shaft 67 are dis-
posed in parallel with the threaded shaft 51 of the ball
screw mechanism 43 and thus lean backward. The sec-
ond transmission shaft 67 meshes with the input gear
51b disposed at the second end portion 51a of the thread-
ed shaft 51 of the ball screw mechanism 43. The second
end portion 51a and the input gear 51b are housed in the
screw mechanism-side case portion 65a.
[0093] The electric motor 42 is mounted on the speed
reducer 45 via a coupling unit 70 as a joint.
[0094] The coupling unit 70 includes a tubular case 71,
a drive-side coupling member 72, and a driven-side cou-
pling member 73. The drive-side coupling member 72
and the driven-side coupling member 73 are housed in
the case 17.
[0095] The case 71 has an upper end fixed to a lower
surface of the motor-side case portion 65b and extends
substantially in parallel with the threaded shaft 51.
[0096] The electric motor 42 includes a motor main unit
42a and a rotary shaft 42b. The motor main unit 42a
houses, for example, a rotor. The rotary shaft 42b as-
sumes an output shaft of the electric motor 42. The elec-
tric motor 42 is formed into a columnar shape that is long
in a direction of an axis 42c of the rotary shaft 42b.
[0097] The electric motor 42 is disposed such that the
rotary shaft 42b can be inserted from below into the case
71 and the motor main unit 42a is fixed to a lower end of
the case 17. Specifically, the electric motor 42 is mounted
on the steering rotation unit 13 of the vehicle body 10 via
the coupling unit 70, the speed reducer case 65, the ball
screw mechanism 43, and the bracket 36.
[0098] Under a condition in which the electric motor 42
is fixed to the case 71, the axis 42c of the rotary shaft
42b extends in parallel with the threaded shaft 51 of the
ball screw mechanism 43. Additionally, the axis 42c is
oriented in the vertical direction of the vehicle 1 in a pos-
ture in which the axis 42c leans backward more than the
steering axis Cs does with respect to the vertical direction
in a side elevational view of Fig. 6 and the like.
[0099] The electric motor 42, because being disposed
so as to be suspended downwardly from the motor-side
case portion 65b, is disposed at a position anterior to the
ball screw mechanism 43 and offset laterally from the
ball screw mechanism 43. Additionally, the electric motor
42 is disposed between the left and right front forks 25L
and 25R in the front elevational view in Fig. 5.
[0100] The drive-side coupling member 72 and the
driven-side coupling member 73 connect the rotary shaft
42b of the electric motor 42 with an input shaft 75 (Fig.
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10) housed in the motor-side case portion 65b of the
speed reducer 45.
[0101] The input shaft 75 is disposed coaxially with the
axis 42c of the rotary shaft 42b of the electric motor 42
and extends in parallel with the rotary shaft 42b and the
threaded shaft 51.
[0102] The input shaft 75 meshes with the first trans-
mission shaft 66 of the speed reducer 45. The input shaft
75 has an upper end portion supported by an upper sur-
face portion 76 of the motor-side case portion 65b via a
bearing and has a lower end portion supported by a lower
surface portion 77 of the motor-side case portion 65b via
a bearing.
[0103] The lower end of the input shaft 75 protrudes
inferiorly the motor-side case portion 65b and is connect-
ed with the driven-side coupling member 73.
[0104] The rotary shaft 42b of the electric motor 42 has
an upper end portion connected with the drive-side cou-
pling member 72. The drive-side coupling member 72 is
connected with the driven-side coupling member 73.
[0105] The lock mechanism 46 is an electromagnetic
clutch disposed coaxially with the axis 42c of the rotary
shaft 42b.
[0106] The input shaft 75 includes at its upper end a
lock portion 75a (Fig. 10) disposed superior to the upper
surface portion 76 of the motor-side case portion 65b.
The lock mechanism 46 is mounted from above on the
upper surface portion 76 of the motor-side case portion
65b.
[0107] When an electromagnet is not energized, an
actuating portion of the lock mechanism 46 is urged by
an urging member and engages with the lock portion 75a
of the input shaft 75 and rotation of the input shaft 75 is
restricted. When the electromagnet is energized, the ac-
tuating portion of the lock mechanism 46 resists the urg-
ing member with a magnetic force of the electromagnet
to be disengaged from the lock portion 75a of the input
shaft 75.
[0108] Specifically, when the lock mechanism 46 is not
energized, the input shaft 75 is unable to rotate and thus
the electric motor 42 is unable to rotate. When the lock
mechanism 46 is energized, the input shaft 75 is able to
rotate and thus the electric motor 42 is able to rotate.
[0109] The vehicle 1 further includes an automatic
steering mechanism 31 that drives the steering rotation
unit 13 to thereby turn the front wheel 2.
[0110] The automatic steering mechanism 31 includes
a steering motor 80 and a steering link 81. The steering
motor 80 assumes a steering drive source. The steering
link 81 serves as a driving force transmission member
that transmits a driving force of the steering motor 80 to
the steering rotation unit 13.
[0111] The steering motor 80 is supported on the main
frame 18 at a position posterior to the head pipe 17.
[0112] The steering link 81 extends from an output
shaft 80a of the steering motor 80 toward the front later-
ally along the head pipe 17 and is connected with the top
bridge 33 of the steering rotation unit 13.

[0113] Fig. 11 is a block diagram depicting a configu-
ration relating to control of the vehicle 1.
[0114] The vehicle 1 includes a control apparatus 83
that performs control processes for operations of the
steering motor 80, the electric motor 42 and the lock
mechanism 46 of the variable trail length mechanism 30,
the actuator 25g of the front forks 25L and 25R, and the
engine 12.
[0115] In addition, the vehicle 1 includes, as sensors
for detecting various types of state quantities required
for the control processes performed by the control appa-
ratus 83, a vehicle body inclination sensor 84, a steering
angle sensor 85, a trail length sensor 86, a vehicle speed
sensor 87, an accelerator operation amount sensor 88,
and a fork length sensor 89. The vehicle body inclination
sensor 84 detects an inclination angle of the vehicle body
10 in the roll direction. The steering angle sensor 85 de-
tects a steering angle of the front wheel 2 about the steer-
ing axis Cs. The trail length sensor 86 detects the trail
length t. The vehicle speed sensor 87 detects a traveling
speed of the vehicle 1. The accelerator operation amount
sensor 88 detects an operation amount of an accelerator
grip on the steering handlebar 26. The fork length sensor
89 detects an axial length of each of the front forks 25L
and 25R.
[0116] The control apparatus 83 is an electronic circuit
unit including a central processing unit (CPU), a random-
access memory (RAM), a read-only memory (ROM), and
an interface circuit. The control apparatus 83 is mounted
on the vehicle 1. Each of the foregoing sensors 84 to 89
is connected with the control apparatus 83 and an output
(detection signal) of each of the foregoing sensors 84 to
89 is applied to the control apparatus 83.
[0117] The control apparatus 83 drives the engine 12
on the basis of the output from the accelerator operation
amount sensor 88, thereby causing the vehicle 1 to travel.
[0118] When the electric motor 42 is driven by the con-
trol apparatus 83, the variable trail length mechanism 30
operates to vary the trail length t.
[0119] More specifically, rotation of the electric motor
42 is transmitted to the threaded shaft 51 of the ball screw
mechanism 43 via, in sequence from the electric motor
42 side, the rotary shaft 42b, the drive-side coupling
member 72 and the driven-side coupling member 73, the
input shaft 75, the first transmission shaft 66 and the sec-
ond transmission shaft 67 of the speed reducer 45, and
the input gear 51b.
[0120] The rotation of the electric motor 42 is transmit-
ted to the threaded shaft 51 with speed greatly reduced
by the speed reducer 45.
[0121] When the threaded shaft 51 is rotated by the
electric motor 42, the nut member 52 moves linearly on
the threaded shaft 51 along the guide member 54.
[0122] The movement of the nut member 52 on the
threaded shaft 51 deforms the linkage mechanism 47
and, as the linkage mechanism 47 deforms, the bottom
bridge 49 that is connected with the second link 62 moves
to the front and rear.
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[0123] The movement of the bottom bridge 49 in the
fore-aft direction causes the front forks 25L and 25R to
oscillate to the front and rear about the oscillation shaft
48, thus changing the trail length t.
[0124] In the "ordinary state" depicted in Fig. 6, the nut
member 52 is moved by the drive of the electric motor
42 upwardly until the nut member 52 abuts on the upper
wall portion 53b. This raises the connecting shaft 62d of
the second link 62 and moves the connecting shaft 62c
at the front end of the second link 62 to the rear, so that
the front forks 25L and 25R oscillate toward the rear via
the bottom bridge 49. In the "ordinary state," the trail
length t is changed such that the front wheel 2 is disposed
at a rearmost position.
[0125] In addition, in the "ordinary state," the rear sur-
face of the bottom bridge 49 abuts on the front surface
of the bottom member 34. This restricts a rearward os-
cillation position of the front forks 25L and 25R.
[0126] Additionally, in the "ordinary state," the control
apparatus 83 does not energize the lock mechanism 46
and rotation of the electric motor 42 is locked and restrict-
ed by the lock mechanism 46. The lock mechanism 46
further restricts movement of the nut member 52, so that
the lock mechanism 46 restricts oscillation of the front
forks 25L and 25R. This prevents the front forks 25L and
25R from changing into the "trail length changed state"
from the "ordinary state" as caused by, for example, an
external force from a road surface.
[0127] When rotation is transmitted from the ball screw
mechanism 43 side to the electric motor 42 side via the
speed reducer 45, the rotation builds up speed and torque
on the ball screw mechanism 43 side is reduced by the
speed reducer 45 and transmitted to the input shaft 75.
[0128] In the first embodiment, the lock mechanism 46
is disposed on the input shaft 75, upstream of the first
transmission shaft 66 of the speed reducer 45 in the
transmission path of the rotation of the electric motor 42.
This arrangement makes small the torque transmitted
from the ball screw mechanism 43 to the input shaft 75
even when the nut member 52 moves downwardly from
the "ordinary state." Thus, even with the lock mechanism
46 having a smaller locking capacity, the lock mechanism
46 can still restricts oscillation of the front forks 25L and
25R.
[0129] In the "trail length changed state" depicted in
Fig. 7, the nut member 52 is moved by the drive of the
electric motor 42 downwardly until the nut member 52
abuts on the lower wall portion 53a. This lowers the con-
necting shaft 62d of the second link 62 and moves the
connecting shaft 62c at the front end of the second link
62 to the front, so that the front forks 25L and 25R oscillate
toward the front via the bottom bridge 49.
[0130] Additionally, in the "trail length changed state,"
the control apparatus 83 does not energize the lock
mechanism 46 and rotation of the electric motor 42 is
locked and restricted by the lock mechanism 46. The lock
mechanism 46 further restricts movement of the nut
member 52, so that the lock mechanism 46 restricts os-

cillation of the front forks 25L and 25R. This prevents the
front forks 25L and 25R from changing into the "ordinary
state" from the "trail length changed state" as caused by,
for example, an external force from the road surface.
[0131] In the first embodiment, the electric motor 42 is
supported by the steering rotation unit 13 of the vehicle
body 10 via the speed reducer 45, the ball screw mech-
anism 43, and the bracket 36. The electric motor 42 can
thus be disposed close to the steering axis Cs. The ar-
rangement allows steering inertia of the steering rotation
unit 13 to be reduced, so that the front wheel 2 can be
easily steered.
[0132] The front forks 25L and 25R oscillate about the
oscillation shaft 48 that is disposed at a position overlap-
ping the fork axis 25a in a side elevational view, so that
inertia weight developing when the front forks 25L and
25R oscillate can be reduced. Thus, the front forks 25L
and 25R can be oscillated by a small driving force. Ad-
ditionally, the front forks 25L and 25R can be oscillated
quickly and a change in the trail length t can be made
swiftly.
[0133] Exemplary operations of the variable trail length
mechanism 30, the automatic steering mechanism 31,
and the front forks 25L and 25R will be described below.
[0134] When the vehicle speed detected by the vehicle
speed sensor 87 exceeds a predetermined speed (e.g.,
4 km/h), the control apparatus 83 maintains the vehicle
1 in the "ordinary state." During traveling in the "ordinary
state," the control apparatus 83 does not energize the
lock mechanism 46 and oscillation of the front forks 25L
and 25R is locked. In the "ordinary state," the control
apparatus 83 reduces a control amount of the steering
motor 80 of the automatic steering mechanism 31. Thus,
in the "ordinary state," the operator steers the front wheel
2 via the steering handlebar 26.
[0135] When the vehicle speed detected by the vehicle
speed sensor 87 is equal to or lower than, a predeter-
mined speed (e.g., 3 km/h) including a stationary state
(0 km/h), the control apparatus 83 changes the state of
the vehicle 1 to the "trail length changed state."
[0136] First, the control apparatus 83 energizes, in the
"ordinary state," the lock mechanism 46 to thereby cancel
the oscillation locked state of the front forks 25L and 25R.
The control apparatus 83 next drives the electric motor
42 to thereby cause the front forks 25L and 25R to oscil-
late to the front about the oscillation shaft 48 to set the
"trail length changed state" and de-energizes the lock
mechanism 46 to thereby restrict oscillation of the front
forks 25L and 25R.
[0137] When in the "trail length changed state," the
control apparatus 83 increases the control amount of the
steering motor 80 to steer the front wheel 2. More spe-
cifically, the control apparatus 83 drives the steering mo-
tor 80 on the basis of outputs from the vehicle body in-
clination sensor 84 and the steering angle sensor 85 so
that the vehicle 1 stands in an upright position, specifi-
cally, inclination based on the vehicle body inclination
sensor 84 is zero. As described previously, in the "trail
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length changed state," steering the front wheel 2 moves
the center of gravity CG in a direction opposite to the
steered direction, thus generating the force F (Fig. 4B)
that acts in a direction in which the vehicle 1 stands up-
right on its own. Thus, driving the steering motor 80 in a
direction in which the vehicle body is steered to collapse
allows the vehicle 1 to stand upright on its own.
[0138] In the "trail length changed state," the control
by the control apparatus 83 allows the vehicle 1 to stand
upright on its own, so that even when the vehicle 1 is
stationary, the vehicle 1 can stand upright on its own
without any support by a stand or the operator.
[0139] In the "trail length changed state" and the "or-
dinary state," the control apparatus 83 drives the actuator
25g of the front forks 25L and 25R on the basis of the
output from the fork length sensor 89 and adjusts the
axial length of the front forks 25L and 25R so as to min-
imize variations in a vehicle height.
[0140] More specifically, when the state is changed
from the "ordinary state" to the "trail length changed
state," the front forks 25L and 25R lean further backward,
resulting in a lower vehicle height of the vehicle 1. Thus,
the control apparatus 83 drives the actuator 25g to there-
by extend the overall length of the front forks 25L and
25R so that a vehicle height identical to a vehicle height
in the "ordinary state" can be obtained even in the "trail
length changed state." This arrangement minimizes
changes in maneuverability of the vehicle 1 caused by
changes in the trail length t.
[0141] The vehicle 1 further includes a steering han-
dlebar rotation mechanism that makes the steering han-
dlebar 26 capable of relative rotation about the steering
axis Cs with respect to the steering rotation unit 13. The
steering handlebar rotation mechanism is disposed on
the upper surface of the top bridge 33. The steering han-
dlebar rotation mechanism includes a handlebar rotation
motor 543 (see, for example, Fig. 10) that rotates the
steering handlebar 26 about the steering axis Cs. The
handlebar rotation motor 543 is disposed superior to the
steering motor 80.
[0142] When steering the front wheel 2 using the au-
tomatic steering mechanism 31, the control apparatus
83 drives the handlebar rotation motor 543 to thereby
rotate the steering handlebar 26 with respect to the steer-
ing rotation unit 13. While the vehicle 1 is traveling at low
speeds, for example, the control apparatus 83 causes
the steering handlebar 26 to rotate through an angle iden-
tical to the steering angle of the front wheel 2 in a direction
opposite to the steered direction of the front wheel 2 by
the automatic steering mechanism 31. This approach al-
lows only the front wheel 2 to be steered under a condition
in which the steering handlebar 26 is seemed to remain
stationary. Thus, even when the front wheel 2 is steered
by the automatic steering mechanism 31, the movement
of the steering handlebar 26 can be prevented from being
imparted to the operator.
[0143] The variable trail length mechanism 30 is ar-
ranged to make the front forks 25L and 25R oscillatable

and thus includes movable portions. The variable trail
length mechanism 30 thus can affect stiffness of a struc-
ture surrounding the front wheel 2. The inventors clarified
through experiments and calculations, for example, ca-
pability of enhancing maneuverability of the vehicle 1 in
the configuration including the variable trail length mech-
anism 30 by increasing stiffness in the vehicle width di-
rection of the front wheel 2 surrounding structure, in par-
ticular.
[0144] The following describes, with reference to Fig.
12, for example, a structure that improves stiffness of the
front wheel 2 surrounding structure.
[0145] Fig. 12 is a cross-sectional view taken along
line XII-XII in Fig. 6.
[0146] Reference is made to Figs. 6, 7, 9, 10, and 12.
The bottom bridge 49 of the oscillation unit 41 includes
a fitting portion 100 that fits in a fitted portion 90 disposed
on the bottom member 34 of the steering rotation unit 13.
The fitting portion 100 and the fitted portion 90 constitute
a torsion reduction portion 102 that reduces torsion of
the oscillation unit 41 in the vehicle width direction
through the oscillation unit 41 combined with the steering
rotation unit 13.
[0147] The fitting portion 100 is a protrusion that pro-
trudes to the rear from a rear surface 49b of the bottom
bridge 49.
[0148] The fitted portion 90 is a recess formed in a front
surface 34a of the bottom member 34. The fitted portion
90 is recessed toward the rear so as to allow the fitting
portion 100 to be fitted therein. The fitted portion 90 and
the fitting portion 100 are disposed at a center in the
vehicle width direction as with the steering axis Cs.
[0149] The fitting portion 100 is a triangular protrusion
having a leading end 100d protruding to the rear. More
specifically, as depicted in Figs. 7 and 12, the fitting por-
tion 100 has a protrusion upper surface 100a and a pro-
trusion lower surface 100b that protrude to the rear from
the rear surface 49b and left and right protrusion lateral
surfaces 100C, 100C (lateral wall portions) that extend
to the rear from the rear surface 49b.
[0150] The protrusion upper surface 100a and the pro-
trusion lower surface 100b extend in a direction orthog-
onal to the fork axis 25a in parallel with each other.
[0151] The left and right protrusion lateral surfaces
100C, 100C together form the fitting portion 100 inclined
to have the tapering leading end 100d. The protrusion
lateral surfaces 100C, 100C assume outer lateral surfac-
es in the vehicle width direction of the fitting portion 100.
[0152] The fitted portion 90 is a triangular recess
formed to taper toward a bottom portion 90d thereof.
More specifically, as depicted in Figs. 7 and 12, the fitted
portion 90 includes a recess upper surface 90a, a recess
lower surface 90b, and left and right recess lateral sur-
faces 90c, 90c.
[0153] The recess upper surface 90a and the recess
lower surface 90b are formed to extend in parallel with
each other. The left and right recess lateral surfaces 90c,
90c together form the fitted portion 90 inclined to have
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the tapering toward the bottom portion 90d.
[0154] Under the "trail length changed state" depicted
in Fig. 7, the bottom bridge 49 is spaced away from the
bottom member 34 and the fitting portion 100 does not
fit in the fitted portion 90.
[0155] Under the "ordinary state" depicted in Figs 6, 9,
10 and 12, the rear surface 49b of the bottom bridge 49
abuts on, and is received by, the front surface 34a of the
bottom member 34 and the fitting portion 100 fits in the
fitted portion 90.
[0156] Under the "ordinary state," the protrusion lateral
surfaces 100C, 100C of the fitting portion 100 abut on
the recess lateral surfaces 90c, 90c of the fitted portion
90 in the vehicle width direction, so that the bottom bridge
49 is rigidly positioned with respect to the bottom member
34 in the vehicle width direction. This enhances stiffness
of the front wheel 2 surrounding structure including, for
example, the front wheel 2, the front forks 25L and 25R,
and the bottom bridge 49, so that maneuverability of the
vehicle 1 under the "ordinary state" can be improved.
[0157] Additionally, under the "ordinary state," the pro-
trusion upper surface 100a of the fitting portion 100 abuts
on the recess upper surface 90a and the protrusion lower
surface 100b abuts on the recess lower surface 90b. This
rigidly positions the bottom bridge 49 with respect to the
bottom member 34 in the vertical direction, so that stiff-
ness of the front wheel 2 surrounding structure can be
enhanced and maneuverability of the vehicle 1 under the
"ordinary state" can be improved.
[0158] The vehicle 1 is set into the "ordinary state" at
a speed range higher than a speed range in the "trail
length changed state." Thus, in the first embodiment, stiff-
ness can be effectively improved under the "ordinary
state" in which higher stiffness is required than in the "trail
length changed state."
[0159] Additionally, because of the protrusion lateral
surfaces 100C, 100C, the fitting portion 100 tapers to-
ward the leading end 100d. The fitting portion 100 can
thus be easily fitted into the fitted portion 90 so as to be
guided along the protrusion lateral surfaces 100C, 100c.
[0160] It is noted that the fitting portion 100 is required
to be configured such that at least the protrusion lateral
surfaces 100C, 100C abut on the recess lateral surfaces
90c, 90c. For example, under a condition in which the
fitting portion 100 is fitted in the fitted portion 90, the pro-
trusion upper surface 100a and the protrusion lower sur-
face 100b may be configured to be spaced away from
the recess upper surface 90a and the recess lower sur-
face 90b, respectively, and thus the fitting portion 100 is
configured not to be positioned vertically. This alternative
configuration enables the fitting portion 100 to be easily
fitted in the fitted portion 90 and dimensional accuracy
of the fitting portion 100 and the fitted portion 90 to be
easily managed.
[0161] Additionally, under the condition in which the
fitting portion 100 is fitted in the fitted portion 90, the lead-
ing end 100d of the fitting portion 100 may be configured
to be spaced away from the bottom portion 90d of the

fitted portion 90. This configuration also enables easy
management of dimension accuracy.
[0162] As described above, in accordance with the first
embodiment to which the present invention is applied,
the vehicle 1 includes the vehicle body 10 and the front
wheel 2 that is disposed anterior to the vehicle body 10
and is steerable about the steering axis Cs. The vehicle
body 10 includes the vehicle body frame 11 and the steer-
ing rotation unit 13 that is supported on the vehicle body
frame 11 and that rotates about the steering axis Cs. The
vehicle 1 further includes the variable trail length mech-
anism 30 that varies the trail length t of the front wheel
2. The variable trail length mechanism 30 includes the
oscillation unit 41 that supports the front forks 25L and
25R that are disposed to be oscillatable in the fore-aft
direction and that support the front wheel 2 and the elec-
tric motor 42 as a drive source for oscillating the oscilla-
tion unit 41. The electric motor 42 is supported on the
vehicle body 10. The electric motor 42, being supported
on the vehicle body 10, is close to the steering axis Cs,
so that steering inertia can be reduced.
[0163] Additionally, the electric motor 42, because be-
ing supported by the steering rotation unit 13 of the ve-
hicle body 10, is close to the steering axis Cs. The steer-
ing inertia can thus be reduced. Additionally, because
the steering rotation unit 13 rotates integrally with the
oscillation unit 41, the driving force of the electric motor
42 that is supported by the steering rotation unit 13 can
be transmitted, through a simple structure, to the oscil-
lation unit 41 to thereby oscillate the oscillation unit 41.
[0164] The electric motor 42 is disposed, in a vehicle
side elevational view, anterior to the steering rotation unit
13 and has the axis 42c of the rotary shaft 42b thereof
oriented in the vertical direction of the vehicle 1. Thus,
the electric motor 42 can be compactly disposed and the
steering inertia can be reduced. It is noted that the axis
42c is required only to be oriented vertically in the vehicle
1. For example, the axis 42c may be oriented substan-
tially perpendicularly. Alternatively, the axis 42c may be
oriented vertically in an inclined posture in the vehicle
side elevational view as depicted in Fig. 10.
[0165] The variable trail length mechanism 30 further
includes the ball screw mechanism 43 that translates ro-
tation of the electric motor 42 to linear motion to thereby
oscillate the oscillation unit 41. The ball screw mecha-
nism 43 is disposed such that the threaded shaft 51 there-
of has an axis extending in parallel with the axis 42c of
the electric motor 42, so that the electric motor 42 and
the ball screw mechanism 43 can be compactly disposed.
The steering inertia can thus be reduced.
[0166] The variable trail length mechanism 30 further
includes the speed reducer 45 that transmits rotation of
the electric motor 42 to the ball screw mechanism 43 with
reduced speed and the lock mechanism 46 that restricts
rotation of the electric motor 42 and that is disposed up-
stream of the speed reducer 45 in the path along which
the rotation of the electric motor 42 is transmitted. The
foregoing arrangement results in the rotation transmitted
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from the oscillation unit 41 side to the electric motor 42
via the ball screw mechanism 43 and the speed reducer
45 building up speed, so that torque transmitted from the
oscillation unit 41 side to the electric motor 42 via the
speed reducer 45 is small. Thus, the lock mechanism 46
disposed upstream of the speed reducer 45, even with
a compact configuration, can still restrict rotation of the
electric motor 42 and operation of the variable trail length
mechanism 30 can be easily restricted.
[0167] Additionally, the lock mechanism 46, because
having an axis coaxial with the axis 42c of the electric
motor 42, can be built compactly.
[0168] The variable trail length mechanism 30 further
includes the linkage mechanism 47 that connects the ball
screw mechanism 43 with the oscillation unit 41 and the
steering rotation unit 13. The steering rotation unit 13
includes the steering shaft 32 journaled by the head pipe
17 of the vehicle body frame 11, the top bridge 33 fixed
to the upper end portion of the steering shaft 32, and the
bottom member 34 fixed to the lower end portion of the
steering shaft 32. The oscillation unit 41 is oscillatably
supported via the oscillation shaft 48 disposed in the top
bridge 33 and connected to the bottom member 34 via
the linkage mechanism 47. This arrangement allows the
oscillation unit 41 that is oscillatable about the oscillation
shaft 48 of the top bridge 33 to be oscillated via the linkage
mechanism 47 connected with the bottom member 34.
Thus, the oscillation unit 41 can be oscillated by a com-
pact structure to thereby change the trail length t.
[0169] Additionally, the oscillation unit 41 includes the
bottom bridge 49 that connects the left and right front
forks 25L and 25R and the linkage mechanism 47 is con-
nected with the bottom bridge 49. This arrangement en-
ables a compact structure to connect the linkage mech-
anism 47 with the oscillation unit 41 using the bottom
bridge 49 that increases stiffness of the front forks 25L
and 25R.
[0170] Additionally, the bracket 36 that connects the
top bridge 33 of the steering rotation unit 13 with the
bottom member 34 is disposed anterior to the head pipe
17. The electric motor 42 is supported on the vehicle
body 10 via the bracket 36. Specifically, the bracket 36,
because connecting the top bridge 33 with the bottom
member 34 at a position anterior to the head pipe 17, is
close to the steering axis Cs. The electric motor 42 thus
can be disposed close to the steering axis Cs, so that
the steering inertia can be reduced.
[0171] Additionally, in accordance with the first embod-
iment, the vehicle 1 includes the vehicle body 10, the
front wheel 2 that is disposed anterior to the vehicle body
10 and is steerable about the steering axis Cs, and the
front forks 25L and 25R that support the front wheel 2.
The vehicle body 10 includes the vehicle body frame 11
and the steering rotation unit 13 that is supported on the
vehicle body frame 11 and that rotates about the steering
axis Cs. The vehicle 1 further includes the variable trail
length mechanism 30 that varies the trail length t of the
front wheel 2. The variable trail length mechanism 30

includes the oscillation shaft 48 that extends in the vehicle
width direction and connects the front forks 25L and 25R
oscillatably with the steering rotation unit 13. The oscil-
lation shaft 48 is disposed, in the vehicle side elevational
view, to be aligned with the fork axis 25a of the front forks
25L and 25R. Thus, because the front forks 25L and 25R
oscillate about the oscillation shaft 48 disposed to be
aligned with the fork axis 25a, the inertia weight can be
reduced when the trail length t is varied by oscillating the
front forks 25L and 25R. Thus, the trail length t can be
easily varied using the variable trail length mechanism
30.
[0172] The oscillation shaft 48 is disposed at the upper
end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R and thus can
be compactly disposed through an effective use of a
space at the upper end portions of the front forks 25L
and 25R. Additionally, the foregoing arrangement elimi-
nates the need for a space superior to the oscillation shaft
48, in which the front forks 25L and 25R can be oscillated.
This enhances a degree of freedom in disposing parts.
[0173] The front forks 25L and 25R are provided with
the fork caps 25d that close the upper surfaces of the
front forks 25L and 25R and the oscillation shaft 48 is
disposed in the fork caps 25d. Thus, the oscillation shaft
48 can be provided using a simple structure that uses
the fork caps 25d.
[0174] The steering rotation unit 13 includes the steer-
ing shaft 32 journaled by the head pipe 17 of the vehicle
body frame 11, the top bridge 33 fixed to the upper end
portion of the steering shaft 32, and the bottom member
34 fixed to the lower end portion of the steering shaft 32.
The variable trail length mechanism 30 includes the elec-
tric motor 42 and the linkage mechanism 47 that connects
the front forks 25L and 25R with the bottom member 34
and that oscillates the front forks 25L and 25R using the
driving force of the electric motor 42. The oscillation shaft
48 is supported by the top bridge 33. This arrangement
allows the front forks 25L and 25R that are supported by
the oscillation shaft 48 of the top bridge 33 to be oscillated
via the linkage mechanism 47 connected with the bottom
member 34. Thus, the trail length t can be changed by
oscillating the front forks 25L and 25R using a compact
structure.
[0175] Additionally, the front forks 25L and 25R are an
electronic control suspension capable of changing an ax-
ial length thereof and the vehicle 1 includes the control
apparatus 83 that drives the electronic control suspen-
sion so as to minimize changes in the vehicle height cor-
responding to the change in the vehicle height by the
operation of the variable trail length mechanism 30. Thus,
the change in vehicle height can be minimized even when
the trail length t is changed by the variable trail length
mechanism 30. In addition, when the vehicle 1 is station-
ary, the vehicle height may be lowered using the elec-
tronic control suspension to thereby improve a property
with which the operator (rider) can put both feet on the
ground.
[0176] Additionally, in accordance with the first embod-
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iment, the vehicle 1 includes the vehicle body 10 and the
front wheel 2 that is disposed anterior to the vehicle body
10 and is steerable about the steering axis Cs. The ve-
hicle body 10 includes the vehicle body frame 11 and the
steering rotation unit 13 that is supported on the vehicle
body frame 11 and that rotates about the steering axis
Cs. The vehicle 1 further includes the variable trail length
mechanism 30 that varies the trail length t of the front
wheel 2. The variable trail length mechanism 30 includes
the oscillation unit 41 that is connected with the steering
rotation unit 13 so as to be oscillatable in the fore-aft
direction and that supports the front wheel 2 and the tor-
sion reduction portion 102 that reduces torsion of the
oscillation unit 41 in the vehicle width direction through
the oscillation unit 41 combined with the steering rotation
unit 13 under the condition in which the trail length t is
changed such that the front wheel 2 is disposed at a
rearmost position. The foregoing arrangement allows the
torsion of the oscillation unit 41 in the vehicle width di-
rection to be reduced through the oscillation unit 41 com-
bined with the steering rotation unit 13 under the ordinary
traveling state in which the vehicle 1 travels with the trail
length t changed such that the front wheel 2 is disposed
at the rearmost position, so that the oscillation unit 41
can be prevented from being deformed in the vehicle
width direction during traveling. Thus, stiffness of the
front wheel 2 surrounding structure during the ordinary
traveling state can be enhanced.
[0177] Additionally, the torsion reduction portion 102
includes the fitted portion 90 disposed in the steering
rotation unit 13 and the fitting portion 100 that is disposed
in the oscillation unit 41 and that can be fitted in the fitted
portion 90. The fitting portion 100 may be fitted in the
fitted portion 90 under the condition in which the trail
length t is changed such that the front wheel 2 is disposed
at the rearmost position. Through the foregoing arrange-
ment, during the ordinary traveling state in which the ve-
hicle 1 travels with the trail length t changed such that
the front wheel 2 is disposed at the rearmost position,
the fitting portion 100 of the oscillation unit 41 fits in the
fitted portion 90 of the steering rotation unit 13 to thereby
prevent the oscillation unit 41 from being deformed in the
vehicle width direction during traveling. Thus, the stiff-
ness of the front wheel 2 surrounding structure during
the ordinary traveling state can be enhanced.
[0178] Additionally, the oscillation unit 41 includes the
bottom bridge 49 that connects the pair of left and right
front forks 25L and 25R that support the front wheel 2
and the fitting portion 100 is disposed in the bottom bridge
49. This arrangement permits use of a simple structure
of the bottom bridge 49 that enhances stiffness of the
front forks 25L and 25R in disposing the fitting portion
100.
[0179] The steering rotation unit 13 includes the steer-
ing shaft 32 journaled by the head pipe 17 of the vehicle
body frame 11, the top bridge 33 fixed to the upper end
portion of the steering shaft 32, and the bottom member
34 fixed to the lower end portion of the steering shaft 32.

The fitted portion 90 is disposed in the bottom member
34. This arrangement permits use of a simple structure
of the bottom member 34 of the steering rotation unit 13
in disposing the fitted portion 90. Additionally, because
the bottom member 34 rotates integrally with the oscilla-
tion unit 41, the fitting portion 100 can be fitted into the
fitted portion 90 with a simple structure.
[0180] The fitting portion 100, because having the left
and right protrusion lateral surfaces 100C, 100C that abut
on the fitted portion 90 in the vehicle width direction, can
effectively reduce deformation of the oscillation unit 41
in the vehicle width direction.
[0181] The fitting portion 100 and the fitted portion 90
are configured as a set of a protrusion and a recess. The
protrusion lateral surfaces 100C, 100C that assume the
lateral surfaces in the vehicle width direction of the pro-
trusion are inclined such that the protrusion has the ta-
pering leading end 100d. Thus, the inclination of the pro-
trusion lateral surfaces 100C, 100C serve as a guide for
the protrusion to fit in the fitted portion 90 as the recess,
so that the protrusion can be easily fitted in the recess.
Additionally, the fitting portion 100 is the protrusion pro-
truding to the rear and the fitted portion 90 is the recess
in which the protrusion fits. Thus, under a condition in
which the trail length t has been changed such that the
front wheel 2 is disposed at the rearmost position, the
fitting portion 100 can be fitted in the fitted portion 90.

[Second Embodiment]

[0182] A second embodiment to which the present in-
vention is applied will be described below with reference
to Fig. 13. In the second embodiment, like or identical
parts described in the first embodiment are denoted by
like or identical reference symbols and descriptions
therefor will be omitted.
[0183] The first embodiment has been described for
the structure in which the electric motor 42, the ball screw
mechanism 43, and the like oscillate the front forks 25L
and 25R to thereby change the trail length t. The second
embodiment will be described for another configuration
for oscillating the front forks 25L and 25R.
[0184] Fig. 13 is a left side elevational view depicting
schematically a front portion of a vehicle 1 according to
the second embodiment.
[0185] A vehicle body 210 includes a vehicle body
frame 11 and a steering rotation unit 213.
[0186] The steering rotation unit 213 is rotatably sup-
ported by a head pipe 17. The steering rotation unit 213
includes a top bridge 233, a steering shaft 32 (Fig. 9),
and a bottom member 234. The steering rotation unit 213
rotates integrally about a steering axis Cs that is aligned
with an axis of the steering shaft 32.
[0187] A bracket 236 that vertically connects the top
bridge 233 with the bottom member 234 at a position
anterior to the head pipe 17 is mounted on the steering
rotation unit 213.
[0188] A variable trail length mechanism 230 includes
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an oscillation unit 241, a hydraulic actuator 242, and a
link 247. The oscillation unit 241 is connected with the
steering rotation unit 213 oscillatably in the fore-aft direc-
tion. The hydraulic actuator 242 serves as a drive source
for oscillating the oscillation unit 241. The link 247 con-
nects the bottom member 234 with the front forks 25L
and 25R.
[0189] The front forks 25L and 25R have upper por-
tions supported by the oscillation unit 241 and extend
downwardly.
[0190] The oscillation unit 241 includes an upper guide
portion 220 and a lower guide portion 221. The upper
guide portion 220 is disposed at the upper end portions
of the front forks 25L and 25R. The lower guide portion
221 is disposed on the front forks 25L and 25R at a po-
sition inferior to the upper guide portion 220.
[0191] The upper guide portion 220 includes an upper
roller member 220a and an upper guide rail 220b. The
upper roller member 220a is disposed on rear surfaces
of the front forks 25L and 25R. The upper guide rail 220b
is disposed on a front surface of the bracket 236. The
upper guide rail 220b includes a rail portion 220c that
extends vertically. The rail portion 220c extends, in a side
elevational view, from an upper end downwardly toward
the front and then extends downwardly and substantially
vertically before extending downwardly toward the front
up to a lower end.
[0192] The upper roller member 220a includes a pair
of rollers that clamp the rail portion 220c from the front
and rear. The upper roller member 220a moves in the
vertical direction and the fore-aft direction along the rail
portion 220c.
[0193] The lower guide portion 221 includes a lower
roller member 221a and a lower guide rail 221b. The
lower roller member 221a is disposed on the rear surfac-
es of the front forks 25L and 25R. The lower guide rail
221b is disposed on a front surface of a lower portion of
the steering rotation unit 213. The lower guide rail 221b
includes a rail portion 221c that extends vertically. The
rail portion 221c extends, in the side elevational view,
from an upper end downwardly toward the front and then
extends substantially horizontally before extending again
downwardly toward the front up to a lower end.
[0194] The lower roller member 221a includes a pair
of rollers that clamp the rail portion 221c from the front
and rear. The lower roller member 221a moves in the
vertical direction and the fore-aft direction along the rail
portion 221c.
[0195] The hydraulic actuator 242 is supported by a
stay 213a that extends toward the front from an upper
portion of the bracket 236 of the steering rotation unit
213. The hydraulic actuator 242 is disposed superior to
the front forks 25L and 25R.
[0196] The hydraulic actuator 242 includes an actuat-
ing portion 242a. The actuating portion 242a extends
downwardly and is connected with front surfaces of the
upper end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R. The
actuating portion 242a makes a vertical stroke motion.

[0197] The hydraulic actuator 242 receives hydraulic
pressure supplied from, for example, a hydraulic gener-
ator in the vehicle body 210. Operation of the hydraulic
actuator 242 is controlled by a control apparatus 83.
[0198] When the actuating portion 242a of the hydrau-
lic actuator 242 operates, the upper roller member 220a
and the lower roller member 221a move along the rail
portion 220c and the rail portion 221c, respectively, so
that the front forks 25L and 25R oscillate in the fore-aft
direction with a position near the upper guide portion 220
and the lower guide portion 221 as a base point. This
changes the trail length t and moves mounting portions
of the front forks 25L and 25R downward, so that a
change in vehicle height can be minimized even with the
trail length t changed. This eliminates the electronic con-
trol suspension as that described in the first embodiment.
[0199] In the second embodiment, the hydraulic actu-
ator 242 is supported by the steering rotation unit 213 of
the vehicle body 210. This arrangement results in the
hydraulic actuator 242 being close to the steering axis
Cs, so that steering inertia can be reduced.

[Third Embodiment]

[0200] A third embodiment to which the present inven-
tion is applied will be described below with reference to
Fig. 14. In the third embodiment, like or identical parts
described in the first embodiment are denoted by like or
identical reference symbols and descriptions therefor will
be omitted.
[0201] The first embodiment has been described for
the arrangement in which the front forks 25L and 25R
oscillate about the oscillation shaft 48 disposed at the
upper end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R. The
third embodiment will be described for a configuration in
which an oscillation shaft 348 is disposed inferior to the
upper end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R.
[0202] Fig. 14 is a left side elevational view depicting
a front portion of a vehicle 1 according to a third embod-
iment.
[0203] A vehicle body 310 includes a vehicle body
frame 11 and a steering rotation unit 313.
[0204] The steering rotation unit 313 is rotatably sup-
ported by a head pipe 17. The steering rotation unit 313
includes a top bridge 333, a steering shaft 32 (Fig. 9),
and a bottom member 334. The steering rotation unit 313
rotates integrally about a steering axis Cs that is aligned
with an axis of the steering shaft 32.
[0205] The steering rotation unit 313 includes a bracket
336 that vertically connects the top bridge 333 with the
bottom member 334 at a position anterior to the head
pipe 17.
[0206] The steering rotation unit 313 includes an os-
cillation shaft support portion 334a that extends toward
the front from the bottom member 334.
[0207] A variable trail length mechanism 330 includes
an oscillation unit 341, an electric motor 42, a ball screw
mechanism 43, a speed reducer 45, a lock mechanism
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46, and a linkage mechanism 347. The oscillation unit
341 is connected with the steering rotation unit 313 os-
cillatably in the fore-aft direction. The linkage mechanism
347 connects the ball screw mechanism 43 with the os-
cillation unit 341 and the steering rotation unit 313.
[0208] In the third embodiment, the electric motor 42,
the ball screw mechanism 43, the speed reducer 45, and
the lock mechanism 46 are disposed in substantially re-
verse order vertically relative to the configuration of the
first embodiment.
[0209] The ball screw mechanism 43 is mounted on
the bracket 336 via support pieces 357, 357. Specifically,
the electric motor 42 is supported by the steering rotation
unit 313 of the vehicle body 310 via, for example, the
bracket 336.
[0210] The oscillation unit 341 includes the oscillation
shaft 348 and a link connecting portion 350. The oscilla-
tion shaft 348 extends in the vehicle width direction and
connects the front forks 25L and 25R oscillatably with
the steering rotation unit 313. The link connecting portion
350 is disposed at the upper end portions of the front
forks 25L and 25R and connected with the linkage mech-
anism 347.
[0211] The oscillation shaft 348 is supported at a front
end portion of the oscillation shaft support portion 334a
of the bottom member 334.
[0212] The linkage mechanism 347 includes a first link
361, a second link 362, and a third link 63. The first link
361 connects the top bridge 333 with the ball screw mech-
anism 43. The second link 362 connects the first link 361
with the link connecting portion 350 of the oscillation unit
341. The third link 63 connects the first link 361 with a
moving portion 52b of the ball screw mechanism 43.
[0213] The front forks 25L and 25R are connected with
each other in the vehicle width direction by a bottom
bridge 349 disposed anterior to the bottom member 334.
[0214] The bottom member 334 includes an oscillation
shaft connecting portion 349a disposed at a position
overlapping a fork axis 25a in the side elevational view.
The oscillation shaft 348 is passed through the oscillation
shaft connecting portion 349a of the bottom member 334
to thereby be connected with the bottom member 334.
[0215] When the electric motor 42 is driven, the oscil-
lation unit 341 oscillates via the linkage mechanism 347
and the link connecting portion 350 oscillates in the fore-
aft direction about the oscillation shaft 348. This causes
the front forks 25L and 25R to oscillate in the fore-aft
direction about the oscillation shaft 348 that is disposed
to overlap the fork axis 25a in the side elevational view,
so that a trail length t is changed.
[0216] In the third embodiment, the steering rotation
unit 313 includes the steering shaft 32 (Fig. 9) journaled
by the head pipe 17 of the vehicle body frame 11, the top
bridge 333 fixed at the upper end portion of the steering
shaft 32, and the bottom member 334 fixed at the lower
end portion of the steering shaft 32, and the oscillation
shaft 348 is disposed at a position that overlaps the fork
axis 25a and that is closer to the bottom member 334

than to the top bridge 333 in the side elevational view.
This arrangement causes the front forks 25L and 25R to
oscillate about the oscillation shaft 348 disposed at the
position closer to the bottom member 334, so that a
change in vehicle height when the trail length t is changed
by the variable trail length mechanism 330 can be mini-
mized.
[0217] Additionally, the bottom bridge 349 connects
the pair of left and right front forks 25L and 25R each
other and the oscillation shaft 348 is disposed on the
bottom bridge 349 at the position overlapping the fork
axis 25a in the side elevational view. This arrangement
enables the oscillation shaft 348 to be disposed in a sim-
ple structure using the bottom bridge 349 that improves
stiffness of the front forks 25L and 25R.
[0218] In addition, the oscillation unit 341 includes a
fitting portion 300 that protrudes to the front from the link
connecting portion 350.
[0219] The steering rotation unit 313 includes a forward
extension portion 333a that extends forward relative to
the front forks 25L and 25R. The forward extension por-
tion 333a includes a fitted portion 390 disposed anterior
to the fitting portion 300.
[0220] The fitting portion 300 has a protrusion having,
for example, a forwardly protruding shape identical to the
shape of the fitting portion 100 in the first embodiment.
The fitted portion 390 is a recess having a shape identical
to the shape of the fitted portion 90 in the first embodi-
ment.
[0221] When the "ordinary state" is set as a result of
the upper portions of the front forks 25L and 25R oscil-
lating forward from the "trail length changed state" of Fig.
14 about the oscillation shaft 348, the fitting portion 300
fits into the fitted portion 390. This enhances stiffness of
the structure surrounding a front wheel 2 in the "ordinary
state."

[Fourth Embodiment]

[0222] A fourth embodiment to which the present in-
vention is applied will be described below with reference
to Fig. 15. In the fourth embodiment, like or identical parts
described in the first embodiment are denoted by like or
identical reference symbols and descriptions therefor will
be omitted.
[0223] The first embodiment has been described for
the arrangement in which the front forks 25L and 25R
oscillate about the oscillation shaft 48 disposed at the
upper end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R. The
fourth embodiment will be described for a configuration
in which an oscillation shaft 348 is disposed inferior to
the upper end portions of the front forks 25L and 25R
and the front forks 25L and 25R are oscillated using a
drive source different from the electric motor 42.
[0224] Fig. 15 is a left side elevational view depicting
schematically a front portion of a vehicle 1 according to
the fourth embodiment.
[0225] A vehicle body 410 includes a vehicle body
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frame 11 and a steering rotation unit 413.
[0226] The steering rotation unit 413 is rotatably sup-
ported by a head pipe 17. The steering rotation unit 413
includes a top bridge 433, a steering shaft 32 (Fig. 9),
and a bottom member 434. The steering rotation unit 413
rotates integrally about a steering axis Cs that is aligned
with an axis of the steering shaft 32.
[0227] The steering rotation unit 413 includes a bracket
436 that vertically connects the top bridge 433 with the
bottom member 434 at a position anterior to the head
pipe 17.
[0228] A variable trail length mechanism 430 includes
a drive source 442, an oscillation unit 441, an oscillation
shaft 448, and a link 447. The oscillation unit 441 is con-
nected with the front forks 25L and 25R and is oscillated
in the fore-aft direction by a driving force of the drive
source 442. The oscillation shaft 448 extends in the ve-
hicle width direction and connects the front forks 25L and
25R oscillatably with the steering rotation unit 413. The
link 447 connects upper end portions of the front forks
25L and 25R with the steering rotation unit 413.
[0229] The drive source 442 is a screw mechanism
driven by a motor and displaced linearly in the vertical
direction. The drive source 442 is fixed to the bracket 436.
[0230] The oscillation unit 441 includes a roller mem-
ber 420 and a guide rail 421. The roller member 420 is
disposed posterior to the front forks 25L and 25R. The
guide rail 421 is moved in the vertical direction by the
drive source 442.
[0231] The oscillation unit 441 and the drive source
442 are disposed at a position superior to the bottom
member 434 and the oscillation shaft 448 and posterior
to the upper portions of the front forks 25L and 25R. The
oscillation shaft 448 is disposed, in the vehicle side ele-
vational view, at a position overlapping an fork axis 25a.
[0232] The guide rail 421 extends, in the side eleva-
tional view, from an upper end downwardly toward the
front and then extends substantially horizontally before
extending again downwardly toward the front up to a low-
er end.
[0233] The roller member 420 includes a pair of rollers
that clamp the guide rail 421 from the front and rear. The
guide rail 421 moves in the vertical direction under a con-
dition of being clamped between the two rollers of the
roller member 420.
[0234] When the drive source 442 is energized by a
control apparatus 83 (Fig. 11), the guide rail 421 moves
vertically and the roller member 420 follows the shape
of the guide rail 421 to thereby oscillate in the fore-aft
direction. This causes the front forks 25L and 25R to os-
cillate in the fore-aft direction integrally with the guide rail
421 about the oscillation shaft 448, so that a trail length
t is changed.
[0235] Fig. 16 is a side elevational view depicting a
modification of the fourth embodiment.
[0236] As depicted in Fig. 16, a pneumatic actuator
412 may be provided as a drive source, in place of the
drive source 442 and the oscillation unit 441 depicted in

Fig. 15.
[0237] The actuator 412 extends in the fore-aft direc-
tion to thereby connect the upper portions of the front
forks 25L and 25R with the steering rotation unit 413. A
pneumatic pressure source 415 disposed in the vehicle
body 410 supplies the actuator 412 with air pressure.
[0238] The actuator 412 includes a cylinder 412a and
a piston 412b disposed in the cylinder 412a. The piston
412b separates the cylinder 412a into an anterior cham-
ber 412c and a posterior chamber 412d.
[0239] The pneumatic pressure source 415 is connect-
ed with the anterior chamber 412c by a first air passage
416 and with the posterior chamber 412d by a second
air passage 417. The first air passage 416 and the second
air passage 417 are provided with a valve 416a and a
valve 417a, respectively. The valve 416a and the valve
417a are each opened and closed by the control appa-
ratus 83.
[0240] When air pressure is supplied to the posterior
chamber 412d, the piston 412b moves forward and an
actuating portion of the piston 412b pushes the front forks
25L and 25R forward. This causes the upper portions of
the front forks 25L and 25R to oscillate in the forward
direction about the oscillation shaft 448, thus setting the
vehicle 1 in the "ordinary state."
[0241] When air pressure is supplied to the anterior
chamber 412c, the piston 412b moves backward and the
actuating portion of the piston 412b pulls the front forks
25L and 25R forward. This causes the upper portions of
the front forks 25L and 25R to oscillate in the backward
direction about the oscillation shaft 448, thus setting the
vehicle 1 in the "trail length changed state."

[Fifth Embodiment]

[0242] A fifth embodiment to which the present inven-
tion is applied will be described below with reference to
Fig. 17. In the fifth embodiment, like or identical parts
described in the first embodiment are denoted by like or
identical reference symbols and descriptions therefor will
be omitted.
[0243] The first embodiment has been described for
the arrangement in which the fitting portion 100 and the
fitted portion 90 are each disposed at the center in the
vehicle width. The fifth embodiment will be described for
another exemplary arrangement of the fitting portion and
the fitted portion.
[0244] Fig. 17 is a cross-sectional view taken along
line XII-XII in Fig. 6 according to the fifth embodiment.
[0245] As depicted in Fig. 17, a possible arrangement
may include a plurality of protrusions and recesses ar-
rayed in the vehicle width direction, each pair of one pro-
trusion and one recess constituting a pair of a fitting por-
tion 100 and a fitted portion 90.
[0246] Alternatively, the fitting portion 100 may have a
leading end 100d formed into a flat surface extending in
parallel with a rear surface 49b of a bottom bridge 49, to
thereby be formed into a trapezoid. In this case, the fitted
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portion 90 may have a bottom portion 90d formed into a
flat surface to thereby be formed into a trapezoid.
[0247] Alternatively, the fitting portion 100 may be
formed into a conical shape that protrudes toward the
rear so as to have a tapering leading end. In this case,
the fitted portion 90 is formed into a conical recess.
[0248] Alternatively, the fitted portion 90 in a bottom
member 34 may be a protrusion protruding to the front
and the fitting portion 100 of the bottom bridge 49 may
be a recess in which the protrusion fits.
[0249] Still alternatively, the fitting portion 100 may be
configured as a member separate from the bottom bridge
49 and configured to be removable with respect to the
bottom bridge 49. In this case, the bottom bridge 49 may
be formed of metal and the fitting portion 100 may be
formed of a material (e.g., resin) different from the ma-
terial of the bottom bridge 49.
[0250] Similarly, the fitted portion 90 may be configured
as a member separate from the bottom member 34 and
configured to be removable with respect to the bottom
member 34. In this case, the bottom member 34 may be
formed of metal and the fitted portion 90 may be formed
of a material (e.g., resin) different from the material of
the bottom member 34.
[0251] Figs. 18 and 19 are each a schematic view de-
picting a variation of shapes of the fitting portion 100 and
the fitted portion 90. Figs. 18 and 19 are each a view in
the axial direction of the steering shaft 32.
[0252] As depicted in Fig. 18, two fitting portions 100,
100 may be formed on both lateral end portions of the
rear surface 49b of the bottom bridge 49 and one fitted
portion 90 may be formed in the front surface 34a of the
bottom member 34. In the example depicted in Fig. 18,
the fitted portion 90 is formed to extend over a wide range
between both end portions of the front surface 34a in the
vehicle width direction. The fitting portions 100 are con-
figured such that protrusion lateral surfaces 100c on the
outside in the vehicle width direction of the respective
fitting portions 100 fit in respective recess lateral surfaces
90c, 90c of the fitted portion 90. Additionally, in the ex-
ample depicted in Fig. 18, under a condition in which the
fitting portions 100, 100 fit in the fitted portion 90, a gap
is formed between each of the leading ends 100d and
the bottom portion 90d and between the rear surface 49b
and the front surface 34a.
[0253] Reference is made to Fig. 19. An arrangement
may be possible in which the front surface 34a of the
bottom member 34 may generally be defined as a fitting
portion 150 as a forwardly protruding protrusion and a
fitted portion 160 as a recess in which the fitting portion
150 fits may be formed in the rear surface 49b of the
bottom bridge 49.
[0254] The fitting portion 150 has protrusion lateral sur-
faces 150c, 150c that are inclined so that the fitting por-
tion 150 has a tapering leading end 150d.
[0255] The fitted portion 160 has recess lateral surfac-
es 160c, 160c in which the protrusion lateral surfaces
150c, 150c fit. Under a condition in which the fitting por-

tion 150 fits in the fitted portion 160, a gap is formed
between the leading end 150d of the fitting portion 150
and a bottom portion 160d of the fitted portion 160.
[0256] While the present invention has been particu-
larly described with reference to various embodiments,
it will be understood that the first to fifth embodiments
are not intended to limit the present invention.
[0257] While the first to fifth embodiments have been
described as applied to a motorcycle, the invention is
applicable to not only the motorcycle, but also three-
wheel saddled vehicles having two front or rear wheels,
four-or-more-wheel saddled vehicles, and scooter and
related types of saddled vehicles.

[Description of Reference Symbols]

[0258]

1 Vehicle
2 Front wheel
10, 210, 310 Vehicle body
11 Vehicle body frame
13, 213, 313 Steering rotation unit
17 Head pipe
25L, 25R Front fork (front wheel support member)
30, 230, 330 Variable trail length mechanism
32 Steering shaft
33, 233, 333 Top bridge
34, 234, 334 Bottom member
36, 236, 336 Bracket
41, 241, 341 Oscillation unit
42 Electric motor (drive source)
42b Rotary shaft
42c Axis (axis of rotary shaft)
43 Ball screw mechanism (screw mechanism)
45 Speed reducer
46 Lock mechanism
47 Linkage mechanism
48 Oscillation shaft
49 Bottom bridge
51 Threaded shaft
242 Hydraulic actuator (drive source)
Cs Steering axis
T Trail length

Claims

1. A vehicle including a vehicle body (10, 210, 310) and
a front wheel (2) that is disposed anterior to the ve-
hicle body (10, 210, 310) and that is steerable about
a steering axis (Cs), the vehicle body (10, 210, 310)
including a vehicle body frame (11) and a steering
rotation unit (13, 213, 313) that is supported on the
vehicle body frame (11) and that rotates about the
steering axis (Cs), the vehicle characterized by
comprising:
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a variable trail length mechanism (30, 230, 330)
that varies a trail length (t) of the front wheel (2),
the variable trail length mechanism (30, 230,
330) including an oscillation unit (41, 241, 341)
that supports a front wheel support member
(25L, 25R) that is disposed to be oscillatable in
a fore-aft direction and that supports the front
wheel (2) and a drive source (42, 242) that os-
cillates the oscillation unit (41, 241, 341), where-
in
the drive source (42, 242) is supported by the
vehicle body (10, 210, 310).

2. The vehicle according to claim 1, wherein the drive
source (42, 242) is supported by the steering rotation
unit (13, 213, 313) of the vehicle body (10, 210, 310).

3. The vehicle according to claim 1 or 2, wherein
the drive source (42) is an electric motor (42), and
the electric motor (42) is disposed anterior to the
steering rotation unit (13) in a vehicle side elevational
view and includes a rotary shaft (42b) having an axis
(42c) disposed so as to be oriented in a vehicle ver-
tical direction.

4. The vehicle according to claim 3, wherein
the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
screw mechanism (43) that translates rotation of the
electric motor (42) to linear motion to thereby oscil-
late the oscillation unit (41), and
the screw mechanism (43) is disposed such that a
threaded shaft (51) of the screw mechanism (43) has
an axis extending in parallel with the axis (42c) of
the electric motor (42).

5. The vehicle according to claim 4, wherein
the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
speed reducer (45) that transmits rotation of the elec-
tric motor (42) with reduced speed to the screw
mechanism (43), and a lock mechanism (46) that
restricts rotation of the electric motor (42) is disposed
upstream of the speed reducer (45) in a path of trans-
mitting rotation of the electric motor (42).

6. The vehicle according to claim 5, wherein the lock
mechanism (46) is disposed coaxially with the axis
(42c) of the electric motor (42).

7. The vehicle according to any one of claims 4 to 6,
wherein
the variable trail length mechanism (30) includes a
linkage mechanism (47) that connects the screw
mechanism (43) with the oscillation unit (41) and the
steering rotation unit (13),
the steering rotation unit (13) includes a steering
shaft (32) journaled by a head pipe (17) of the vehicle
body frame (11), a top bridge (33) fixed to an upper
end portion of the steering shaft (32), and a bottom

member (34) fixed to a lower end portion of the steer-
ing shaft (32), and
the oscillation unit (41) is oscillatably supported via
an oscillation shaft (48) disposed in the top bridge
(33) and the oscillation unit (41) is connected with
the bottom member (34) via the linkage mechanism
(47).

8. The vehicle according to claim 7, wherein
the front wheel support member (25L, 25R) includes
a pair of left and right front forks (25L, 25R),
the oscillation unit (41) includes a bottom bridge (49)
that laterally connects the left and right front forks
(25L, 25R), and
the linkage mechanism (47) is connected with the
bottom bridge (49).

9. The vehicle according to any one of claims 1 to 8,
wherein
the steering rotation unit (13, 213, 313) includes a
steering shaft (32) journaled by a head pipe (17) of
the vehicle body frame (11), a top bridge (33, 233,
333) fixed to an upper end portion of the steering
shaft (32), and a bottom member (34, 234, 334) fixed
to a lower end portion of the steering shaft (32),
a bracket (36, 236, 336) that connects, at a position
anterior to the head pipe (17), the top bridge (33,
233, 333) with the bottom member (34, 234, 334) is
provided, and
the drive source (42, 242) is supported by the vehicle
body via the bracket (36, 236, 336).
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