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1985-1990 Harley Davidson FX Softail
Motorcycle Repair: A Comprehensive
Guide

The iconic Harley-Davidson FX Softail, produced between 1984 and 1990, represents a
significant chapter in the history of American motorcycles. These machines, known for their
distinctive hardtail look and smooth ride, are prized by collectors and enthusiasts alike.
However, owning a classic bike like this means understanding the nuances of 1985-1990
Harley Davidson FX Softail motorcycle repair. This guide delves into the specifics of
maintaining and repairing these beautiful machines, covering everything from routine
maintenance to more complex issues. We'll explore common problems, essential tools, and
resources to help keep your Softail on the road.

Understanding Your 1985-1990 Harley Davidson FX
Softail

Before diving into repairs, it's crucial to understand the specific model year of your FX
Softail. While generally similar, there were subtle differences in components and systems
across the production years (1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990). Consulting your owner's
manual, or a reputable online resource like a Harley-Davidson forum, is essential for
identifying your bike's specific features and potential problem areas. These resources are
invaluable for Harley Davidson FXR repair, a closely related model, as well, as many
components are interchangeable.

##4# |dentifying Common Problems: Engine and Transmission

These early Softails share a few common mechanical issues. Harley Davidson engine
repair, particularly focusing on the Evo engine found in these models, often centers around
the points ignition system (if not already upgraded to electronic), carburetor issues (tuning
and cleaning), and valve train adjustments. Transmission problems can include worn clutch
plates, shifting difficulties, and primary chain issues. Regular oil changes using the correct
weight and type of oil are paramount to engine longevity. Ignoring these can lead to costly
repairs later. Furthermore, neglecting proper Harley Davidson carburetor maintenance
can result in poor fuel efficiency and performance issues.

##4# Electrical System Woes: Troubleshooting and Repair
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The electrical systems in these older bikes can also be a source of frustration. Faulty wiring,
corroded connectors, and aging components can cause intermittent problems or complete
failures. Systematic troubleshooting, using a multimeter to check voltage and continuity, is
vital here. Learning basic electrical diagnostics is a highly valuable skill for any FX Softail
owner. Upgrading to a modern electronic ignition system can drastically improve reliability
and eliminate the headaches associated with points-based systems.

#4#4# Suspension and Braking System Maintenance: Ensuring Safety

The suspension and braking systems require regular attention. Checking and adjusting the
rear shocks is important for maintaining proper handling and ride comfort. Brake pads
should be inspected regularly, and brake fluid should be flushed and replaced according to
the manufacturer’'s recommendations. A properly functioning braking system is crucial for
safety, so don't skimp on maintenance. Regular inspection and lubrication of swingarm
pivot points will also prevent unnecessary wear and tear. Proper Harley Davidson Softail
maintenance requires diligence in these critical areas.

Resources and Tools for 1985-1990 Harley Davidson
FX Softail Repair

Successful repair requires the right tools and resources. Investing in a good set of metric
and SAE wrenches, screwdrivers, sockets, and a torque wrench is essential. A service
manual specific to your model year is invaluable, providing detailed diagrams and repair
procedures. Online forums and communities dedicated to Harley-Davidson motorcycles
offer a wealth of knowledge and support from fellow enthusiasts. Many specialize in specific
model years, like dedicated threads to 1987 Harley Davidson FX Softail repair or other
years. Don't be afraid to ask questions; you'll find many experienced mechanics willing to
share their expertise.

Beyond the Basics: Upgrades and Customization

Once you've mastered basic maintenance and repair, you can explore upgrades and
customizations to enhance your Softail. Upgrading to electronic ignition, replacing the
carburetor with a modern fuel injection system, or installing a performance air cleaner are
popular modifications. However, always research compatibility before making changes, as
some modifications might require additional adjustments to other systems.

Conclusion: Keeping Your Classic Alive

Owning and maintaining a 1985-1990 Harley-Davidson FX Softail is a rewarding experience.
By understanding the common problems, acquiring the necessary tools, and utilizing
available resources, you can keep your classic machine running smoothly for years to
come. Remember, proactive maintenance is key to preventing major repairs and preserving
the value of your investment. This dedication will not only keep your Softail running but also
allow you to appreciate the unique character and history embodied in these iconic
motorcycles.
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FAQ: 1985-1990 Harley Davidson FX Softail
Motorcycle Repair
Q1: Where can | find a service manual for my 1985-1990 FX Softail?

Al: You can find service manuals for your specific model year online through retailers
specializing in motorcycle parts and manuals. eBay, Amazon, and specialized Harley-
Davidson parts websites are good places to start. Your local Harley-Davidson dealership
might also have access to older manuals or be able to direct you to a suitable resource.

Q2: How often should | change the oil in my FX Softail?

A2: Harley-Davidson recommends more frequent oil changes for older bikes, often every
2,000-3,000 miles, or even sooner depending on riding conditions. Always check your
owner's manual for the manufacturer’'s recommended oil change intervals. Using a high-
quality oil specifically designed for air-cooled V-twins is crucial for engine longevity.

Q3: What are the signs of a failing carburetor?

A3: Signs of a failing carburetor include rough idling, poor acceleration, backfiring, stalling,
and poor fuel economy. Cleaning or rebuilding the carburetor is often necessary to remedy
these issues.

Q4: What tools are absolutely essential for working on my FX Softail?

A4: Essential tools include a good set of metric and SAE wrenches, sockets, screwdrivers, a
torque wrench, a multimeter, and a service manual. Specialized tools may be needed for
specific tasks, like carburetor rebuilding or primary chain removal.

Q5: Are there any common electrical problems | should be aware of?

A5: Corroded connectors, faulty wiring, and failing ignition components are common
electrical problems in older Harleys. Regular inspection of the wiring harness and cleaning
of connectors is vital.

Q6: How can | improve the reliability of my FX Softail's electrical system?

A6: Upgrading to an electronic ignition system is a significant improvement over the points-
based system found on many early FX Softails, reducing failure rates and improving starting
reliability.

Q7: Can | perform major repairs myself, or should | take it to a mechanic?

A7: Some repairs can be performed by experienced home mechanics, while others require
specialized knowledge and tools best left to professionals. Assess your skill level and
comfort before attempting complex repairs.

Q8: How can I find a reliable mechanic specializing in older Harleys?
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A8: Seek recommendations from local Harley-Davidson owners' groups or clubs. Online
forums can also be great resources for finding skilled mechanics with experience working
on 1985-1990 FX Softails. Look for mechanics with a reputation for quality work and
attention to detail.

Diving Deep into 1985-1990 Harley-Davidson FX
Softail Motorcycle Restoration

The legendary Harley-Davidson FX Softail, produced between 1985 and 1990, represents a
important moment in motorcycle evolution. These machines, with their effortless ride and
stylish design, continue to fascinate riders today. However, owning a vintage bike means
understanding the subtleties of its inner workings and mastering the skills necessary for
effective repair. This article delves into the specifics of servicing your 1985-1990 FX Softail
in top shape.

Understanding the Evolution:

The FX Softail series marked a shift from previous Harley models. The hidden rear
suspension offered a cleaner look while retaining the ease of a modern bike. This
revolutionary design, however, introduced specific issues for maintenance. Unlike later
models with more readily accessible components, working on these bikes often demands
more patience and particular tools.

Key Areas of Focus:

Troubleshooting problems on a vintage Harley requires a systematic approach. Here are
some critical areas to assess:

e Engine Service: The Evolution engine, known for its strength, also demands regular
service. This includes regular oil changes using the correct viscosity of oil, inspection
of valve clearances (a critical aspect of these engines), and observing the ignition
system for proper function. Ignoring these can lead to significant engine damage.
Think of it like consistently replacing the oil in your car - neglecting it will drastically
shorten the engine's life expectancy.

e Carburation: The carb is the core of the fuel delivery. Understanding its operation
and how to properly calibrate it is vital for optimal performance and fuel
consumption. A poorly calibrated carburetor can lead to poor running, hard starting,
and poor fuel mileage. This is akin to properly adjusting the air-fuel mixture in a
combustion engine - too much fuel or too much air will impede efficiency.

» Electrical Components: The electrical system, while seemingly simple, can be a
source of numerous troubles. Checking the wiring harness for wear, ensuring the
battery is in good health, and testing the ignition system are vital steps in routine
care. A failing component can lead to intermittent operation, or complete failure.

e Transmission and Primary Drive: The primary drive and transmission, responsible
for transferring power to the rear wheel, demand routine examination. Checking the
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primary chain tension and the transmission oil level are crucial steps. Neglecting this
can lead to premature tear.

e Suspension and Brakes: While the hidden suspension streamlines the aesthetic, its
repair still requires care. Inspecting the shock absorbers, checking for leaks and
ensuring proper functionality are essential. The brakes, too, necessitate periodic
checking and maintenance to ensure reliable braking power.

Practical Implementation Strategies:

Repairing on your FX Softail demands patience, specific tools, and a thorough
understanding of the motorcycle's systems. Consider the following:

e Obtain a Service Manual: A factory service manual is critical for troubleshooting
problems and guiding you through maintenance procedures.

 Invest in Good Tools: Specialized tools, such as a torque wrench and various
sockets, will simplify the process and prevent damage.

e Start with Simple Tasks: Begin with simpler tasks, such as oil changes and filter
replacements, to develop confidence and understanding.

* Seek Help When Needed: Don't be afraid to seek help from experienced experts or
join online groups dedicated to Harley-Davidson motorcycles.

Conclusion:

Owning a 1985-1990 Harley-Davidson FX Softail is a rewarding experience. By
understanding the details of its repair needs and implementing the methods outlined
above, you can ensure your machine remains in top shape for years to come, allowing you
to enjoy the journey with confidence and style. The effort in learning the skill of FX Softail
maintenance is a testament to the timeless appeal of these iconic machines.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):
Q1: What is the most common trouble with 1985-1990 FX Softails?

Al: Frequent issues include carburetor troubles, electrical glitches, and wear and tear on
the primary drive components.

Q2: How often should I switch the oil in my FX Softail?

A2: Oil changes should be done every 2,000 miles or every 3 months, whichever comes
first.

Q3: Where can I find components for my FX Softail?

A3: Many online retailers and national Harley-Davidson dealerships sell parts for these
models.

Q4: Is it difficult to work on these motorcycles?
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A4: Servicing a vintage Harley requires mechanical aptitude. While not impossible for a
beginner, some tasks might require professional help.
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