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DAMN, MOUNTAIN BIKES ARE GETTING GOOD. But even among so many great 
2016 models, some stand out. To find the best, we started with 70 nominations, culled 
33 finalists, then rallied those over the 300 miles of singletrack outside Brevard, 
north carolina. Out of the dense woods of the Pisgah National Forest and DuPont State 
Forest, 19 bikes proved to charge harder, boost higher, and generally harvest more gnar—
and fun—than the rest. here are seven reasons 2016 is (seriously) the year to Buy 
a new mountain Bike—and the 19 models that capture the Best of these trends.
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MOre FuN  
ON descents, 
wiTh fewer 
compromises 
everywhere 
elSe.

FF Plus tires bridge the gaP 
between normal mountain bike and 
fat bike tires, ranging in width from 
2.8 to 3.25 inches, and are typically 
paired with rims that are 35 to 45mm 
wide internally. With this setup, you 
can run pressures from 12 to 18 psi, 
for real gains in braking, climbing, and 
cornering traction. The big tires also 
provide extra cushioning and a calm, 
planted feel.

While beginner to intermediate rid-
ers will see the most benefits from the 
extra forgiveness of these tires, even 
experts will appreciate the additional 
control. And with weights coming in as 
low as 752 grams for a tubeless 2.8-inch-
wide Maxxis Ikon+ tire, plus bikes can 

often feel surprisingly conventional. 
Testers of the Specialized Rhyme 6Fattie 
said that the extra traction and rolling 
speed gained from the bike’s 3-inch-
wide, 27.5+ tires (which have nearly the 
same diameter as normal-width 29er 
trail tires) made up for any additional 
rolling resistance, and that they felt like 
they were going faster with less energy. 

We anticipate seeing more trail bikes 
that are compatible with both 29er and 
27.5+ wheel sizes, like the Santa Cruz 
Hightower, which is sold in either con-
figuration and can be swapped between 
the two with the right fork and wheels. 
But perhaps the biggest winner in the 
plus movement is the hardtail rider: The 
high-volume tire provides some suspen-
sion, while the economical platform 
allows for an upgrade in component 
spec compared with an equally priced 
full-suspension bike. The $2,100 Spe-
cialized Fuse Expert 6Fattie (and its 
women’s counterpart, the Ruze) has 
been particularly impressive, with slack-
er, trail-inspired geometry, a quality 
dropper post, solid WTB Scraper rims, 
and an extraordinarily fun experience 
both climbing and descending for begin-
ner and expert riders alike.—ron koch

FF We Were struck by hoW great our  
Editors’ Choice winners are not only in the ways 
we would expect, but also in ways we wouldn’t: 
long-travel bikes that climb great, XC race bikes 
that rail descents, mid-travel bikes that give the 
big bikes serious competition on the descents but 
climb nearly as well as the XC bikes. 

This all can be credited to progress in sus-
pension, frame, and component designs. Shock 
technologies like RockShox’s DebonAir (on the 
Santa Cruz Hightower* and other winning bikes) 
and Fox’s EVOL air spring (on the Yeti SB5c and 
others) make rear suspension more sensitive, 
improving traction and control without adding 
travel. This helps make shorter-travel suspension—
which is generally lighter, stiffer, and more efficient 
for climbing—behave like it has more squish. Fork 
and shock tuning have improved, too, making bikes 
ride plusher and flow over terrain more smoothly.

Stuff is getting lighter all the time. A 29er 
RockShox Pike with 35mm legs is only about four 
pounds—the Fox 36, when launched for 26-inch 
wheels in 2005, weighed more than five. Hauling 
around more travel isn’t as much of a burden, so 
riders can have it for the epic descent without hating 
the epic climb to get there. And whether it’s a pat-
ented suspension system like Yeti’s Switch Infinity, 
or a simpler single-pivot design like the one on the 
affordable Giant Stance 2, almost all have found 
ways to improve performance for better climbing 
and smoother, more controlled descending.

Geometry-wise, we’ve seen front ends push for-
ward, head angles become slacker, bottom brackets 
get lower, and rear ends shorter: The rider is now sit-
ting inside the bike, not on top, and is more centered 
between the wheels, but can get weight farther back 
when necessary. The bikes feel less nervous over-
all—even XC race bikes like the Niner RKT 9 RDO 
and Trek Top Fuel can roll down steps and steeps 
with less chance of the rider flipping over the bar. 

 It’s not like someone suddenly threw a switch; 
bikes have been gradually improving and evolving. 
But thanks to some confluence of the changes, this 
year’s mountain bikes truly do more, and they do 
it all better.—matt phillips
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plus!

No.

Left: On Evil’s The 
Following, one tester 
said he “grinned the 
whole way—prob-
ably an evil grin.” 
Right: The Santa 
Cruz Hightower (in 
29er mode).
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*See a bolded bike name? That’s an Editors’ Choice winner— 
 one we’d recommend without reservation.



cannondale habit carbon 1 
$7,460 weight 25.6 LB (M)

canyon Strive cF 8.0 race 
$4,500 weight 28.7 LB (M)

evil the Following 
$2,599, FRAME weight 30 LB,  

AS TESTED (M)

giant reign advanced 27.5 0 
$8,300 weight 27.1 LB (M)

giant Stance 27.5 2 
$1,500 weight 30.1 LB (M)

ibiS ripley lS 
$7,299, AS TESTED  
weight 26.2 LB (M)

Juliana Furtado c S 
$4,699 weight 28.7 LB (S)

Juliana roubion c S 
$4,699 weight 29.2 LB (S)

niner rKt 9 rdo 
$5,500, AS TESTED  
weight 23.9 LB (M)

norco Fluid 7.2 ForMa 
$1,775 weight 31.4 LB (S)

pivot Mach 429 trail 
$6,699, AS TESTED  
weight 25.8 LB (M)

Santa cruz  
hightower cc XX1 

$9,799, AS TESTED  
weight 27 LB, 29ER (L)

Specialized FuSe  
eXpert 6Fattie 

$2,100 weight 29.5 LB (M)

Specialized rhyMe FSr  
eXpert carbon 6Fattie 

$6,500 weight 28.6 LB (S)

treK Fuel eX 9.9 29 
$8,399 weight 25.3 LB (17.5 IN)

treK top Fuel 9.8 Sl 
$4,999 weight 23.9 LB (17.5 IN)

yeti Sb4.5c X01 
$6,899 weight 25.5 LB (M)

yeti Sb5c beti X01 
$6,899 weight 24.6 LB (S) 

yeti Sb5c X01 
$6,899 weight 25.2 LB (M)

hatever you do, don’t go to Bre-
vard. Stay home. Ride your own 
trails. What’s so great about west-

ern North Carolina, anyway?
 There’s only 300-plus miles of trail on 

more than 103,000 acres of public land. It’s 
no big deal, really. I mean, some of the trails 
in DuPont State Forest, like Ridgeline, arc 
through sun-dappled hickory and white pine 
forests on such perfect flowy dirt that you 
probably don’t even need suspension. Oh, you 
can rail corners like it’s Weekend at Bermie’s, 
and boost a little air off the plentiful kickers, 
but where’s the challenge in that?

Now, on the other side of Brevard, in Pisgah 
National Forest, the trails get a little rowdier 
and less manicured, with tricky, off-camber 
root sections and rocky step-downs. You’ll 
probably use all your travel clattering down 
V-shaped slots like Upper Black Mountain or 
Farlow Gap. You wouldn’t want to put your 
beloved trail 29er through that, would you?

If you’ve got an enduro bike, I suppose you 
could drive an hour north to Bailey Mountain 
bike park, which features 14 DH trails, 1,000 
feet of vertical drop, and a Stewart & Steven-
son LMTV that serves as the shuttle. 

The riding is so good, it’s the reason Dale 

Katechis, founder of Oskar Blues Brewery 
(they put the can in craft beer) and dedicated  
singlespeeder, decided to pick Brevard as the 
location of his second brewery. You don’t like 
beer, do you? Katechis also bought the REEB 
Ranch, an idyllic farm 20 minutes outside of 
town that offers lodging to mountain bikers (it’s 
where the BICYCLING crew stayed during our 
weeklong test). Pro tip: Unless you enjoy cozy 
cabins with gas fireplaces, tucked up a seclud-
ed forest alley, do not book the 100-year-old 
waterfall cabin, where you’ll savor a Pinner IPA 
on the porch in the evening before being lulled 
to sleep by the nearby Shoals Falls. Sure, you can 
ride over the ridge directly into DuPont the next 
day, but then you wouldn’t get to use your car! 

The Hub and Sycamore Cycles bike shops 
carry only about everything you need, including 
rentals. Your fondest wish for a hoopty hardtail 
will be denied, and you’ll be forced instead to hit 
the trails on stuff like the award-winning Santa 
Cruz Hightower. After your ride, you might be 
waylaid by a Highland IPA on the sunny patio.

Doesn’t all that sound terribly bad? Yeah, you 
don’t want to do that. After all, if you do, then 
you’ll learn how truly amazing Brevard is—and 
then we won’t have the place all to ourselves 
when we return.—joe lindsey 

editors’ choice testing ground:  

Brevard, north carolina
w
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Read the Reviews on bicycling.com.



women’s 
mountain 
Bikes are 

geTTiNg leSS 
SPeciFic TO 

wOMeN—aND 
aS a reSulT, 

super dialed.
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No.

yOu NO lONger 
have TO Buy  

aN Xc race Bike 
juST TO make 

climBing easier.

3No. FF it used to be that if you Were  
an XC-style rider who didn’t race, 
you still had to ride XC race bikes to 
make climbing faster and easier. But 
these race machines often came at the 
expense of trail fun. New trail bikes 
like the 27.5-inch-wheeled Cannon-
dale Habit Carbon and Yeti SB4.5c 
29er f ly uphill with a responsiveness 
and speed that are similar to XC bikes, 
yet still like to party when the trail 
turns downward. Efficient-pedaling 
suspension and lightweight rims and 
tires help harness uphill speed while 
longer-travel forks, dropper posts, 
and longer front centers paired to 
short stems and wide handlebars 
make descending much more playful 
and enjoyable. The Habit was so fast-
feeling on the climbs that even our 
most anti-XC tester said it made him 
think about jumping into a race this 
season.—ron koch

   | continued on p.76 

Left: On the Yeti 
SB4.5c, you can 
hoof it up fast and 
rip back down. 
Right: The Juliana 
Roubion egged us 
on with slack angles 
and big travel.



FF the five Women’s bikes that 
earned our Editors’ Choice designation 
hit varying price points and riding styles. 
But they have one thing in common: 
They share a frame with their unisex 
counterparts.

Internally, we used to call it the 
Juliana approach: Rebrand an exist-
ing frame, and change only the touch 
points (saddle, cranks, and handlebar) 
and other parts whose performance 
most strongly correlates to body size and 
weight to better suit female riders. Juli-
ana wasn’t the only brand to do it, but it 
was the most strategic about messaging 
that philosophy while other brands were 
marketing women’s-specific frames. “We 
believe in delivering the best trail-riding 
experience possible by trusting in prov-
en geometries and engineering,” brand 
manager Katie Zaffke told us last fall. 

When Yeti and Specialized—which 
had previously relied on women’s-specific  
frames—released new women’s trail 
bikes last year, they used the same 
approach. All three brands say that 

female riders overwhelmingly told them, 
“We want the same frames as the guys.”

These bikes use small, thoughtful 
changes to make a big difference. Yeti, 
for example, spec’d lighter wheels, a 
narrower bar, smaller chainring, and 
a shock tuned for lighter riders on the 
Yeti SB5c Beti. But it kept the same 
slacker, longer geometry that made the 
bike ride bigger than its stated travel on 
burly descents.

And the resulting bikes ripped—or 
rather, we ripped while we were riding 
them. The Specialized Rhyme 6Fattie 
blew up our fun-o-meters with its 3-inch-
wide plus tires. The Norco Fluid 7.2 
Forma hung in so well on our techy home 
trails that we forgot we were on a $1,775 
bike. The Juliana Furtado proved to be 
an exceedingly well-rounded everyday 
trail bike. The Juliana Roubion floated 
down the choppiest, fastest DH-style  
terrain. These bikes made us push harder 
and go bigger, knowing that they were 
as up for the challenge as any other on 
the trail.—gloria liu

No. 4 // Women’s Mountain Bikes
continued from p. 75

The Specialized Rhyme 6Fattie converted 
the plus-tire skeptics in our test group.
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new-school 29ers  
aBsolutely rip.   | continued on p.80

The Ibis 
Ripley LS 
takes a 
previous 
Editors’ 
Choice  
winner and 
gives it a 
little more 
attitude.



FF haters of 29ers characterized  
the bikes as heavier, slower feeling, and 
awkward to maneuver, despite the big-
ger wheels’ ability to clear obstacles, 
gobble up rough terrain, and roll faster. 
And a lot of early 29ers did make these 
compromises. But particularly in the 
past two years, brands have honed 
in on what the bikes do best and are 
designing around those strengths: roll-
over, the ability to track well and hold a 
line, and the added volume of the larg-
er-diameter wheels (which allows for 
lower tire pressures and more traction).

More of us have also shifted away 
from pure XC-based designs in favor of 
the more all-around riding experience 
better served by trail bikes. On bikes 
such as the Trek Fuel EX 9.9, stems 
got shorter and bars got wider, forks got 
bigger, tubes got bigger and stiffer, and 
linkage designs improved, all to achieve 
better handling and trail capability. The 
development of wider Boost hub spac-
ing allowed for shorter chainstays and 

a reduction of the wheelbase, making 
the Fuel more agile. The Ibis Ripley LS 
is another shining example—it’s a lon-
ger, slacker, and stouter version of the 
Ripley trail 29er that won an Editors’ 
Choice award last year. This year’s ver-
sion is more rowdy on descents while 
retaining the best traits of the original 
Ripley—it is “fun spirited, nimble, and 
easy to love,” said one tester. 

 Some of the best bikes we’ve seen in 
the past year are short-travel trail 29ers 
that combine 120mm or less of rear 
wheel travel with longer forks. Bikes 
like the Yeti SB4.5c and the Pivot Mach 
429 Trail give you the crisp climbing 
abilities of an XC bike, but descend like 
models with much longer travel, strik-
ing a great balance between big-hit 
capability and nimble, precise piloting. 

If you decided a couple of seasons 
ago that you were skeptical of 29ers, 
do yourself a favor: Get out and ride 
this iteration. You’ll be amazed. 
—mike yozell

No. 5 // New-School 29ers
continued from p. 79

The Ibis Ripley LS, charging hard.
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FF bikes might be getting Pricier  
at the top end. But there are incredible 
deals too: better technology for nom-
inally more money, sometimes less. 
For example, the Giant Stance 2 fea-
tures better suspension components 
and brakes; a nicer, stiffer aluminum 
frame; and more efficient, 27.5-inch 
wheels and grippier tires than its 2009 
equivalent, the company’s Trance X 
2. Adjusted for inflation, this year’s 
bike is $157 less expensive. What in the 
name of Horst Leitner is going on here?

For one, suspension has improved 
dramatically in the past decade, trick-
ling quality designs down. As well, old-
er patents on some of the most endur-
ing designs, like the original FSR/
Horst Link and VPP, began to expire 
a couple of years ago, allowing small-
er brands to offer variations without 
licensing fees. 

Components are also getting bet-
ter and more affordable. SRAM GX 
brought 1x down to 2016 models that 
had 2x drivetrains for the same price 
last year; its new $318 NX group will 
soon bring 1x to sub-$1,000 bikes. KS, 
Gravity, Fox, and Specialized now have 
dropper posts in the $300 range. Shi-
mano’s Deore disc brake is heavier 
than higher-level versions, but enables 
reliable one-finger braking.

 Bike designers are getting more 
creative. The $2,100 Specialized Fuse 
Expert 6Fattie marries plus tires to an 
aluminum hardtail frame with a drop-
per post, and WTB Scraper rims. In 
Downieville, California, one tester 
was able to boost air and have a blast 
with expert riders on pricier full-sus-
pension bikes (with no flats, he adds). 

 Once you have the bike, the cost 
of entry to mountain biking, on 
a ride-by-ride basis, is effectively 
zero. And with the performance of  
value-oriented bikes today, the initia-
tion fee to get in—and to have a damn 
good time—is even lower.—j.l.

FF faQ number one: What exactly is an 
enduro bike? Bikes in this emerging category 
have 150 to 160mm of travel, stiff frames, and 
(at the high end) lightweight components. 
Some complete bikes weigh in at only 27 or 
28 pounds. But it’s their long top tubes, low 
bottom brackets, and slack head angles that 
set them apart. Unlike their all-mountain 
progenitors, which were often a collection 
of compromises, these new models prioritize 
high-speed descents. Most pedal well and 
climb capably enough to ride almost any-
where, but they are bred to slay steep, fast, 
high-pucker-factor terrain so well that they 
wouldn’t be out of place in a bike park.

Take the 2016 Giant Reign. The bike’s top 
tube (and reach) is nearly two inches longer 
than the previous version, and its bottom 
bracket is nearly an inch closer to the ground. 
The head-tube angle went from 67 degrees 
to 65, and its wheelbase expanded from 44.5 
inches to 46.9. Yet it weighs only 27 pounds 

and pedals efficiently. Like other true enduro 
bikes, including the Canyon Strive, it is a 
mini-downhill bike that is lighter and rela-
tively easier to handle. 

But numbers schnumbers—what all 
those angles mean is that when you’re roll-
ing down a steep chute, your ass is closer to 
the rear hub than the front one. That makes 
it less likely that you’ll go toppling over the 
bar when you hit a rock or rut. So you can 
ride with more speed, more control, and 
gobs of stability. 

If you often find yourself barreling down 
steep hills, skipping over rocks, then snap-
ping around a 90-degree bend and sprinting 
to the next corner, all as fast as possible—
whether competing in a race or just chasing 
friends to the bottom of your local trail—
check out a 2016 enduro bike. They handle 
burly trail-riding situations like these better 
than anything that has come before them. 
—louis mazzante 

eNDurOOOO!6No.

yOu caN 
geT more 
Bike FOr 
less 
skrilla.
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Left: The Canyon 
Strive fitting right 
in at Bailey Moun-
tain Bike Park. Right:  
The Specialized Fuse 
6Fattie might be 
the funnest hardtail 
we’ve ridden. 


