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The Honda TRX500 FourTrax Foremanseries, produced between 2005 and 2011, represents a pivotal era in the

evolution of utility All-Terrain Vehicles (ATVs). During this period, Honda refined the balance between mechanical

simplicity and advanced drivetrain technology, cementing the Foreman's reputation as a "workhorse" in agricultural,

industrial, and recreational sectors. This comprehensive guide serves as a technical deep-dive into the

architecture, maintenance protocols, and engineering nuances of the TRX500 platform, drawing from official

service manuals and technical data to provide an authoritative resource for owners, technicians, and restorers.

The Evolution of the TRX500 Platform

The 2005 model year marked a significant transition from the previous TRX450 series. The increase in 

displacement to 475cc (for the Foreman) and 499cc (for the Rubicon) was not merely a bore increase but a 

comprehensive redesign of the engine and chassis. Honda focused on a longitudinal engine layout, which aligns

the crankshaft with the driveshaft. This engineering choice eliminates several 90-degree power-direction changes

found in transverse engines, resulting in higher mechanical efficiency and a lower center of gravity.

Defining Model Variants: TM, FE, FA, and FGA

Understanding the TRX500 series requires a clear distinction between the various sub-models, which differ

primarily in their transmission and drive systems:

•  TRX500TM (Manual Shift): The "TM" designation stands for Two-wheel drive, Manual shift. It utilized a 

traditional foot-shift 5-speed transmission, favored for its simplicity and reliability in harsh environments.

•  TRX500FE (Electric Shift Program - ESP): This model featured 4WD and the Electric Shift Program, allowing 

riders to change gears via handlebar-mounted buttons. It bridged the gap between manual durability and user 

convenience.

•  TRX500FA (FourTrax Foreman Rubicon): The Rubicon variant was the flagship, featuring the Hondamatic 

continuously variable hydrostatic transmission. It utilized a liquid-cooled 499cc engine, distinct from the air-cooled 

475cc units found in the standard Foreman.

•  TRX500FGA (Rubicon with GPScape): This was the premium Rubicon model equipped with Honda's 

integrated GPScape navigation system, designed for backcountry navigation.

Core Mechanical Engineering and Engine Architecture

The heart of the 2005-2011 Foreman is its OHV (Overhead Valve) single-cylinder engine. While the industry was

moving toward OHC (Overhead Cam) designs, Honda retained the pushrod OHV design for the Foreman to keep

the engine height low and the torque curve focused on the low-to-mid range.

Thermodynamics and Cooling Systems

The standard Foreman (TM/FE) utilized an air-cooled engine augmented by a high-capacity oil cooler. The oil 

cooler featured a dedicated cooling fan—controlled by a thermostatic switch—to ensure that high-stress, low-speed 

work did not lead to thermal breakdown of the lubricant. In contrast, the Rubicon (FA/FGA) employed a liquid-



cooling system to manage the higher heat loads generated by the hydrostatic transmission's hydraulic pumps.

The Hondamatic Transmission: A Technical Marvel

The Hondamatic system found in the Rubicon models is a completely sealed, hydrostatic unit. Unlike traditional

CVTs that use rubber belts and pulleys, the Hondamatic uses a variable-displacement hydraulic pump and motor.

As the pump’s swashplate angle changes, the flow of hydraulic fluid to the motor varies, providing an infinitely

variable gear ratio. This system is virtually maintenance-free internally but requires strict adherence to engine oil

quality, as the engine oil also serves as the hydraulic fluid for the transmission.

Technical Specification Comparison Matrix

The following table outlines the critical technical specifications across the primary TRX500 variants during the

2005-2011 production cycle.



Feature TRX500TM / FE (Foreman) TRX500FA (Rubicon)

Engine Type 475cc, Air-cooled, OHV Single 499cc, Liquid-cooled, OHV Single

Fuel Delivery 36mm Constant Velocity Carburetor 36mm Constant Velocity Carburetor

Transmission 5-speed + Reverse (Manual/ESP) Hondamatic (CVT Hydrostatic)

Final Drive Direct Driveshaft (2WD/4WD) Direct Driveshaft (4WD/TraxLok)

Braking System Dual Hydraulic Discs (Front), Sealed 
Drum (Rear)

Dual Hydraulic Discs (Front), Sealed 
Drum (Rear)

Dry Weight Approx. 595 lbs Approx. 640 lbs

Proactive Maintenance and Service Procedures

To maintain the structural integrity and operational efficiency of the TRX500, a rigorous maintenance schedule 

must be followed. The Clymer and OEM service manualsemphasize that fluid contamination is the primary cause

of premature component failure in utility ATVs.

Lubrication System Requirements

The TRX500 series uses a dry-sump lubrication system. It is critical to use oil that meets the JASO MAstandard,

as the oil must lubricate the engine, the transmission gears, and (in the case of the FE/FA models) the centrifugal

clutch or hydrostatic pump. Using automotive oils with "friction modifiers" can cause clutch slippage and

transmission malfunction.

1.  Oil Change Interval: Every 100 operating hours or 600 miles (more frequently in dusty/muddy conditions).

2.  Oil Capacity: Approximately 2.5 to 3.0 liters depending on filter change and model.

3.  Valve Clearance Adjustment: The OHV design requires periodic adjustment. The intake and exhaust valves 

should generally be set to 0.15mm (0.006 in) when the engine is stone cold.

Chassis and Drivetrain Care

The 4WD models utilize TraxLok, which allows the operator to switch between 2WD and 4WD. The front differential

uses a limited-slip design. Maintenance of the CV (Constant Velocity) boots is paramount; a small tear in the boot

will allow grit to enter the joint, leading to catastrophic failure within miles of operation.

Electrical Systems and Troubleshooting

The 2005-2011 TRX500 utilizes a DC-CDI (Capacitor Discharge Ignition) system. For models equipped with the 

Electric Shift Program (ESP), the electrical system is significantly more complex due to the inclusion of the Shift 

Control Motor, Angle Sensor, and Gear Position Sensor.

Common ESP Troubleshooting Logic

When an ESP system fails to shift, the Gear Indicator on the instrument cluster will typically flash a diagnostic

code. Understanding these flashes is essential for diagnosis:

•  1 Flash: ECU circuit malfunction.

•  2 Flashes: Shift switch circuit error (up/down buttons).



•  3 Flashes: Angle sensor circuit error (most common failure point).

•  5 Flashes: Shift motor circuit error (often caused by debris or worn brushes).

Fuel System Challenges: Carburetor vs. Environment

Despite the rise of EFI (Electronic Fuel Injection) in the late 2000s, many TRX500 models in this range retained the 

36mm CV carburetor. This component is highly sensitive to ethanol-blended fuels, which can degrade the rubber 

diaphragm and clog the slow jet. For units stored seasonally, draining the float bowl is a critical preventative 

measure mentioned in the 2005 Honda FourTrax Foreman Owner's Manual.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Valve Adjustment

Proper valve lash is critical for easy starting and engine longevity. Below is a professional-grade workflow for the

TRX500 engine:

Preparation

•  Ensure the engine is completely cold.

•  Remove the seat, fuel tank cover, and fuel tank to access the cylinder head.

•  Remove the timing hole cap on the left crankcase cover and the valve inspection caps on the cylinder head.

Execution

1.  Rotate the Crankshaft: Use a socket on the flywheel bolt to rotate the engine counter-clockwise until the "T" 

mark aligns with the index notch. Ensure the engine is on the compression stroke (both rocker arms should have 

play).

2.  Measure Clearance: Insert a feeler gauge between the valve stem and the rocker arm adjuster.

3.  Adjustment: If out of spec, loosen the locknut and turn the adjuster screw until there is a slight drag on the 

feeler gauge.

4.  Verification: Tighten the locknut to the specified torque (approx. 17 N·m) and re-check the clearance.

Case Study: Analyzing the 'Angle Sensor' Failure Mode

A recurring technical challenge in the TRX500FE and FA series involves the Angle Sensor. This component tracks 

the position of the shift cam. Due to its location on the front of the engine case, it is susceptible to vibration and 

thermal cycling. Technical analysis shows that the internal potentiometer can develop "dead spots," leading the 

ECU to lose track of which gear is engaged. The solution involves not only replacing the sensor but also performing 

a system initialization (reset) procedure to calibrate the ECU to the new sensor's voltage range.

Advanced Drivetrain Integration: TraxLok and Differentials

The TraxLok system is an electromagnetic engagement system. When the rider selects 4WD, the ECU sends a 

signal to a solenoid on the front differential, which slides a mechanical dog clutch into engagement. This system is 

designed to be engaged at speeds below 10 mph. Technical failures here are often traced back to the speed 

sensor; if the ECU cannot verify the vehicle speed, it may lock out 4WD engagement as a safety measure to

prevent mechanical shock loading.



Fastener Type Torque (N·m) Torque (lb-ft)

Engine Oil Drain Bolt 25 18

Front Wheel Nuts 64 47

Rear Wheel Nuts 64 47

Spark Plug 18 13

Differential Oil Filler Cap 12 9

Optimizing Performance for Utility Tasks

The TRX500's utility performance is governed by its gear reduction ratios. The first gear in the manual and ESP

models is an ultra-low "super-low" ratio, designed for high-draw tasks like plowing or towing heavy trailers. For

users operating in high-altitude environments, the carburetor requires re-jetting. A leaner main jet is necessary

above 3,000 feet to prevent "rich bogging," which occurs as air density decreases, effectively enriching the fuel-to-

air ratio.

Suspension and Loading

The Foreman utilizes a swingarm rear suspension with dual shock absorbers. This setup is superior for towing as it

maintains a constant hitch height. However, the pre-load on the rear shocks must be adjusted according to the

tongue weight of the trailer to prevent bottoming out. The front suspension uses a double-wishbone (A-arm) design

with 6.7 inches of travel, providing a stable footprint during heavy loading.

The Legacy of the TRX500 Series

The 2005-2011 Honda TRX500 series remains a benchmark in the ATV industry. Its success was not built on the

highest top speed or the most suspension travel, but on a foundation of rigorous engineering and reliability. By

utilizing a longitudinal engine, a robust OHV valvetrain, and specialized transmissions like the Hondamatic, Honda

created a machine capable of operating in conditions that would cause lesser vehicles to fail. 

For modern owners, the key to longevity lies in the preservation of the electrical connections and the strict

adherence to high-quality fluid changes. As these machines age, the availability of comprehensive service

documentation, such as the 2005-2011 Honda Foreman Service Manual by Clymer, ensures that these workhorses

can be maintained in peak operational condition for decades. The transition to fuel injection in later years

(post-2012) marked the end of the carbureted Foreman era, making the 2005-2011 models highly sought after by

those who prefer mechanical simplicity and field-serviceability.
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