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Garmin Varia Smart Lights    Fine Tuned

➺It’s always impressive to me how many consumers Garmin 
is able to reach — automotive, aviation, marine, outdoor, and 
fitness industries are all covered by their products. In a way, 
they’ve done with GPS technology what 3M has done with tape. 
If you’re a person that moves from point A to point B by just 
about any means necessary, they’re likely to have a product for 
you. 

Garmin’s range of cycling paraphernalia is but a niche within 
their sports and recreation department, but that’s not stopping 
them from innovating in our corner of their universe. They’ve 
spent years polishing up their Edge series bike computers and 
are now turning their attention to rider safety with their new 
lineup of Varia smart cycling devices. Found under this new 
category are the Garmin Varia smart lights.

The smart bike lights can be purchased in a few 
configurations — you can buy a headlight only, taillight only, or a 
combo. I tested front and rear, and out of the box this gets you a 
Varia headlight, taillight, remote switch with handlebar mount, 
Garmin’s universal out-front handlebar mount, various taillight 
mounts, microUSB charging cable, and user manual.

The first thing I noticed was how well everything was built. 
Because of that, there’s definitely some heft to the headlight, 
but the out-front mount is also beefed upped to handle the extra 
load. The light affixes to the underside of the mount, and there’s 
a quarter-turn attachment point on the top for any Garmin 
Edge series GPS you want to toss up there. This means you can 
double up a headlight and GPS unit on the same mount, which 
helps declutter the handlebars. The rear light is not quite as 
overbuilt but still feels sturdy and attaches securely to either the 
seatpost or seatstays. 

Out of the box and on their own, these lights aren’t too unlike 
anything else you’ve ever dabbled with. They have high, low, 
and flashing settings available with a quick toggle. No big 
surprises there, although one handy feature is that you can 
pair the lights to the included remote switch, which can be 
attached to your handlebars for easy access. This is a great 
way to flip through various settings while keeping your 
hands on the bars.

If you want to take advantage of the smart features that 
these lights offer — a big reason you’d pay for these in the first 
place — you’ll need a compatible Garmin GPS device, such 
as the Edge 1000. There are some really cool things you can 

do once you have your lights synced with your GPS unit, first 
of which is beam adjustment based on your speed. As you ride 
faster, the headlight will register your pace and throw a brighter 
beam farther down the road. If you  slow down, the front beam 
pulls in to illuminate the road closer to you and changes the 
blinking pattern of the rear light to alert anyone behind you 
that you’re slowing or coming to a stop. 

Another nifty feature is the light’s ability to automatically 
brighten or dim based on surrounding light conditions, though a 
light-sensing Edge 1000 is required, which is a little unfortunate 
since we’re seeing some lights out there that can do this on their 
own (such as the Blackburn Central Smart Front Light). 

Both the front and rear lights have internal batteries 
charged using a microUSB cable. When you go to charge up 
your lights for the first time, be sure to download Garmin 
Express to register your lights and check for the latest software 
updates. Within Garmin Express, you can also customize a 
few automated settings on your lights and download product 
manuals. 

Moving away from the smart features and diving into the 
usual specs, the headlight can push out 600 lumens at its 
brightest and 150 lumens at the dimmest setting, with 400- and 
250-lumen outputs in between. If you’re running this full 
blast, you can expect about two-and-a-half hours of 
runtime on a full charge. Behind you, the 
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to recollect the last time that you had 
new cables and a chain installed. If you 
can’t remember, it’s probably time to 
do so. You might also need a cassette, 
and if you’ve really neglected your bike, 
chainrings may be in order as well. 

Although there are few things better 
in life than a bicycle ride, there are 
also few things more frustrating than 
encountering a roadside problem that 
could have been easily avoided. So go 
out to your garage and create a rapport 
with your bike. And when you get 
home after a ride, put your bike first. 
Figure out the cause of those audible 
complaints before you even shower. 
Jot them down and call your bike 
mechanic at the very least. Otherwise 
you’ll quickly rediscover that the noise 
is there when you mount up for your 
next ride. 

Take time to inspect your machine 

once a week. Give the poor thing a bath 
if it hasn’t received one for some time. 
(You bathe yourself every day, I hope. Is 
once a month too much to ask for your 
beautiful bike?)

Here are some other pro tips:
• Pick your bike up three inches off 

the ground. Drop it (on its tires) and 
be sure to catch it before it falls over. 
Did you hear any rattles beyond normal 
chain slap? If so, investigate. Check the 
headset, your hubs, and continue until 
you find the culprit. 

• Lube your chain after a ride. Do 
so sparingly. Why after? Oil needs time 
to soak into the rollers of your chain. 
If you oil the chain right before a ride, 
your furious pedaling can fling that oil 
away from the chain, making a mess of 
your bike and negating your efforts to 
preserve your drivetrain. 

• Check your tires often. This is 
especially easy to forget on bikes with 
fenders. 

• Overhaul your bike, or pay a 
professional to do it, once a year. Taking 
your bike down to a bare frame is the 
best way to inspect for cracks, replace 
worn bearings, cables, brake pads, 
and bar tape, and it’s a great way to 
rejuvenate your trusty steed for another 
year of adventures. 

• Be gentle. Be kind to your bike. 
Love it and it will love you back. If 
you are so inclined, name your rig. 
Personification can lead to increased 
care. 

If you have questions of a technical 
or personal nature about your bike, 
please don’t hesitate to reach out to 
me. Feel free to think of me as your 
bicycling counselor. I’m here to listen. 
I’m here to help. You can reach me at 
nlegan@adventurecycling.org or via 
twitter @NickLegan.  

Nick Legan is Adventure Cyclist's technical editor.
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taillight boasts seven LEDs that will give 
you four hours of runtime in high steady 
mode, or 14 hours when flashing. 

It does take a fair amount of time to 
charge these two lights up. The front 
needs a solid six hours of charging from 
empty to full, while the taillight will 
require about two hours. Out on a tour, 
this might be a bit excessive, depending 
on how much you use your lights. For 
local riding, it’s probably best to set up a 
little charging station.

The bundled set of front and rear 
lights comes in at $299. At first glance, 
that seemed a little on the spendy side, 
but it’s hard to find anything else quite 
like this to compare them to. If you’ve 
already got a compatible Garmin Edge 
device to pair these with, this is certainly 
worth your consideration. Regardless of 
price, I’m excited to see Garmin putting 
some resources behind rider safety.  

Josh Tack is Adventure Cycling’s membership 
manager. If you have any questions or comments 
about this article, your membership, or bicycle travel 
in general, Josh is always happy to hear from you at 
jtack@adventurecycling.org.
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