
W
arning: Getting an “adventure bike” 
might make you do stupid things.

When I first got the Niner RLT 9 
Steel, I envisioned myself breaking 

free of my 9-to-5 shackles to ride off on 
the types of epic, dirt-road vision quests I’d 
seen intimated on Instagram. I’d have many 
close encounters with the truth before slid-
ing feet-first into my desk Monday morning.

The first time I rode far enough from 
home to find a dirt road, I dove into it 
enthusiastically—and immediately flatted.

A week later, my coworker Cait and I got 
out at lunch and tried to follow a rocky 4x4 
track that ran through our local trail network. 
“We might get lost,” I said hopefully. The dirt 
devolved quickly into a dense field of daisies. 
We pushed our bikes until we hit a road, only 
to discover that in 30 minutes, we’d ridden 
less than five miles from the office. The only 
hazard we encountered was potentially miss-
ing the pizza back at the cafeteria.

Soon after, I did tackle a 70-mile, mixed-
terrain crusher with 7,000 feet of climbing 
and large sections of dirt. But it required fol-
lowing a cue sheet that was more than 100 
lines long. I spent a large portion of the ride 
pulled over at intersections, squinting at my 
iPhone. And on the long sections of pave-
ment, the knobby tires felt like overkill. 

It was a memorable ride because it was a 
hard ride. But it was also one that made me 
realize that I had been pigeonholing this bike. 
Sure, the RLT 9’s sturdy steel frame, disc 
brakes, and integrated rack mounts made it 
well-suited to off-road epics. But it was so 
much more than just a bike for “adventuring.” 

A simple parts swap illuminated this. We 
had gotten our RLT 9 as a frameset and out-
fitted it with a SRAM Rival 1x11 group and 
Zipp 30Course Disc wheels, which share the 
same aero profile as Zipp 202s in a wide-
rimmed, aluminum package. I switched out 
the knobbies that came on my tester for 
28mm Schwalbe One slicks—they’d roll fast 
on tarmac, yet stand up off-road too. 

Suddenly, the RLT 9 looked like the right 
bike for the type of riding I love—and actually 
do—most. It’s the only bike I’ve ever ridden 
for eight hours and gotten off of pain-free, 
thanks to the upright position enabled in 
part by a head tube so tall and stout that one 
friend said, “Wow, 

So much more than an adventure bike 
by Gloria liu

Niner RLT 9 Steel

GEA R W H A T  Y O U  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Steel frame, carbon fork P Thru- 
axles front and rear P Three sets 
of water bottle bosses P Sold 
as a framset or complete bikes, 
which start at $2,500 for Shi-
mano 105 and go up to $6,000 for 
Ultegra Di2
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price  
$1,500  
frameset 
weight  
20.1 LB,  
as tested 
(50cM)

BI0316_GEA_niner001
keep SM for top overlay

BI0316_GEA_niner002
Please SM for overlap of black bar

take bg to white, keep shadow

94    BicycLing.coM  •  MArch 2016


