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itanium frames and bikes are
I certainly making something of a

resurgence in the bike industry.
Earlier this year you may have seen the
review we did on the Canadian, EverTi,
a "budget' titanium model. And if you
happened to be walking around either
the Eurobike or Taipei Bike shows in the
past 12 months, you would have seen
a number of titanium bikes. One of the
reasons for this is that in recent years
titanium has become easier and less
costly to extract, thus causing more ore
for manufacture and considerably less
waste.

Van Nicholas frames are right up at
the higher end of the titanium market.
Each one is handcrafted at their
factory in Holland and it is rigorously
examined and tested. There are no
robot welding machines in this factory.
The Van Nicholas catalogue boasts
eve models beginning with the Mistral,
a semi compact all day tourer, then
the slightly faster Euros. After these
two models comes the Chinook Road,
made speciscally for criteriums and
then the Zephyr, an all round racer.
Lastly, the model on test here, the
Astraeus, described by Van Nicholas as
aa hardcore racing machine® and the
pinnacle of the Van Nicholas range.

Like many of the other Van Nicholas

frames the Astraeus uses a semi compact
design. The tubes are not painted but
are simply brushed which gives them

a handsome polish. The tubes are not
round but have been hydroformed into
roughly a diamond shape with a gradual
twist from front to rear. Both the top
tube and the down tube are ‘rounder'
near the head tube, and then gradually
taper towards the rear. The seat stays
have a nice skinny look and there is just
a hint of a rearward bend which would
provide a bit of comfort and deenitely
adds a bit more style.

Rather than Van Nicholas' own brand
bars, our test model came with a mixture
of PRO products and Van Nicholas'
aluminium VNT Elements. | personally
am a fan of PRO's line. They work well
and look good, as does the VNT bars
and stem. Shifting and braking were
handled by the SRAM Force groupset
which was its usual reliable self. You'll
also notice that the bike comes with a
pair of Spinergy Stealth wheels. Yep, all
you tri/ironman types can get excited
again because Spinergy wheels are
back in the country. The Stealth wheels
here have a 43mm deep carbon rim,
aluminium braking surface and as you
can see, white spokes. For those wishing
to go the whole custom thing, you can
also get the spokes in black, red, yellow,
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blue, pink, green and orange. Hmmm...
Anyway, opinion on the white spokes
differed in the Bicycling Australia ofece.
John Hardwick has a pathological
aversion to anything white, even to the
point of sanding it off his mountain bike
frame. However for Nicole and myself,
well we thought it looked excellent. In
fact, the longer you leave this bike next
to your desk, the better it looks. Visually
it oozes class.

Purchasing a Van Nicholas bike
is quite an experience and you'd be
advised to have your measurements
double checked before you start playing
around on the website. But once you
do, you'll be having a lot of fun. First
you choose the frame you want and
then basically customise the parts spec
as you see <t. The customisation section
of the website is set up similar to the
spec list in this test. You simply add and
take off items while you make up your
mind. But the really cool part is that the
website will change the price and more
importantly, the weight each time you
add and subtract an item. Cool eh?

So what is it that makes a titanium
bike such a desirable item? Is it the
mystique, like some sort of precious
metal? Is it the ‘unbreakableness' of it,
the fact that it won't ever rust? Is it the
fact that a titanium frame has a kind of
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give in it, like a steel frame only lighter
and more pronounced? Or is it all of the
above, with that little bit of class added?
What makes a Chanel little black dress
better than a Meyer little black dress for
instance? Van Nicholas are so focused
on the properties of their product that
they'll stand by it forever. They offer a
lifetime warranty on each frame. Not
the lifetime of the frame, your lifetime.

ehcfhey will also pay expenses if something
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current retail value. If it doesn't t or

the position is uncomfortable they will
modify it for you within the erst 60

days and once you receive it you have
a 10 day money back guarantee. Lastly,
should you want to sell the frame later
on, you can send it back to Van Nicholas
for inspection and if it passes they will
issue it with a new warranty for the new
owner. Not bad.

This is all very well, but how did it
ride? In a word, great. You'll notice in
this issue that | also rode a Ridley Noah
and a BMC. On the equivalent loop,
the Van Nicholas was only marginally
slower than these two bikes and it costs
considerably less. You could suggest
that comparing a titanium bike with
a carbon race hike is like comparing a
Bentley with a Porsche and to an extent
you'd be right. Well, maybe a Bentley is
a bit unfair, let's say an Aston Martin.
But the point I'm trying to make is that
rjul'sal1 b&acause ProTour teams exclusively
useTtarbon bikes doesn't mean that the
other materials have been left behind. By
no means. Most of us have become so
used to carbon that if we don't feel that
complete stiffness in the frame we think
something is wrong. It's only when you
mentally step back and observe that you
ghinkywedwrless I've suddenly become
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Robbie McEwen, maybe this is the way |
should be riding.

The Astraeus seems to roll along,
soaking up the bumps and giving you
a very comfortable ride along the way,
while still being sprightly enough to
keep up with most other riders. A
certain amount of credit for this feeling
has to go to the Spinergy wheels. Carbon
rims, for the most part do make a big
difference to the way a bike feels and
handles on the road. The combination
of the Astraeus and the Stealths is a
good one. A marriage of stiffness from
the wheels and compliance from the
frame. | did have one reservation with
these wheels, however and that was the
skewers, which were titanium. These
were impossible to get tight. | erst
noticed it when climbing a small hill
with Ben our ad manager. | make it a
point of honour not to let Ben beat me
to the top of this particular hill, but
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