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A
s you may have discovered in the 
previous few pages of this issue, 
it’s not every day that the great-
er cycling industry creates some-
thing that changes the game for 

bicycle travelers, but occasionally it 
happens. The 29+ mountain bike plat-
form has come out of nowhere — i.e. 
the minds of a certain few people at 
Quality Bicycle Products (QBP) — to 
all but dominate the rapidly growing 
off-pavement bikepacking market. 
This new tire size is exactly what it 
sounds like: something straight out 
of a monster truck rally. To be a tad 
more specific, it’s a 29-inch wheel 
with an insanely voluptuous tire on 
it. Contemporary 29er mountain bike 
tires range from 1.9-2.4 inches in size, 
with corresponding rim widths of 
25mm-35mm. Add a “+” and those siz-

es jump to 2.8-3.0 inches, and 45mm-
52mm.

It’s big, but not too big. It’s not 
a fat bike. 10 years ago the Surly 
Pugsley — with its 26-inch wheels and 
3.8-inch tires — was released to the 
masses heralding the current golden 
age of fat biking. The goal of the 
Pugsley was to make riding possible 
in previously unrideable conditions 

PLUS SIZE
29+ platform finds fans among bikepackers

by Casey Greene

THE BIKES: 
Surly Krampus (below), surly 
bikes.com/bikes/krampus
The first 29+ bike ever produced is 
still a solid choice. It’s made from 
that burly Surly steel we all love, 
and feels at home on buff single-
track trails. A size medium with a 
1x10 drivetrain comes in at around 
31 lbs. and will set you back only 
$1,875. Another 29+ Surly offering, 
the ECR, is better for dirt roads and 
expeditions, and features just about 
every rack/bottle/cage mounting 
point one could wish for. That being 
said, we still prefer the Krampus.

Carver Gnarvester (above),  
carverbikes.com/bikes/titanium 
-gnarvester
This is the choice bike right now 
in the 29+ market. The shorter 
chainstays give the Gnarvester 
an all-around snappy feel. A 1x11 
drivetrain equipped, 18-in. titanium 
model came in at just under 26 lbs., 
and $3,799.95. Yes, you get what 
you pay for, but Carver also has 
plans for an aluminum Gnarvester 
frame which will be a bit heavier 
than the Titanium version, but light-
er and cheaper than the Krampus 
frame!

CONTINUED ON PAGE 18
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like packed snow or sand. The worst 
of the worst. What fatbike tires have 
done for those extreme conditions 
is incredible, but something was 
missing when you put those same 
tires on non-extreme off-road terrain. 
On summertime singletrack and dirt 
roads, the fat bike tire has a tendency 
to do weird things — like self-steer 
at the wrong time — causing the 
rider to second guess if they are in 
control of the bike. They also do some 
really obvious things, like roll slower 
because of their heft.

QBP, Surly’s parent company, took 
a long hard look at this situation 
— and knowing them, drank a few 
pints and grew a few beards — and 
then took an even harder look at it. 
With the establishment of even wider 
26x5.0-inch tires in the years after the 
Pugsley was released, the logical end 
had been established. The response 
came in 2013 when QBP released 
the Surly Krampus, the first bike 
specifically designed around the 29+ 
platform.

Mountain bikers called it a fat bike. 
Fat bikers labeled it a mountain bike. 
Road bikers didn’t care one way or 
the other. No one seemed to really 
pin down what this new tire platform 
offered. One small segment who 
latched on from the start were bicycle 
travelers. Legendary southwest 
adventurer Steve “Doom” Fassbinder 
saw potential from the beginning. 
“Call it what you will, it’s the bike 
I’ve been dreaming about for over a 
decade. Basically, fat bikes are slower 
and heavier than the new Krampus. 
The Krampus gets up to speed faster 
than a fat bike, and likes to stay there, 
especially in sandy soft conditions,” 
he said. “If your route takes you 
through long stretches of hard pack 
or even pavement you will be hating a 
fat bike. Got a Krampus? No problem. 
Just top off the psi and you’ll be 
flying.”

As consumers, we asked for 
perfection in product. We want it all, 
even though we know we can’t have 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 16
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it. Sacrifices have to be made. For 
mountain bike tourists, that means 
balancing durability, versatility, 
weight, comfort, performance, and 
price point. And jeez, that’s a lot. 

So, listen up. I’m not going to 
sugar coat this: if you’re coming 
from a skinnier tire platform, the 
weight of 29+ will be noticeable. 
And if you’re coming from a skinnier 
tire full-suspension model, the lack 
of suspension will be apparent. 
There is no doubt about either, but 
what is shocking is how little of 
both you give up — especially with 
the two fully rigid models featured 
on page 16 — and what you gain is 
much more significant: traction and 
stability.

There’s a singletrack climb just 
north of Missoula in the Rattlesnake 
National Recreation Area. It’s called 
the Wallman Trail, and it’s brutal. 
It’s one of those climbs that makes 
you stand up and pedal, forcing your 
weight forward like a grunting gorilla 
trying oh-so-hard to balance like a 
ballerina. All the while, the loose 
trail is bribing your rear wheel to 
spin out. I had never been able to 
ride this trail without dismounting 
before throwing my leg over a 29+ 
bike. The width of the tire and rim 
combined with lower tire pressure to 
allow the rubber to conform to the 
surface helps grab every last ounce 
of traction. This not only allowed me 
ride the trail, but exert less energy. 
Shockingly less.

These tires like to climb, no doubt, 
but they really come into their own 
when pointed downhill. Combine a 
long top tube and slacked-out head 
tube with the subtle suspension 
characteristics of a wide footprint, 
and the stability of the 29+ platform 
is undeniably confidence inspiring. 
These horses were born to run, 
ramble, and huck — especially with a 
full bikepacking kit.  

Casey Greene is an Adventure Cycling Association 
cartographer and the developer of the Idaho Hot 
Spring Mountain Bike Route, which can be found at 
adventurecycling.org/routes.


