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BY NICK LEGAN

➺LET ME AIR A BIAS RIGHT UP 
front: I dig Surly Bikes. I have two of 
them and dream of more. While I too 
drool over expensive gear, cycling 
needn’t be cost prohibitive. Surly’s 
affordable bicycles get a cyclist rolling 
down the road or trail with money to 
spare. I like that. In addition, Surly is 
no me-too brand. Over the years, the 
clever folks in Minneapolis have also 
innovated, popularizing fat bikes with 
their Pugsley model and bringing the 
first plus-size mountain bike and tires 
to market with the Krampus.  

So when I saw the Midnight 
Special for the first time, resplendent 
in its “Hot Mayonnaise” color and 
accented with WTB Horizon gumwall 
tires, I had to know more. Perhaps the 
simplest way to describe the Midnight 
Special is as a fat-tired road bike and 
leave it at that. Of course, it’s my job to 
dissect further. So here goes. 

We’ve written about the joys of 
WTB’s Road Plus or 650b x 47mm tires 
on many occasions. They’ve certainly 
started something, and it’s no surprise 
that Surly decided to build its new road 
model with wide tires in mind given the 
company’s penchant for bigger treads. 

Even if your tires never touch 
dirt, the comfort of larger tires is still 
appreciated on pavement, especially on 
neglected roads and during swooping 
descents. If your travels do take you off 
tarmac, the Midnight Special has room 
for tires much larger than those that 
come stock. Although there’s nothing 
small about a 650b x 47mm tire, the 

SURLY  
MIDNIGHT SPECIAL

Road Test
SURLY MIDNIGHT SPECIAL
Price: $1,799 (frameset for $625)

Sizes available: 40cm, 46cm, 
50cm, 54cm, 56cm, 58cm, 
60cm, 64cm

Size tested: 54cm

Weight: 24.46 lbs. (no pedals) 

TEST BIKE MEASUREMENTS
• Stack: 560mm

• Reach: 389mm

• Head tube length: 125mm

• Head tube angle: 72.5°

• Seat tube length: 540mm 
(center to top)

• Seat tube angle: 73.5˚

• Top tube: 555mm (effective)

• Chainstays: 425mm 

• Bottom bracket drop: 65mm

• Fork Offset: 50mm

• Trail: 56mm

• Wheelbase: 1018mm

• Standover height: 806mm

SPECIFICATIONS
• Frame: 4130 chromoly, double-

butted main triangle, ED coated, 
flat mount disc, three bottle 
mounts, rack and fender mounts

• Fork: 4130 chromoly, flat mount 
disc, ED coated

• Handlebar: Salsa Cowbell 3, 
420mm

• Stem: ProMax DA-296, 
31.8mm, 100mm

• Brake levers: SRAM Rival 22

• Shift levers: SRAM Rival 22

• Front derailer: SRAM Rival 22

• Rear derailer: SRAM Rival 22

• Brake calipers: TRP Spyre, 
160mm Centerline rotors 
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Midnight Special can accommodate tires 
up to 650b x 60mm (or 27.5 x 2.35in.) or 
700c x 42mm. 

The 650b heyday may have been 
in the mid-20th century, but it has 
enjoyed a resurgence thanks to the 
overlap in total diameter with 700c 
wheels. With the advent of disc brakes, 
more and more manufacturers are 
producing bikes compatible with both 
700c and 650b wheels. 

In fact, while the Midnight Special is 
Surly’s first Road Plus bike, it isn’t Surly’s 
first 650b dropbar bike. The Straggler 
is already offered with 650b wheels on 
smaller sizes. Likewise, the Pack Rat — 
Surly’s mid-trail, rim brake, light touring 
bike — has 650b wheels on its larger sizes.

The Midnight Special is the quickest 
handler of Surly’s road bunch, replacing 
the Pacer in its dropbar lineup. And, as 
such, it’s a pretty sporty bike. While it 
can fit mountain bike tires, it still steers 
like a road bike, quick to turn in and easy 
to flick around. The steel frameset is 
responsive, transmitting a rider’s efforts 
well. It’s also stiff enough to keep shifting 
crisp. The tires though, especially when 
you dial in the pressure, connect you 
to the road in a way that narrower tires 
can’t. The Midnight Special feels planted 
without feeling lethargic. Descending a 
technical mountain road is a treat with 
its disc brakes and bump-absorbing tires. 
And, because the tires play such a big 
role, it’s easy to dial in your speed-to-
comfort ratio. On silky smooth roads, 
pump them up. When the going gets 
rough, let some air out. This makes the 
Midnight Special a bike that works well 
in nearly any circumstance. It’s most 
at home as a light touring bike, a super 
commuter, or a weekend warrior steed. 

Having covered the tires, let’s dive 
into the frame. The Midnight Special’s 
4130 chromoly frame has double-butted 
tubes on its main triangle and, like the 
fork, is electrophoretic deposition coated 
for increased corrosion protection. The 
frameset has mounts for racks, fenders, 
and three water bottle cages. You 
won’t see triple mounts on the forks, a 
kickstand plate, or spare spoke holder. It’s 
a road bike, not a dedicated touring bike 
or backcountry machine. 

Personally I love the curve of the 
seatstays arcing their way from the seat 
tube to the rear dropout. This was done 

• Crankset: SRAM S390, 175mm, 
50/34T

• Cassette: SunRace 11–32T, 11spd

• Bottom bracket: SRAM GXP, 
threaded

• Seatpost: ProMax SP-2016 offset, 
27.2mm

• Saddle: WTB Volt Sport

• Headset: Cane Creek 40

• Hubs: Formula RX-812 100 x 
12mm front, Formula RX-300 142 x 
12mm rear, thru-axles

• Rims: Alex XD Elite, 32h

• Tires: WTB Horizon, 650b x 47mm, 
gumwall, tubeless ready

GEARING RANGE

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contact: Surly Bikes, 6400 West 105th Street, 
Bloomington, MN, derby@surlybikes.com, 
877.743.3191, surlybikes.com
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to make room for the rear brake caliper, 
but I appreciate the curve instead of a 
kink. It also matches the shape of the 
fork blades, lending it a balanced look. 

The Midnight Special embraces the 
road disc brake Flat Mount dimension 
and an oversized 44mm head tube that 
allows for the use of forks with tapered 
steerer tubes. It you want to lighten 
up the Midnight Special, one of Surly’s 
sister brands, Whisky Parts Co., makes 
a carbon fork that is very close to the 
stock steel fork’s dimensions.

The new bike also signals the dawn 
of thru-axles for Surly’s dropbar models, 
100 x 12mm front and 142 x 12mm rear. 
But with a set of adapters, the frame and 
fork, thanks to their open-end dropouts 
(instead of closed like those found on 
most thru-axle frames and forks), will 
work with 100 x 10mm and 135 x 10mm 
quick-release hubs. So if you already 
have a set of disc brake wheels you’d 
like to swap onto a Surly frameset, the 
Midnight Special keeps that door ajar. 

While also offered as a frameset, as 
a complete bike the Midnight Special 
is only offered in one trim. But that 

parts selection is a good one. SRAM’s 
Rival 22 group anchors the mix. Its 
shifters, derailers, and crank all work 
nicely, and the trimless front derailer 
is pretty slick — there’s no need to do 
a half shift on the front when moving 
across the cassette range. A KMC chain 
and SunRace cassette are used to save 
money; replacing them with SRAM 
options later in the bike’s life would 
likely sharpen the shifting a touch. As 
with many stock bikes, nicer cables 
would improve the derailer function. 

TRP’s great Spyre brakes do the 
stopping. We’ve reviewed these before, 
notably on our Jamis Renegade 1x 
drivetrain project bike. They perform 
admirably, especially for a cable-
actuated disc brake.

Disappointingly, the Alex XD Elite 
rims on the Surly are not tubeless 
compatible, but the WTB Horizon tires 
are. Although you may be able to get 
this pairing to work tubeless, it would 
have been nice to see better rims on the 
Midnight Special.

The seatpost and stem are also really 
inexpensive models. The cheapness was 

apparent on one of the stem bolts when 
the Allen head socket wallowed out the 
first time I reinstalled it. 

The handlebar, on the other hand (get 
it?), is one of my favorites, Salsa’s Cowbell 
model. It’s a nicely flared bar with a 
super-comfy curve to the drops. I have a 
couple of them on my personal bikes. 

On the whole, Surly’s new 
Midnight Special is quite a bike. It 
retails for $1,799, and at that price 
point I’m willing to forgive a couple 
misses. No bike is perfect. But like 
many of Surly’s models, the Midnight 
Special leaves the door open for 
interpretation on what it might do 
best. And that is part of its charm. It 
would make a great dirt road explorer 
with some lower gears and knobbier 
tires. In stock form, it’s a fun road 
bike that’s keen to carry you on lesser 
traveled roads. If it seems to tick all 
the boxes for you, perhaps you’ll let 
the Midnight Special shine her light 
on you.  

Nick Legan is the Technical Editor of Adventure 
Cyclist.


