r as long as | can remember, tita-
nium has been touted as the mythical
onder material with which to make
a bicycle frame. The “feel' of steel but
with the low weight of an aluminum
frame, titanium would offer its rider the
ultimate indulgence by combining the best
qualities of the afore mentioned materials
into a wondrous and long lasting bike.
Maybe I'm getting old, but | suspect that
many riders new to our sport would barely
rate titanium as a frame material, if indeed
they hold it in any regard at all. In recent
times titanium's shine has been overshad-
owed by the new all singing, all dancing
wonder kid; carbon. Manufacturers offering
carbon frames make some bold statements
about their product. Light, but super tough.
Stiff under power, but smooth to ride. It's
possible that all these claims are true, but
carbon in itself does not guarantee that

these claims will be achieved. The engineer-
ing and manufacturing skill required to
create a standout carbon frame cannot be
overlooked. Not all materials are created
equal, but this same adage also holds true
for products of the same material.

When thinking of titanium bikes a hand-
ful of names will instantly «oat into my
mind. Iconic brands such as Moots and
Litespeed, romantic memories of Merlin and
Fat Chance, and the younger players in the
titanium market like Seven and Lynskey. No
doubt I've overlooked some big brands, but
it would be fair to say that all these brands
hold a signi€cant amount of prestige and
correspondingly prestigious price tags. If
carbon has had one notable advantage over
titanium it must be its €nancial accessibility.

When | €rst received the bike on test here,
the Van Nicholas Zion, we did a bit of a
double take at the price. While a frame from
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a brand like Lynskey or Moots could be
expected to relieve you of $3,000 or more,
the suggested price for the Zion is a paltry
$1,490! It's not often we get the chance to
ride a titanium bike, and | was really look-
ing forward to €nding out whether such a
smartly priced titanium frame could offer
the famous "Ti' comfort and light weight
that its high priced cousins are famous for.

TI PROPAGANDA

Many of the notable Ti frame makers
hold a rather intangible mystique, and
where Van Nicholas £€ts into this relatively
small and exclusive family is somewhat
blurry. If | were to base my assessment on
their printed catalogue, then Van Nicholas
would surely be in the upper echelon of our
sport. Heavy paper stock lavished with slick
design and edgy photos sends a message of
quality and a serious approach to the design



Measuring 620mm across,
the Van Nicholas titanium

handlebars offered a little
more width than many XC
Rat bars.

of their kicycles.
After spending time thumbing
through the Van Nicholas catalogue
you could be forgiven for think-
ing that titanium could probably
clean up the BP oil spill. Accord-
ing to the literature nothing
looks, rides or lasts like tita-

nium. Without doubt, Ti has a

particular appeal based on its

enduring €nish and resistance

to corrosion. A titanium frame

really is a simple pleasure to
look at and with no paint to
scratch, will look good for a
very long time.

Whether titanium holds an

unassailable position atop the
frame material ladder in terms of

ride quality or “lasting' is question-
able. There are plenty of sexy tita-
nium bikes on the market that deliver
a smoah ride but leave riders begging for
greater lateral:stiffness. In terms of durabili-
ty Van Nicholas tell us that titanium will not
“sng' in an accident like carbon or alloy. It
may be more likely to bend due to overload
failure but it still won't be much use to its
owner once it's shaped like a pretzel. And
it's not like titanium is completely immune
to fatigue failurebl've seen a few cracked
Ti frames over the years and they have been
from premium brands too. In the end, any
frame material can fail and €nding someone
with the skill and equipment to repair a
cracked titanium frame could be tough.

Harking back to my initial curiosity about
the position of Van Nicholas in the titanium
market, | conducted some internet research
about their bikes. | was surprised to learn
that Van Nicholas was a relatively young
company, born out of the now defunct
“Airborne' brand, marketing itself as a brand
with 10 years experience working with
titanium.

After €rst reading the catalogue | was of
the impression that each Van Nicholas was
manufactured in Holland, but the quote in
question refers to “each bike'. The frames
themselves are manufactured in an Asian
facility, and assembled into complete bikes
in Holland. As always it's good to read the
€ne print. Although | felt somewhat de-
ceived, this explained the sharp price point.
A Dutch fabricated titanium frame to my

door for under $1,500 seemed too good to
be true, and the Asian origin lends a reas-
suring credibility to the price of the Zion.
Further reassurance for any prospective Van
Nicholas owner is that the company backs
all their frames with a lifetime warranty.

This is even extended to a new owner if the
bikes original owner sells the bike. Van Ni-
cholas is clearly very con€dent in the quality
of their product.

RIDE TI

Enough of the wafee, tell me about that
damn €ne looking bike already!

The Zion sits in the middle of the Van
Nicholas hardtail range; between the all
mountain Mamtor and the racey Tureg.
Labelled somewhat uneatteringly as the
‘workhorse' of the range, the Zion has been
designed for long days in the saddle and
marathon style race events. To this end some

Nice attention to detail with the head
badge formed into the head tube.

SPECIFICATIONS

Frame Aerospace grade 3AL/2.5V Titanium
Fork Rock Shox SID World Cup 100mm travel
Headset FSA11/8

Handlebars Van Nicholas Titanium Rat bar
Stem Van Nicholas VNT Elements alloy
Shifters SRAM X.9 Gripshift

Front Derailleur |SRAM X.7

Rear Derailleur |SRAM X.9

Cassette SRAM PG980 11/34

Chain SRAM PC991

Cranks Truvativ Stylo OCT 22/32/44

Bottom Bracket

Truvativ Stylo

Pedals N/A

Brakes Avid Elixir CR

Wheels Mavic Crossmax SLR

Tyres Continental Race King 2.2 UST
Saddle Van Nicholas VNT Elements
Seat Post Van Nicholas Titanium 27.2mm
Weight 10.1kg without pedals

(18 inch frame: 1,550g)

Available Sizes

14, 16.6, 18 (tested), 19.5-inch

Approximately $4,000 as tested

Price $3,265 with SRAM X.9 build kit
$4,300 with SRAM X.0 build kit
Biiilsutiar Blue Globe Alliance 0411 969 154

www.vannicholas.com
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The welding around the down
tube gusset was a little
unsightly compared to the
other tube junctions.

The skinny 27.2
titanium post offered

a good deal of Rex and
contributed noticeably
to the comfort of the
Zion when seated.

ItOs amazing how quickly you become
accustomed to the massive proportions
of modern carbon and alloy framesNthe
ZionOs bottom bracket junction looks
comparatively spindly.

thoughtful design features have found their
way into this frame. The tubes have been
selected to offer comfort, the chainstays are
longer than on the Tureg for greater stabil-
ity and the seat stays have all the required
mounts to pop on a rack for some touring.
A workhorse indeed!

Unfortunately | didn't have the time to
steal away the Zion for a few weeks of
casual touring, but honestly the spec was all
about hitting the trails and that was more
than enough for me. Most of the spec on
the Zion is well known stuff. Our test bike
combined the parts from their X.9 and X.O
build kits, which are priced at $3,265 and
$4,300 respectively. Although the stand-
ard spec includes trick looking Spinergy
wheels, the review sample came with an
optional Mavic Crossmax wheelset. | felt
the combination of the 100mm travel SID
fork, tubeless tyres and titanium frame was
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Some Euro inBuence here with the crud
catcher mounts under the down tube.

A forward facing split in the seat tube
helps to keep dirt out of the frame.

a match made in hardtail heaven. The fork
and frame seemed to sing together in perfect
tune, both offering a bump smoothing
performance that was jazz lounge smooth
over small trail chatter. This was further en-
hanced by the genuine tubeless setup which
allowed me to run low tyre pressures with
total con€dence.

The Van Nicholas branded titanium bits
were also worthy of mention. Measuring
620mm across, the handlebar was a gener-
ous width; most XC eat bars are too narrow
for my liking but this one was a keeper.

The «ex in the 400mm long titanium seat
post further enhanced the comfort of the

N
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Very cool looking dropouts on the Zion but | wouldnOt
trust the titanium quick release skewersNthey simply
didnOt provide adequate clamping force.

Zion when in the saddle. I'd happily feature
both of these components on my own bike!
On the negative the Van Nicholas titanium
quick releases simply refused of offer any
real clamping force to the point where |
removed them in fear of my personal safety.
Additionally, one of the supplied KCNC
centre lock rotor adaptors stripped before |
could apply suf€cient torque to prevent the
rotor from rocking back and forth under
braking. This wouldn't be an issue with

the stock spec as the Spynergy wheels have
standard six-bolt rotor mounts.

Workhorse or racehorse, no matter where
| rode on the Zion | instantly made friends.
Everyone wanted to know about the bike
and all commented on how nice it looked.

If you ride for the solitude and quiet, |
wouldn't recommend the Zion.

Where the Zion is most at home is
smoother sowing trails in undulating ter-
rain, which makes it an ideal bike for quick
trail rides and most marathon style events.
The light weight and remote lock out fork
mean that climbing on the Zion is about as
pleasurable as it gets, it simply waits for you
to pedal and then gets on with cresting the
climb without a second thought. Descending
is equally adept so long as you remember
that you are on a hardtail with 200mm of
travel up front. The stiff SID gobbles up the

hits and a 70" head angle is a relaxed changd_ ]
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from many European hardtails in this travel
category.

In an effort to learn as much as | could
about the Zion | entered a local enduro on a
*owing but rough course. For the €rst four
hours or so | really enjoyed myself, but the

bumps took their toll and by hour six, | was
learning a lot more about myself than the
bike. As fatigued as | was the Zion did what
it could to get me over the line. The neutral
geometry is pretty spot on for long rides and
the low weight kept the hills ticking over,
but no matter how supple the Zion might be
it could not escape the big hits.

If I were looking for a lightweight bike
that could attack climbs and carve XC
singletrack all day long, the Zion would be
a very hard bike to overlook. It's incredibly
smooth for a hardtail, surprisingly afford-
able, unique and lower maintenance than a
dual suspension bike. For a rider who enters
a few 100km and team events each year the
Zion would make a fantastic if somewhat
left-€eld choice, so long as you have time to
answer all the questions you'll get from
other riders on the trail. @&

Article by Pat Howard
Photography by John Hardwick

Thumbs Up
¥ Value for money

¥ Smooth and stable
¥ Talking point

Thumbs Down
¥ Heavier than many carbon frames
¥ Talking point




