
T h e  2 0 1 7  B u y e r ’ s  G u i d e I  W A N T  O N E  B I K E  T H A T  D O E S  I T  A L L  /  C A N  I  G E T  A 
G O O D  B I K E  F O R  L E S S  T H A N  $ 1 , 0 0 0 ?  /  I  WA N T  A  B I K E 
T H A T  S T A N D S  O U T  I N  A  C R O W D  /  S H O U L D  I  G E T  A 
D R O P - B A R  O R  F L AT- B A R  R O A D  B I K E ?  /  I  WA N T  T O  T R Y 
G R A V E L  R A C I N G  /  I  L O V E  R I D I N G  F A S T  B U T  I  D O N ’ T  
W A N T  T O  R A C E  /  W H A T ’ S  A  G O O D  F I R S T  B I K E ?  /  
I  WA N T  T O  S P L U R G E  /  I  L I K E  T O  go   L O N G  D I S TA N C E S  
/  I  WA N T  A  B I K E  T H AT  L E T S  M E  D R I V E  M Y  C A R  L E S S  /  
i  wA N T  A  F U L L- S U S P E N S I O N  M O U N TA I N  B I K E  /  I  WA N T  T O 
G O  O N  D I R T- R O A D  A D V E N T U R E S  /  W H AT ’ S  T H E  B E S T  B I K E 
F O R  A  M I D L I F E  C R I S I S ?  /  I  WA N T  T O  T R Y  C Y C L O C R O S S  
/  W I L L  I  L I K E  A N  E N D U R O  B I K E ?  /  I  N E E D  A  Y E T I  /  S H O U L D 
I  G E T  C A R B O N  O R  A L U M I N U M ?  /  I  W A N T  A  B I A N C H I  
/  I  W A N T  T O  G O  R E A L LY  R E A L LY  R E A L LY  F A S T !  /  M Y 
D R E A M  I S  T O  R I D E  A C R O S S  T H E  C O U N T R Y  /  I  W A N T 
A  B I K E  T H A T  W I L L  L A S T  1 5  Y E A R S  /  I ’ m  curious       
about      road     bike     suspension           /  I  W A N T  to   D R I N K  
my   C O F F E E  W H I L E  I  R I D E  /  I  N E E D  A  M A C H I N E  T H A T 
will     M A K E  M E  A  B E T T E R  R A C E R  /  I  want    a  classic       
steel      bike     /  I  N E E D  A  B I K E  T H AT  C A N  G O  E V E R Y W H E R E
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“I want 
to ride

To work
every 
day.”

do it   
on the  

Elby

A
  The name. The Elby.

  The styling. The Elby is 
the first e-bike that fully is 
what it is—it’s not trying to 
look moto souped-up and 
hard-ass, doesn’t masquer-
ade as just an elegant bicy-
cle by hiding the motor and 
battery in a traditional-  
looking frame, but also 

doesn’t awkwardly and vis-
ibly graft its battery and 
drive system onto a stock 
frame like some kind of 
goiter or parasitic abomi-
nation. By embodying its 
purpose—to help you ride 
around town comfort-
ably, safely, and quickly—it 
achieves an admirable kind 
of coolness. F

Here’s 
what is 

wonderful 
about the 

Elby:

E l b y 9 -S p ee  d 
P R IC E $ 3 ,7 0 0 

W E IGH T 5 7 LB  ( One si  z e )

All kinds of people all around me for several months rode the 
Elby. Every one of them loved the Elby. I love the Elby. I love 
it so much I like saying the words the Elby. Just saying the 
Elby makes me a happier person. I have extensive time on 
the Specialized Turbo, the Stromer, the Faraday Porteur, and 
other pedal-assist e-bikes, and the Elby is by far my favorite 
noncargo. (For my cargo pick, see page 32.)

È

BI0417_STU_elby001
keep SM please
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  The handling. Most likely 
as a result of its pure-purpose 
design, the Elby is snappy but 
secure in corners, stable at 
all speeds (neither floppy at 
low nor wobbly at high), good 
with heavy loads, and brakes 
smartly and predictably.

  The power system. Its 
500-watt BionX D-Series rear 
hub, handlebar control unit 
and display, and frame-inte-
grated battery rival the Bosch 
Performance Line for torque, 
smooth power delivery, and 
range. (I routinely exceeded 
50 miles on a charge when I 
carefully modulated between 
power levels.) Top speed is 
20mph. An iOS and Android 
app monitors and controls 
setup, display, charging, navi-
gation, and more.

  The details. Superbright 
integrated LED lights front 
and back. A USB charg-
ing port. Hydraulic brakes 
(paired with a 9-speed SRAM 
drivetrain). The ability to 
legitimately fit riders, with 
seatpost and stem adjust-
ments, from 5-feet-nothing to 
6-foot-5. Foolproof kickstand. 
Integrated rear rack (and pan-
nier mounts), and fenders.

  The throttle. I initially 
was dismayed by the inclusion 
of a throttle, which lets you 
accelerate without pedaling. 
But I only really used it in one 
common scenario that made 
riding feel safer: to get back 
up to speed after stopping 
at intersections. And every 
noncyclist who tried the Elby 
said the throttle option gave 
them much more confidence 
for this reason, and made the 
idea of riding more appealing. 
The Elby can also ship with 
this feature disabled to states 
that don’t allow e-bikes with  
throttles.

  The name. The Elby. The 
Elby. The Elby. Try it out 
yourself.—Bill Strickland

Random sampling of  
exultations, observations, 
and grudging admittances 
evoked by The Elby

“YEEEEEEHAW 
WOOOOOWWWW 
YEAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!”

“DUDE!”

“Bring  
it back 
home!”

“It looks like the  
coolest grandmother 
in the world!” 
—Our good-old-boy local 
bike shop owner, somehow 
reaching a level of unprec-
edented eloquence and 
insight in summing up the 
Elby’s style

—Two dirtbag mountain-biker friends, sessioning the Elby (at the 
same time, one standing on the “down-tube” platform) during a party

“Yeah, I did. 
Huh? Yeah,  
I guess. What-
ever. Can 
you leave me 
alone now?”
—My 18-year-old daughter, 
who decided at about age 13 
on a cunning and effectively 
hurtful rebellion and stopped 
riding bicycles, and who has 
resisted all my efforts to 
trick or cajole her into rid-
ing with me, and who goaded 
me into a screaming argu-
ment in our driveway when 
I tried to get her to use the 
Elby so she could get to her 
summer job in town, and who 
later, on her own, when she 
not me decided she wanted 
to, tried the Elby and despite 
this verbal confession that 
must have felt like a length of 
chain getting dragged out of 
her throat, loved the Elby and 
rode it all summer

—Spectators, watching BICY-
CLING designer Jimmy Cavalieri 
get air on the Elby after throt-
tling it over a grass hill

—My wife, Beth, who grew 
dependent on the Elby 
to ride to work daily and 
more quickly grew resent-
ful of the time it spent 
in the BICYCLING office 
for additional testing and 
photo shoots for this issue

BI0417_STU_elby002
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Go around Jump it!

There’s a boulder ahead—
jump it or go around?

Yes

’fraid notSure

Nah

Q“Should  I  get  a n
enduro  bik e?”

Take up 
knitting

XC/Trail 
bike

Do you ride steep mountains?
Downhill 

bike

No

No

Are you willing to pedal up climbs too?

Did you find  
enduro in your soul?  

Check out the  
Pivot Firebird  
Pro XT/XTR 1x.

Time for some serious 
self-reflection.

Yes

Want to ride bike parks?

Yah!

Wanna go fast?

E n d u r o o o o !
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P R I C E  $7, 3 9 9 
(a s t e s t e d , w i t h 

$ 1 , 3 0 0 c a r b o n  
w he e l up g r a de )

W E I G H T  2 9 . 6 l b ( L)

one of the most abused enduro 
bike clichés is, “It climbs like a 
cross-country bike and descends 
like a downhill bike.” From the 
standpoints of geometry, weight, 
and rolling resistance, that proba-
bly won’t ever happen—but Pivot’s 
completely redesigned carbon Fire-
bird gets us closer to that grail than 
any bike I’ve ever ridden. 

Good enduro bikes control cha-
os: A rough section of trail with 
rocks and drops, taken at a speed 
that’s just barely rideable for me 
on a trail bike, is right where the 

Firebird really starts perform-
ing. Credit goes to its extra travel, 
amazingly controlled Fox X2 shock, 
relaxed 65-degree head angle, and a 
front-center (distance from bottom 
bracket to front hub) that’s longer 
than that of some enduro models a 
whole size larger. 

While it’s no XC bike, at 29.6 
pounds the Firebird is very light 
for a 170mm-travel bike, and that’s 
with Pivot’s mixed XT/XTR 1x 
build—higher-end builds would be 
lighter. (I did go for the Reynolds 
carbon wheel upgrade.) The bike’s 

0

D O  Y O U  O F T E N  R I D E  S M O O T H E R  T R A I L S ?  Perhaps consider a different bike, or also buying a different everyday trail bike. Although the Firebird feels 
more crisp and playful than most enduro bikes in this terrain, it’s still not as fun as a shorter-travel trail bike. It takes extra effort to corner, removes most 
of the challenge from moderately rocky sections (it just mows right over them), and resists catching air off little kickers—it wants to stick to the ground.

*a note on 
handling

A bike this long 
and slack takes a 
slightly different 

handling style than 
a trail bike. Instead 
of turning through 

a corner with the 
front end, you 

initiate a turn with 
a flick of the bar, 

then countersteer 
as the bike drifts 
through—you’re 

pretty much steer-
ing with the rear 

end at times. The 
Firebird’s geometry 

works particularly 
well in supersteep 
turns with a ledge 

in the middle, 
where you’re falling 
into them as much 
as riding through. 

DW-link suspension, and its built-in 
anti-squat properties, keeps pedal-
ing crisp enough to embarrass a lot 
of trail bikes, with or without the 
Fox Float X2 shock’s climb switch 
engaged. I even cleaned a loose, 
steep, and technical climb that I’d 
previously been able to scale only on 
a bike with 2.8-inch-wide plus tires. 
A steep, 74-degree seat angle keeps 
the rider centered over the bike on 
climbs, making even near-vertical 
inclines way easier than you’d imag-
ine for such a big bike.

If your idea of the perfect ride 
involves charging down trails that 
would be a challenge to even walk, 
and pedaling to the top of a moun-
tain to access them, you’d have a 
tough time finding a better tool for 
the job.—Ron Koch

BI0417_STU_Pivot001
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“Should I get 
carbon or 
aluminum?”

L o w mk i r o a d c at 1
p r ic e $ 6 , 1 0 0 , a s t e s t e d
w e igh t 1 6 . 6 L B ( 5 4 CM  )

97    Bicycling.com  •  April  2017

GIANT DEFY ADVANCED 1 $2,375 TREK ÉMONDA ALR 6 PRO $2,500

A L T E R N A T I V E S

The Defy has won BICYCLING’s Editors’ Choice 
award multiple times. This model has a car-
bon frame, mix of Shimano Ultegra/105, and 
a ride as dialed as bikes twice its price.

One of the lightest and most tuned aluminum 
frames available, and a full Shimano Ultegra 
drivetrain complemented with Bontrager com-
ponents and tires? Bring it on, world!

Q

originally—starting in the 
1990s—this was a question of 
ride quality. Though a frame 
made of any material can be engi-
neered and outfitted with wheels 
and components to dial in ride 
feel, in general aluminum bikes 
were light but bangy, steel was 
resilient but heavy, titanium was 
a great compromise between the 
two, and, eventually, carbon was 
the lightest but tended to feel 
deader and give less feedback.

Next—starting in the 2000s—
it became primarily a question 
of cost. We used to advise people 
to go for aluminum below X dol-
lars if they wanted what we call 
an “enthusiast” road bike—one 
that is lively and durable enough 
to see you through years of week-
end jaunts, multiday charity rides, 
fondo-type challenges, or novice-
level competition. The higher cost 
of producing a good carbon frame 
meant that on similarly priced 
bikes below that sweet spot, 
either the metal version would 
have far superior parts, or the 
carbon frame had to be produced 
so cheaply that it would be a dud. 
(Or both.) But X kept dropping, so 
that even in the lower range of the 
enthusiast sweet spot—$2,000 
to $3,000—I now equally recom-
mend bikes like the carbon Giant 
Defy Advanced 1 and aluminum 
Trek Émonda ALR 6 Pro. 

I t  depends on w h at you 
see in t he ink bl o t.

Check out our  
review of the  
$810 Giant  
Contend 1 (p. 50)  
to find out why.

B U T  B E L O W
$ 1 , 0 0 0 ?  I T ’ S
D e f i n itel    y
A L U M I N U M 

BI0417_STU_low001



Thiers-issard straight razorMerkur safety razor

4  M o d e r n  a l u mi  n u m  b i k e s  t h a t  m a k e  t h e  c u t

S t o e m p e r D a r r e l l
Compliant and controlled enough 
that I rode it the full length of 
Paris- Roubaix and kept my teeth 
for the picture at the end.

V Y N L R o a d
Of these four, maybe the 
most equidistant between 
the states of busting chops 
and busting your ass.

LO  W m k i r o a d
Slightly edgier than 
the VYNL—which also 
means not quite as 
compliant.

G a u l z e t t i C o r s a
That friend who never starts a bar fight but  
always seems to get in one, but who always has 
your back in anything in life and also makes scars 
look hot at a black-tie cocktail party? This bike.
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Today, the decision to ride 
aluminum outside of the lowest 
enthusiast levels has become a 
Rorschach revelation about atti-
tude, thanks to a resurgence of 
handmade-in-America aluminum 
frames, primarily driven by peo-
ple who raced on it earlier in their 
lives and want to revive some-
thing raw, visceral, and vicious 
about the way those bikes rode. 
That’s not to say these bikes are 
designed to beat you to death. 
They’re designed to let you do the 
beating—and be awash in every 
punch and counterpunch, every 
sensation of force and every drop 
of sweat and blood that flows 
from the action. These are for out-
lier badasses (and those who just 
want to feel that way in their rid-
ing life) who respect cycling but 
think more of Muhammad Ali 
than Chris Froome.

The Low mki road is a prime 
example of this breed. Handmade 
in San Francisco by a two-person  
team led by founder Andrew 
Low, the custom-shaped and 
tuned 7005 frame rides just how 
it looks—bold and blistering-
fast in handling and acceleration, 
brash without being reckless (it 
tempts you into speeds and lines 
and quick-cut moves at the edge 
of your abilities), yet somehow, 
through it all, classy. If you made 
a buddy movie with this bike, it 
would be the wisecracking and 
coolly expert-at-everything lead, 
to your role as the one with more 
heart who learns more by the 
end. I’m a big fan of these bikes in 
general, and the Low in particu-
lar. They’re not just preserving 
but reviving and even amplifying 
a particular kind of road bike rid-
ing that’s too wildly and savagely 
delicious to lose.—Bill Strickland

BI0417_STU_low002



W a n t 
s o m e t h i n g 
l i k e  t h i s , 
b u t …

More titanium? 
Moots Routt RSL $5,519, frameset

With more give? 
Specialized Roubaix Comp $3,400 

A L T E R N A T I V E S

The new Routt RSL is technically a gravel bike 
that fits up to 38mm tires, but it is still light 
and spirited on pavement thanks to a near 
road-like geometry and stout titanium tubes. 

Like the Paralane, the Roubaix has a similarly low bottom 
bracket and clearance for up to 32mm tires. But it also 
sports the Future Shock front suspension system, with 
20mm of travel. See how the two bikes compare on page 86. 

Good attitude. The 
Focus Paralane Ultegra 
feels the same.

C YA 
Y e p, t h o s e 

f e n d e r s c o m e 
w i t h t h e b i k e . 

Y o u c a n f i t 
3 2 m m t i r e s 

w i t h f e n d e r s ,
 3 5 m m w i t h o u t.

W
When I imagine the bikes 
that answer this question—
and the riders who ask it—I 
think of one of my favorite 
road rides here in Boulder, 
Colorado. It is one that not 
just any road bike can handle. 
On some, the gearing isn’t 
suited for the steeps that 
push total elevation gain to 
almost 5,000 feet. On oth-
ers, lightweight tires will not 
make it through the sections 
of sandy wash studded with 
rocks and ruts. On still oth-
ers, the overly stiff frame will 
leave your back and neck ach-
ing with every jolt of a pot-
hole or washboarded corner. 
On the far right, see how the 
Focus Paralane crushes this 
benchmark ride, exemplify-
ing why it’s the type of bike 
best suited for riding every-
where.—Joe Lindsey

“Where do
I want to
ride? Duh,
everywhere.”

PAVED CLIMBS The route 
starts with a 2,000-foot 
climb up Flagstaff Moun-

tain. With more than half the climb-
ing coming after Flag, I spin instead 
of charging around every switchback. 
It’s easy to meter my effort with the 
34x32 low gear on the Shimano Ulteg-
ra drivetrain. 

DIRT ROADS The pavement 
ends, and the graded dirt 
gradually narrows to a 

primitive fire-access cut. I climb past 
ravines choked with grass and willow, 
stony outcrops and glades of pine 
and fir. Hands on the hoods, I float 
as best as possible across exposed, 
bony rock sections, with brief taps 
of the Shimano R685 hydraulic disc 
brakes to set up line choice. The 
slightly longer fork flexes just a bit to 
take the edge off. I power through 
sandy washes with my best high-
cadence cyclocross technique. 

BAD ROADS I emerge on 
Magnolia Drive, a rolling, 
pocked dirt road. The agile 

Paralane dodges the worst potholes 
with tiny nudges on the handlebar. 
Washboard corners are a muted 
rumble rather than a jackhammer 
roar. As compliant as the Paralane is, 
I’ll admit, I’m happy for the smooth-
ness of pavement again on the 
downhill.

TECHY DESCENTS Magno-
lia is one of the steepest 
paved roads in the area, 

with sharp, cambered switchbacks. 
The Paralane’s lower bottom bracket 
makes the bike a descending fiend. 
I arc through corners, with a quick 
touch of the brakes to scrub just 
enough speed. The wide tires hiss in 
the apex, then there’s almost a pop-
like rebound as I accelerate into the 
straightaways. I’m slicing the road 
now, diving back and forth from fog 
line to almost the center line.

LONG FLATS When I emerge 
in the canyon, 2,000 feet 
lower, there’s a hint of 

brake smoke in the air—from the 
car I almost caught. I hop onto a 
crushed-gravel path back to town. So 
late on this ride, you don’t have ener-
gy to squander pushing an inefficient 
bike. The carbon frame is stiff under 
power, and the 28mm tires acceler-
ate with no discernible efficiency gap 
to narrower rubber.

Q

P r ic e
$ 3 , 5 0 0
W e igh t
1 8 . 1 L B 
( 5 4 c m )

BI0417_STU_Focuso001
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Get The Norco Revolver 
9.1 FS. Here’s how it checks 
the boxes for all the char-
acteristics you want in your 
next XC race bike.

  Light. With its full carbon 
frame and lightweight com-
ponents, a size small weighs 
just 23.8 pounds. 

  Efficient. The frame is 
optimized for efficiency. 
The down and seat tubes 
flare as they approach the 
bottom bracket for stiff-
ness, and Norco employs 
size-scaled tubing to match 
frame stiffness to rider size. 
A Horst link suspension 
design provides a firm ped-
aling platform, even when 
you’re out of the saddle 
hammering up a rise. The 
low-profile 2.2-inch Maxxis 
Ikon tires spin up quickly.

  Quick but balanced  
handling.  The Revolver 
is designed to be pushed 
hard through the twists 
and turns of an XC race-
course. Its 70.3-degree 
head angle (size small) is in 
line with peers, balancing 
speedy response to stabil-
ity, and the chainstays on 
the size small are a shortish 
437mm. But the Revolver 
has a relatively long reach 
for an XC bike, paired to a 
shorter stem and wider bar 
for its category, so body 

positioning and steering 
feel more stable and akin 
to a trail bike than a typical 
XC model. In corners and 
when picking through rock 
gardens, the bike feels small 
and agile, making it easy, 
for example, to smoothly 
negotiate a downhill rooted 
switchback that challenges 
even some 27.5-inch trail 
bikes; and to switch direc-
tions going flat-out in a 
corner. 

  Full-suspension.  The 
Revolver features 100mm of 
front and rear wheel travel.

  Control.  The bike man-
ages rougher descents bet-
ter than expected for an XC 
bike, perhaps helped in part 
by the trail-bikey cockpit. 
An actual trail bike would 
be more fun on this terrain, 
but I still enjoyed riding the 
Revolver on rocky, techni-
cal trails. The suspension 
characteristics and the big 
wheels give it a surprising-
ly goat-like personality on 
steppy uphills.
 

  Great parts. The 1x12 
SRAM X01 Eagle drivetrain 
lets you power through flats 
and spin up grunty inclines. 
The RockShox SID RLC XC 
race fork is light and stiff, 
and SRAM’s Level TLM 
brakes stop cleanly and  
quietly.—Gloria Liu

Norco Revolver 
9.1 FS

PRICE $5,000
WEIGHT 23.8 LB (S)

The Felt FR2W has 
the kit you’ll need to 
cat up. 

  Light carbon frame. 
The women’s FR2W 
features the same 
geometry and layup 
as Felt’s unisex FR2, 
but goes up to only 
a size 54cm frame. 
If you need a larger 
size, the similarly 
equipped FR2 comes 
in at the same price, 
albeit without touch-
points (saddle and 
handlebar) adjusted 
to better fit female 
riders. 

  Electronic shift-
ing. The Ultegra Di2 
drivetrain will help 
you eliminate mis-
shifting from your list 
of things that can go 
wrong during a race.

  Power meter. This 
build comes stock 
with a single-leg Pio-
neer power meter, 

which would set you 
back $560 if you pur-
chased it separately. 
Pioneer will upgrade 
the bike to a dual-sid-
ed system for $580.

  Race-ready gearing. 
A midcompact (52/36) 
crankset and 11-28 
cassette allow you 
to spin up a hill, but 
also give you enough 
muscle to crank out 
the watts and win a 
sprint.

  Training wheels. The 
alloy Fulcrum Rac-
ing 5 wheelset is great 
for training, but as 
with most bikes at 
this price you’ll want 
to buy a lighter set for 
racing. Swapping in 
my Zipp 303s made 
the bike ride with 
more snap, and I set 
a PR on a local climb 
that I’d been going 
after for more than a 
year.—Elspeth Huyett

It may take a 
couple of sea-
sons to get to 
the level you 

want, so buy a 
race bike that 

you love to 
ride—don’t sac-
rifice too much 

comfort for 
performance.

easy 
there!

I started riding the Felt 
FR2W as I regained my fitness 
after fracturing my collarbone 
in a national championship 
race. I was out of shape, and 
felt like I was starting from zero 
to try to be competitive in the 
elite fields again. The FR2W 
boosted my confidence. As I 
began to feel stronger, I started 
going for every town sign sprint 
on BICYCLING’s lunch ride to 
get some speed back. One day,  
I was coming into a sprint, and 
knew I had drafted perfectly. I 
got out of the saddle to make 
my move around the outside, 
and the bike responded imme-
diately. When I sat down for 
the final charge, the FR2W felt 
smooth and steady over the 
ruts in the road. Going full-out, 
I could feel my power driving 
the bike efficiently through the 
pedals. I crossed the line first, 
amazed at the bike’s stiffness 
and comfort.

The handling was confi-
dence inspiring too. Maneuver-
ing through a group or manag-
ing a tough downhill never felt 
daunting. The bike responded 
quickly when I shifted my 
weight on a descent or pointed 
it where I wanted to go in a 
corner, but not so sharp as to 
feel nervous or twitchy. In big, 
fast fields, this will be a great 
asset for making bike-ninja 
moves to the front.

I rode the FR2W for months, 
and it inspired me to go long, 
sprint hard, and put in the 
work to be an elite bike racer 
again. I know it’s more than 
capable of helping you get to 
the next level.—E.H.

t h i s  b i k e 
w i l l  h e l p  y o u 

m o v e  u p — o r 
m a k e  y o u r  b i g 

c o m e b a c k

“I  wa n t  t o  ta k e  m y  r a cing  t o 
t he  ne x t  l e v el .”

The alloy DT Swiss X1700 Spline Twos on the Revolver 9.1 FS have a skinnier 22.5mm internal width. If you 
want carbon wheels with modern wider rims, and don’t mind sacrificing a bit of range in your gearing, the 
Top Fuel 9.8 is similarly priced to the Revolver and also offers a light, full carbon frame. But instead of the 
1x12 X01 Eagle drivetrain on the Revolver, the Top Fuel mixes SRAM X1/X01 parts for a 1x11 group and rolls 
on Bontrager’s USA-made Kovee XC wheels with carbon rims, which feature a 29mm internal width.—G.L. 

Want nicer wheels?
Trek Top Fuel 
9.8 SL 
$5,200

A L T E R N A T I V E

O n  t h e  M O U N ta i n

O n  t h e  r o a d

Felt FR2W
PRICE $4,999

WEIGHT 15.9 LB 
(47CM)

BI0417_STU_FletNorco001

BI0417_STU_FletNorco002
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“I  wa nt
t o  ta k e
more 
risks.”

I’m not a “go-for-it” guy. I pre-
fer the predicable to the reck-
less. In a recent leadership-
training evaluation, I was shown 
to have a cool, blue profile—cau-
tious and calculating. I ride that 
way, too. 

I stop and analyze lines, 
sometimes measuring the size of 
a jump by walking the distance 
heel to toe, then doing it again 
to get it right. For instance, 
there’s a tricky rock drop in the 
woods near my home that I’ve 
stood atop numerous times and 
then backed away after figuring 
that the rewards were not equal 
to the risk.  

For some time, I’ve wanted a 
bike that would tip that balance 
in my favor—through extra 
travel, more stable geometry, 
smartly tuned suspension, or 
some other factor that would 
make going for it feel less risky. 
But I also wanted it to pedal 
efficiently enough to enjoy on 
flatter trails. Mostly, I tried F  

You’re going  
to send it on  
this 161mm-travel  
29er—whether 
you’re ready  
or not.

I

E v il T he W r e c k oning
P r ic e $ 6 , 8 9 9 ( w i t h x 0 1 e a gl e )

W e igh t 3 0 . 2 L B ( M )

BI0417_STU_Evil001
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F five- and six-inch-travel 
bikes with 27.5 wheels, because 
that is where most manufactur-
ers have focused their designs. 

So what was I to think of 
Evil’s The Wreckoning, this 
161mm-travel (6.3-inch) 29er 
with frame shapes and angles 
seemingly ripped off a down-
hill bike? When Gloria Liu, the 
BICYCLING editor captain-
ing this issue, assigned me this 
bike to review, and in particu-
lar asked me to assess its ability 
to “get big air,” I was skeptical. 
A 29er would make getting air 
harder, not easier, I said, citing 
a longer wheelbase and more 
wheel weight that’d be harder 
to get off the ground. Or so I 
believed. Just ride the damned 
bike, she told me.

Evil owner Kevin Walsh had a 
similar reaction when his design 
partner, Dave Weagle, suggested 
he make this bike’s predecessor, 
The Following, a short-travel 
trail 29er. At the time, Walsh 
was not a 29er guy, either; he 
believed the wheel size better 
suited riders who emphasized 
fitness over fun. But Walsh is 
also a “go-for-it” guy who is less 
risk-averse than I am. 

That’s important, because he 
was just then beginning the dif-
ficult job of moving Evil’s pro-
duction to a new factory and 
rebuilding his small brand after 
years of manufacturing defects 
nearly sank it. The safe move 
would have been to develop a 
27.5-inch bike with 150mm of 
travel because that’s what poten-
tial customers were buying. 
Instead, Walsh green-lighted a 
radical 29er. The Following had 
only 120mm of travel but the 
slack angles of an enduro bike 
that made it feel more exciting 
and capable on rowdier trails. 

“It only took one run to 
become a convert,” Walsh said. 
“I told Weagle, ‘Man, if we make 
a long-travel version of this, it 
will be insane.’” 

About a year later, Evil 
brought forth The Wreckoning, 
which has the same suspension 
and design philosophy as The 
Following but with additional 
travel, which makes it good for 
enduro racing, park riding, and 
any ride that involves a bit of 
climbing to reach big descents. 
The bike’s Delta suspension 
design allows users to choose 
two geometry settings (playful-
ly: low and extra low) and in the 
low setting the chainstays (from 

rear axle to bottom bracket cen-
ter) measure just 16.93 inches. 
That’s shorter than you’d find 
on many 27.5-inch bikes that 
have less travel. The head-tube 
angle is more relaxed than most 
bikes of this type—either 66.1 
or 65.5 degrees. The 432mm 
reach on a size medium frame 
is long, but not so great that 
my hands felt like they were on 
another trail. There’s a built-
in chain guard, so the bike fits 
only 1x drivetrains.

The first rides illuminated a 
carbon frame that felt sturdy, 
with linkages that resisted bend-
ing thanks in part to extra-wide 
pivots. The 148mm wide hubs 
limited wheel flex, and I never 
felt any part of the bike wiggle. 
The extra traction provided by 
the 29ers and their larger-than-
normal contact patch allowed the 
bike to easily roll over rocks and 
logs, reminding me of all of the 
reasons I initially fell for 29ers 
years ago. The low  bottom F 

BI0417_STU_Evil002
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F bracket and longer top tube 
added assuring stability. 

At one point, I dropped into 
a serpentine downhill that I 
know well. The Wreckoning 
floated across the chutes of 
rock that often slow me and 
generally felt smoother and 
faster than any other bike I’ve 
tried. In just my second ride, 
the bike had already shifted 
the speed at which I was rid-
ing, but not yet how I rode. The 
rock drop that always scared 
me was near the bottom of this 
trail and I sailed past it without 
stopping. It still felt too risky.

Still, I was enjoying the 
bike more with each run, par-
ticularly its Delta suspension, 
designed by Dave Weagle. The 
single-pivot design uses two 
links that dial in performance 
based on the forces applied. 
After a supple initial stroke, 
the system has more resistance 
through the middle of the 
shock’s travel. With ample mid-
stroke control, the Wreckoning 
was surprisingly easy to pop off 
lips and logs and toss around 
corners. This also made it more 
fun than I had expected it to be 
on smoother flow trails. On the 
hardest hits—like flat or rocky 
landings, or when I cased a 
jump—the suspension ramped 
up predictably to soften the 
blow without a jarring jolt. My 
early skepticism of the Wreck-
oning’s “big-air” potential was 
coming undone; the bike was 
encouraging me to seek out 
jumps more than I usually do.

Despite the slack head angle 
and 30-pound weight, The 
Wreckoning also made it up 
hills pretty well, though not 
with the crispness of some oth-
ers. The initial softness of the 
suspension made it feel slower 
on technical climbs or when 
trying to get back up to speed 
after braking or cornering. But 
on steeper ascents, the 50-tooth 
rear cog on the SRAM Eagle F 
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Fdrivetrain was helpful. 
After a while, I avoided 

steep, sustained climbs and 
used paved or dirt roads to link 
together descents, where The 
Wreckoning rules. Just like on a 
downhill bike, I felt like I could 
plow over almost anything. I 
went faster, chose straighter 
lines, and none of it felt any 
riskier. That modest feeling of 
invincibility appealed to me. On 
my fourth or fifth ride, at a trail 
system where a popular enduro 
race is held, I hit a good-sized 
double with something like 
abandon. 

After about a month of 
testing, I returned to that 

serpentine trail with the rock 
drop. I was with a friend who is 
a more daring rider than I am. 
We agreed to stop and look at it 
carefully; by then, I was feeling 
confident on The Wreckoning 
and thought that if I watched 
him go first, I might hit it 
myself. As we made a sharp 
left corner and approached the 
drop, I saw that Rob wasn’t 
going to stop. In a fraction of 
a second I had to decide: stop 
and recalculate or go for it. He 
flew off the drop, and so did I.

Because of the timing of my 
test, I didn’t race The Wreck-
oning in an enduro or take it 
to a bike park. But this is the 

bike I would choose for both. 
And on almost every ride, 
I thought of the big moun-
tains to the West, in Colorado 
and Washington and British 
Columbia, where long climbs 
lead to swoopy and technical 
and jumpy descents. This is the 
bike I’d want there too. Kev-
in Walsh took a huge chance 
developing the Wreckoning, 
and by doing so created a cat-
egory-defying bike that made 
going big seem less risky for 
this cautious rider. Just imag-
ine what this lively, easy-han-
dling, and—as it turns out—
highly sendable 29er can do for 
everyone else.—Louis Mazzante

“ W h o a .  I  d i d n ’ t  m e a n
I  w a n t e d  t o  g o  THAT  
h u g e . ”  y e a h ,  t h a t
r e a l l y  e s c a l a t e d .
h o w  a b o u t  o n e  t h e s e ?

Basically, the same bike as 
The Wreckoning but with 
slightly steeper angles and 
120mm of travel. Buy it if 
you want to ride XC trails 
like you’re on a DH bike.

The Big Red S deserves 
credit for pushing the idea 
of long-travel 29er earlier 
than most companies, and 
for sticking with it. Intro-
duced in 2013, the Enduro 
29 has slightly less travel 
and more nimble handling 
than the Wreckoning, mak-
ing it better for trail riding.

Like Evil, Transition is a 
rider owned company in 
the PNW. The Patrol is 
another bike that makes 
going big easier. But its 
smaller, 27.5-inch wheels 
don’t have the mon-
ster truck feel of 29ers, 
and they can feel more 
maneuverable.

The Little Brother
Evil The Following
$6,599 (with X01  
build kit)

For the Trail Rider 
Specialized S-Works 
Enduro 29
$8,500

The “Never 29er” Option
Transition Patrol 
Carbon 3 
$5,299

A L T E R N A T I V E S
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there was a time when bicycle 
technology was less complicated. 
Things like headsets and bottom 
brackets were simple pieces that 
could be moved from bike to bike. 
Today’s technology is impressive, 
but it’s evolving at a pace that can 
feel difficult to keep up with. 

So what if you want a bike that 
will last? One that you will very 
likely be able to repair and main-
tain with little fuss, for its long 
life. Something that nonetheless 
comes in a modern configuration 
that won’t make you look like you 
are riding in from the turn of the 
century. And that (with a swap 
of wheels or tires) will do any-
thing from club rides, to dirt and 
singletrack, or road races. 

I know what kind of bike I’d 
choose. It would look similar to 
the Seven RedSky. 

The RedSky is custom only and 
available in a steel model, a tita-
nium/carbon version (ti lugs and 
carbon tubes), and a ti version 
with three tubing options: straight 
gauge (S), double butted (SL), 
and what Seven calls ultra-butted 
tubes (SLX) that differ in weight 

Litespeed T5 Gravel $5,200
It’s made in the USA, designed around big tires, uses flat-
mount disc brakes (what looks to be the ongoing standard for 
road disc), and has a 44mm head tube with pressed-in cups. 
This build comes with smooth-shifting Ultegra mechanical.

“I  wa n t
a  bik e
t h at  w il l
l as t  me
15  y e a rs .”
That’s not easy 
to find. But the 
Seven RedSky 
has a good shot.

L i k e  t h e  i d e a  o f  a  t i 

b i k e ,  b u t  w a n t 
s o m e t h i n g  o f f  t h e  r a c k ?

A L T E R N A T I V E

PRICE  
$8,645 as tested 

($6,450 complete, 
plus $2,195 for  
custom paint)

WEIGHT  
18.1 LB (54CM)

BI0417_STU_seven001
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and ride feel. We tested a 
ti version with the double-
butted SL tubes. Titanium 
is a material that can last 
virtually forever. It’s resistant 
to corrosion, keeps its ride 
quality for decades, and tube 
replacement and repairs can 
be carried out easily.

For fittings on the Red-
Sky, Seven sticks with what 
works and will likely remain 
unchanged and available 
for a long time: The bottom 
bracket is English threaded 
and the headset is external 
and pressed in. The frame 
is built around midreach 
caliper rim brakes (our test 
model had stoppers from 
Velo Orange) for clearance 
for up to 33mm tires.

The RedSky is fun 
because it is versatile. In the 
’90s, everybody wanted to 
be a Tour de France racer. 
Now we all want to ride dirt 
roads. When fashion swings 
again, this bike will be ready. 

It can accept a wide range of 
tires, and it has covert fend-
er and rack mounts. The 
geometry is adaptable to a 
variety of terrain, compris-
ing a bike that is steady when 
you’re plowing through miles 
of wet clay and still feels at 
home whipping in and out of 
a paceline. Toss on a set  
of fat 28- or 32mm smooth 
road tires, and it can serve 
as an all-day randonneuring 
bike. Swap to 32mm Clem-
ent X’plor MSO knobbies 
and hit the gravel—there’s 
ample clearance for mud if 
things get wet. Want to get 
some speed work in? With a 
pair of 25mm Vittoria Cor-
sas on the bike, it’s suitable 
for fast group rides. 

Fashion and technol-
ogy crazes will continue to 
march on, but thanks to a bit 
of forethought and a nod to 
trends that still serve us well, 
the RedSky will stand the 
test of time.—Mike Yozell

BI0417_STU_seven002
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Kona Sutra 
PRICE $1,399

WEIGHT 29.4 LB 
(48.5CM, with rack 

and fenders)

Rain jacket
“I like to bury it 

deep inside one of 
the rear panniers 
where it can’t be 

unearthed without 
20 minutes of pawing 
through everything I 
own in a downpour.”

Waterproof panniers
“Because no matter 
when and where you 
tour, torrential rain 

will find you.” 

Handlebar bag 
“I prefer a square-
shaped bag that’s 

attached by a mount, 
not straps, so it 

doesn’t chafe against 
my hands.”

A rope to hang food
“Because no matter 
when and where you 
tour, raccoons will 

find you.”

Ground scores
“For years, I toured 
with a clean coyote 
skull affixed to my 
handlebar bag. Be-

fore that, I had a little 
army guy I found 

and carried across 
six states. The best 

souvenirs are free, so 
stay alert and keep 
scanning the side of 

the road!”

G o t  
t h e  

B i k e ?
N o w  y o u  j u s t 

n e e d  t h e  r e s t  o f 
C a i t ’s  t o u r i n g 

m u s t- h a v e s :

Do i t on t he K on a S u t r a !
(A nd ta g u s on y our
In s ta gr a m up d at e s .)

“ I  q ui t 
m y  j o b , 
a n d
I  wa n t
t o  r id e
a c r o s s 
t h e
c o u n t r y.”

  Big tires
Sturdy 700x40c tires 
helped the bike roll 
smoothly on- and 
off-road.

  Rack-ready
I tour with front and 
rear racks holding four 
lightly packed Ortlieb 
panniers—food and 
stove up front, clothes 
and everything else 
in the back. The Sutra 
comes equipped with a 
rear rack and has copi-
ous mounts on the fork 
for a front setup.

  Disc brakes
They provide reliable 
stopping power in mis-
erable weather.

  Steel frame
The chromoly butted 
frame is stable and 
ready to climb twisty 
back roads with what 
feels like the weight of 
two toddlers on board. 
The geometry put me 
in a more upright, com-
fortable position. 

  Triple crankset
Have you ever toured 
the Appalachians? I’d 
be pedaling on replace-
ment knees if I had 
huffed up those jagged 
peaks on a loaded bike 
with anything less than 
a triple. The Shimano 
Alivio 11-34T 9-speed 
cassette and 28/36/48t 
chainrings helped me 

crank up even steeper 
gravel climbs.

  Flared bar
The slightly flared drop 
bar offered great lever-
age under load.

  Full fenders  
with mud flaps 
Fenders not only keep 
my feet and back dry, 
but also say, “Sure, 
you can ride behind 
me—I value your 
face enough not to 
exfoliate it with road 
debris.”
   

  Bar-end shifters 
They’re easy to access 
when you’re rocking a 
handlebar bag. 

Sizing is a bit 
different on 

the Sutra—at 
5-foot-8, I 

typically ride 
a 52 to 54cm 

frame but felt 
comfortable 

floating along 
on the 48.5cm 

Sutra.

Try  
Before  

You  
Buy

back when i was leading bike tours across the US, I spent years putting 
together my perfect touring bike, from the steel cyclocross frame and  
apocalypse-proof wheelset to top-shelf rack and fenders. Had the Kona 
Sutra been around then, I could have saved some time. The Sutra is a dan-
gerous bike—not because of any structural issues, but because it’ll make 
you want to ride out of your office on a Tuesday and keep pedaling until 
you’ve reached the opposite coast. (My boss hates when I do that.) Here’s 
how it’s packed with all of my favorite touring features.—Caitlin Giddings

B
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Sturdy  
aluminum frame 
These tubes can take 
a beating. I’m new to 
’cross myself, so I had 
much to learn about 
skills during testing. 
The frame emerged 
unscathed through my 
occasional flubs. The 
roomy front triangle 
made shoulder carries 
easy too.

  
Carbon fork 
A full carbon  
fork (includ-
ing the steerer) 
helps lighten the 
bike to a respect-
able weight for 
its price.

  
Versatile tires
The 700x32c Challenge 
Grifo sports a great all-
rounder tread that is 
popular among ’cross 
racers for good perfor-
mance in most condi-
tions, except for very 
deep mud.

  
“Race-brain” friendly shifting
The 1x drivetrain with SRAM’s single-
lever DoubleTap system makes shifting 
simple, and without a front derailleur, 
you’ll have one less component to gunk 
up, meaning less chance of chain drop.

  
Mechanical disc brakes
Hydraulic disc brakes will beat 
them in terms of strength and 
control, but these still work 
well in wet and muddy condi-
tions. Deep in the woods, I 
came across several descents 
laden with boulders that I  
really had no business trying. 
However, I was always able 
to stop quickly and use these 
obstacles to practice my dis-
mounts and remounts.

  
Fender and rack  
mounts 
These attachment 
points mean the Cross 
1.5 can also serve as a 
commuter, especially 
after swapping out the 
knobby tires for some-
thing smoother (which 
I’d do for any pavement 
ride longer than a cou-
ple of miles).

A L T E R N A T I V E S

Ridley X-Ride  
20 Disc
$1,999

Raleigh RXW
$1,600

Fuji Altamira  
CX 1.3
$2,799

In addition to a 2x 
Shimano 105 group-
set, it also comes 
equipped with hy-
draulic disc brakes.

Like the Fuji 1.5, the 
RXW has a SRAM Rival 
1x groupset and  
mechanical disc 
brakes, but it’s avail-
able in frame sizes 46 
to 56cm. Technically, 
it’s a women’s frame, 
but any rider can rock 
it if it fits.

You’ll get a lighter 
full-carbon frame 
and SRAM Rival 1x11 
groupset, and harder-
stopping hydraulic 
disc brakes.

W a n t  a  m o r e
t r a d i t i o n a l
d r i v e t r a i n ?

A r e  y o u  a 
s h o r t e r  r i d e r ?

H a v e  a  b i t 
m o r e  t o  s p e n d ?

“I  wa n t  t o  t ry 
cycl ocross.”

And this 
bike wants 
to do it 
with you 
(or not)

È

If you’re looking to dip 
your feet into the mud-
dy world of ’cross, you 
want a bike that is good 
enough to put on a start 
line, can grow with you as 
you progress for a couple 
of seasons, but also—if 
you decide ’cross isn’t for 
you—is versatile enough 
to ride some gravel and 
light singletrack or be 
equipped as a commut-
er, so you don’t end up 
throwing your cash away 
with your ’cross-racing 
dreams. You want a bike 
like the Fuji Cross 1.5 
Disc. Here’s what makes 
it right.—James Hart 

I

F u ji C r o ss  1 . 5 Di sc
PRI  C E $ 1 ,4 1 9
W EIGHT   2 0 . 5 L B ( 5 8 C M )
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“I  wa nt  t o  go  fas t.”
Like, really fast? 

“Yeah.”
Go ride the Trek Madone 9.5.

Women's  
version tested:
PRICE $8,000
WEIGHT 16.6 LB 
(52CM)

trek says that at 40kph, 
the Madone 9-Series saves 
you 19 watts over a non-aero 
bike. But that number changes 
depending on how fast you’re 
going and whether you’re draft-
ing. Your absolute savings can 
also depend on other factors, 
including your position on the 
bike and even what you’re wear-
ing. So what might be more 
meaningful to know is how 
riding this aero race bike feels, 
compared with an ultralight but 
non-aero road race bike: like 
getting a rocket start in Mario 
Kart, only all the time. Every-
thing is a little easier and yet 
you’re moving a little faster. In a 
group, going at a social pace, 
you may have to feather the 
brakes to avoid half-wheeling 
the rider next to you. If you end 
up lollygagging and dropping 
behind on a long descent (say, 
to take a photo), you can relax 
knowing that in about 15 sec-
onds you’ll coast up behind the 
pedaling pack. You may even 
feel a subtle “turbo boost” 
when you’re speeding into a hill 
after a small dip, traveling a few 
extra meters before running 
out of momentum.

And even when you take the 
Madone’s aerodynamic fea-
tures—like airfoil tube shaping 
and integrated brakes—out of 
consideration, so much else 
about this bike is designed to 
make you go faster. The carbon 
frame of the women’s version 
we tested is identical to the 
standard Madone 9-Series in 
the H2 fit—shorter and more 
upright than the H1 frame 
most of the pros ride, but just 
as effective at allowing you to 
make watts (says Trek). When 
you’re hammering, the bike 
shoots up the road with mer-
cenary efficiency. In a sprint, 
the bike feels unified from the 
one-piece bar and stem—which 
on our test bike is narrower 
and has a shorter stem to 
accommodate a smaller rider—
through to the back end.

And my, does this bike take 
a corner. It laser-cuts turns so 
precisely and feels so stuck to 
the road (the wider rims on the 
Vision Metron 40 wheels help 
the 25mm tires to ride bigger 
for more control and traction) 
that when you’re heading fast 
into a flat, 90-degree right 
hander, you may decide that 
instead of lopping off the apex, 
you’ll surgically follow the curve 
of the road. Compared to other 
race bikes, the Madone strikes 
a wonderful balance between 
quickness and stability—a sure 
shooter that steers easily from 
the hips, making it fun to aim 
into hard turns.  

The IsoSpeed decoupler 
technology allows an inter-
nal seatpost to flex inside 
the airfoil-shaped seat tube, 
contributing to a ride that’s 
not just smooth for an aero 
bike, but on par with non-aero 

race bikes like the Special-
ized Tarmac on all but very 
chopped-up surfaces. When 
the road delivers staccato 
blows, the Madone 9.5 with its 
Vision wheels is a bit harsher 
than the top-end Madone 
9.9 with Bontrager Aeolus 5 
wheels. But everywhere else, 
the Madone 9.5 rides smooth 
enough to be pleasant for long 
rides. And it won’t scare the 
crap out of you in crosswinds. 
The reliable Ultegra Di2 group 
ensures that you’ll lose no time 
with a misshift.

Many riders who buy this 
bike don’t race, according to 
Trek. I hear that: Who doesn’t 
want that edge just for fun 
rides with friends too? Depend-
ing on your reasons, you may 
find it less important to go fast-
er than to feel faster. But either 
way, on the Madone 9.5, you’ll 
do both.—Gloria Liu

Going down 
the mountain?
Juliana  
Roubion C S   
$4,699

On climbs?
Wilier Triestina 
Zero.6 Unlimited 
$5,499 (frameset)

Aerodynamics gener-
ally beat weight almost 
everywhere except on steep 
climbs. If you live some-
where with lots of those, 
you might be more inter-
ested in something like the 
Zero.6, which weighs in at a 
scant 12.8 pounds for a size 
medium on our scale.

With more than six inches of travel 
(150mm) front and rear, and a long-
low-slack geometry, this women’s all-
mountain rig (identical to the Santa Cruz 
Bronson) floats down rough descents so 
quickly and capably that it’s the Juliana-
SRAM pro team’s weapon of choice for 
the Enduro World Series. This version is 
more affordable, with a mid-tier carbon 
frame and SRAM’s GX 1x group.So
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