
kowa160ss
Earlier this year we were 

lucky enough to receive two 
shiny new forks in the mail 

all the way from our friends in Ja-
pan, Kowa Suspension. Kowa have 
quietly been producing high-quality 
suspension forks for several years 
now, and the Europe-based MSC 
downhill team have been riding 
re-branded Kowas to great success 
on the World Cup circuit. A fork 
that has been pushed to its limits at 
the very highest level by the likes 
of David Vasquez and come out the 
other side unscathed merits a closer 
look in our opinion, and in Issue 
5 of Distilled we gave the 200si 
(triple-clamp downhill fork) rave 
reviews for its hassle-free, depend-
able and bombproof performance. 
The 160ss being tested in this 
article is very similar to the 200si in 
that it shares the same lowers, and 
uses the same air-spring system. 
What differentiates it is 40mm less 
travel, a CNC’ed crown and a steel 
rather than aluminum steerer tube. 

As the lift-accessed season was 
winding down, it was the perfect 
time to switch to a less unwieldy 
fork that could be pedaled to the 
head of the trail but still hold its 
own on the downhills. This is what 
I was hoping for from the Kowa, 
and weighing it with the uncut 
steerer it came in at a very reason-
able 5.4 pounds. First impressions 
from an aesthetic perspective were 
good too…no naked ladies (dis-
claimer: at Distilled we love naked 
ladies but fork legs are just not the 
place!) a la Marzocchi or totem 
pole animals like Rockshox, just a 
sleek black powdercoat and some 
understated logos. The angular, 
CNC’ed crown was also very dif-
ferent from the more organic lines 

from some of the bigger companies 
and again we liked it a lot. You 
can tell that the Kowa comes from 
a machine shop and not a huge 
production line, and that is a good 
thing in this day and age. 

Out on the trail, the Kowa stands 
out for its lack of bells and whis-
tles. Some people like to endlessly 
fettle with suspension settings but 
I’m not one of them. Fit and forget 
is key, with a few minor adjust-
ments here and there. The gold dial 
at the top of the left fork leg con-
trols the travel adjustment feature, 
and this was one setting I was hap-
py to play with. It can be screwed 
way down to 20mm if need be, and 
back up to its maximum 160mm 
in seconds. I wound the travel way 
down for the initial ride to the trails 
on the road, and then took it up 
to around 100mm for the flat and 
uphill sections leading to the trail 
head. The fork still performed well 
in this lower setting and the lower 
ride height was much appreciated. 

Once the trail turned downwards, 
the 160’s stiffness was immedi-
ately noticeable. The burly one-
piece magnesium lowers, 35mm 
stanchions and the CNC’ed crown 
made for a very stiff fork, without 
being overly so. The suspension 
action was surprisingly smooth and 
stiction free out of the box, thanks 
in part to the Kashima-coated stan-
chions, an application previously 
only used in motocross forks. The 
air spring was perhaps a bit lacking 
in sensitivity over the smaller stuff, 
but it took the medium and the 
larger hits with aplomb and never 
felt lacking in travel, despite only 
having slightly over six inches of 
travel available. The huge seals did 

a fine job of keeping out the famous 
east coast mud even after many 
rides, and maintenance was virtu-
ally non-existent. This brings us to 
perhaps the biggest selling point 
of a Kowa fork. It is, admittedly, 
not for the rider used to infinite 
adjustments, or the sophisticated 
rider who is used extremely sensi-
tive suspension. It is, rather, for the 
rider who values the “on-bike” time 
above all and needs a fork that will 
perform time and time again in a 
predictable, reliable manner and 
requires almost zero maintenance. 
I can honestly see the rest of our 
test bike falling apart long before 
the Kowa even starts to show 
signs of giving up. Being made in 
small quantities by a small team of 
Japanese engineers probably has 
a lot to do with this, and there are 
higher models available that offer 
compression damping as well as re-
bound in order to be able to dial in 
the suspension a little more. Com-
plaints would be, as with the 200si, 
that there is no brake line guide or 
even a place to secure a zip-tie, and 
some people would prefer a maxle-
type axle, especially on this fork 
which will be ridden on trailbikes 
rather than lift-accessed downhill 
trails and bike parks where getting 
a tire off on the trail is perhaps not 
as important. A bolt-thru is stiffer at 
the end of the day so from a perfor-
mance perspective it is still superior 
to the new breed of burly quick-re-
lease thru-axle. 

In all, a firm favorite at Distilled 
and something that we feel will 
outlast every other component we 
have. 
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