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Making it Big
by Staying
SIMa

In most bilke-making genres, bigbuilders have a clear edge versus small

guys—-in engineeting, production, you nane it. But there's one niche where
smallfrys continue to serve up success: freeride.

Thebiggestreasonto gosmall? Thereslitfle reason notto. And whether
it'sbecause of their focus on regional terrain, the premium they (seém) to
place on durability, or the desire to build in big-hit performance ratherthan
adhere to typical light/strong/efficient goals, the small guys aren‘tjust
surviving, they're thriving.

Technology ceartainly plays arole for both bigand
small makes. Niche B. C.-based brand Knolly, which startedin freeride, has
built its bizaroundits patented Four-by-Fourlinkage, which itsays solves
manyof the snafus of wheel travel and standover height that plague other
designs. And Trek, long a bitplayerin freeride, found success with its Session
88, thanks largely ta finally nailing a good gravity-focused design. “There’s

nodenying that, iwoto three years ago, the line was net where itistoday,”
says Trek’s global MTB marketing manager, Michael Browne. “But when the
Sessionwas launched, itwas metwith alotof applause.”

Even so, Browne says that“the biggestshift was to get mouritain biking
intotheculture.” Joe Vadeboncouer, a Trek product manager, wasinstrumen-
talin gettingthe company to buy land to make trails near its Waterloa, Wis--
consin, HQ. Today, lunchtime trail rides are hugely popular. “Everyone, from
accounting toproduct people, now get why what we're doing [with freeridel} is
important,” says Browne.

Butculture alone doesn't explainthe big impact of smalt builders. Doug
“Dewey"” Lafavor of Kona, says that small brands can also exploit regional
preferences and experimentmore.”Forus, it has tobe aslowerprocess;” he
says. “If you just came up with a new design andranit, and had 10,000 frames
come out wrong, thatwould be abad thing.” That explains why Konaexisted
foryear&dnabasicfour-bar platform béforeintroducing the MagicLink design
twoseasonsago.

“IF YOU CAME U2 WiTH A DESIGH
ANDPARMIT (NI HAD 10,000
FREA  .5C.  TOUT WRONG,
THAT WOULD 28 & BAD THING.”

Lafavor also points out that, typically, afreerider
isvery seasoned and may want to pick his own parts, and is likely to buy Just
aframe.Brake choice and preferred travel also matter greatly: "If youlook
atour line, we've got bikes at 3, 4,5, 6, 7and 8 inches of travel, which seems
redundant, but peoplereally are that discerning.” he says. “Aninch toomuch
travel, ifyoudon‘tneedit, really sacrifices a lot of performance.”

Allbuilders agree that ridequalityis king. Knolly expanded from just 40
frames in 2002 to thousands now, primarily via word of mouth abouthowits
signature V-Tach rode. “Those first orders basically came from everyone who
fielped test the bike initially,” says marketing manager Chris Glew. “itwas
prettyobviousthatthe frame was sellingitself.”

Ride quality comesdown to g try, goodsusp designand
suspension tuning-factors that aren’texclusive to large brands. Bigmakers
do have more muscle in competitive DH and vork very closely with major
suspension suppliers on tuning pros’bikes (and gain from the resulting R&D).
Butinfreeride, amakeriike Knolly has equal access.

Trek's Session, designed in part by its suspension guruose Gonzalez,
features custom valving and shim stacks, but Glew sayis Knolly also works
closely with supplierslike FOX to develop the best product forits platform
{made easier, he says, since the Four-by-Fourlinkage doesn’t rely on “strange
fatios” forplatform damping).

Beinghigger canen-
able an expensive (but correct) decision. Trek’s Browne saysthat the company
had been moving forward with the Session 8, 3 modified version ofits earligr
single-pivotSession 10, while itwasdeveloping the Active Braking Pivot
design that would help make the Session 88 sucha standout.”We had the Ses-
sion Bready to go, butwhen we started ride-preofing ABP, we realized what
ahugedifferenceitwouldiake,” he says. Rather thansellthe8forayear,
Trek killed it and launchedthe Session 88 instead. Browne estimates the loss
from the unutilized Session 8 atabaut $500,000, not includiing missed sales.
But having made mountain biking part ofthe culture at formerly road-centric
Trek, the decision was an-easier sell. It was the kind of choice few companies
could have afforded to make.

At the same time, Browne admits, Trek will always be held to a higher
standard because of its size, and also because its commifment to freeride has
been erratic. Whilé a company like Kndlly ¢an grow guickly.and be recognized
forits core commitmentto freeride, Trekmust overcome its reputationasthe
800-pound gorilla of the bike industry. “Even with some of the best freerid-
ersand downﬁi’llers in the world on the Session, and winning the [Red Bull]
Rampage with Brandon Sermunek, we're stifl met with criticism,“ says Browne.
“We have to work extra hard to alleviate concerns that we're just showing ug
to the party.”-joe Lindsey



