The

BRANT RICHARDS goes on the tra

il of

tech guru Keith Bontrager, otherwise
known as the Professor because of his
innovative designs. Pics by STEVE BEHR

mong the usual wacky
entertainment and
famous faces present at
the Malverns Classic this
year was a quiel unassuming bloke
with a Californian accent hiding
out in one of the trade stands. Or
ot least he seemed quiet and unas-
suming until he got arrested for
driving without insurance and
being an alien or something.

Keith Bontrager is renowned
throughout the world for his
designs: he has the patent on the
triple-clamp fork design now being
used by most su sion fork manu-
facturers, he introduced narrow
rims to the mountain bike world in
the late 1980s, and his steel frames
are respected everywhere for their
quality and attention to detail.

Keith is referred to by one US
bike magazine as the Professor
because of the level of design that
goes into every bicycle part he
makes - and because he is constant-
ly working on improving them. He
also has a somewhat boffin-like
image - after all, only a Californian

weirdo could be as into gussets as
Keith, right’

Great gussets
Such a respected mountain bike
guru must have something Lo say for
himsell, 5o we tracked Keith down to
find out what's so great about gus-
sets, and just why he is so obsessed
with the cult British science fiction
series Red Dwarf.

Keith has a hell of a lot to say for
himseli when he gets going
MBUK: How do British races com-
pare to US ones?
KB: The actual racing is similar. The
fast guys are impressive; everyone
else seems to have a good time. We
don't get the same sort of partying
as there is here.
MBUK: Where do you see the future
of mountain bike racing and how
important is it?
KB: | think the future is promising if
the organisers can keep it interesting
for the beginners and sports classes.
Those riders are the heart of racing
organisations everywhere. But 1
don't think racing is all that vital to
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dy most of this by working with
Global Fridge. They know the stuif
almost better than we do. so the
details of the hikes are thoroughly
explained and new bike set-up is well
attended to. Britain is a relatively
small place and the Fridge gets
around to races all over the country
showing the stulf off. Plus they are
cool lolks to work with and they put
me up in posh hotels.

(Ed's note - Keith slept on the

floor of the trade stand at the
Malverns without even a ground-
sheet between him and the wet
British grass)
MBUK: How do you feel when you
see someone riding one of your
mmn es?
Ki s hard to describe but it is a
very nice feeling. | am always a little
paranoid though. 1 wani to be cer-
tain that they are happy, that they
reckon they gol their money’s
‘warth

Pain barrier

MBUK: When and why did you stop
racing motocross?

KB: | raced for about 10 years and
stopped in the late '70s. | had a fair
amount of success as an amateur,
but 1 never raced as a pro. Durin
that time [ suffered several serious
injuries [including three broken col-
larbones and a broken back] and
0 compete again
nt the contempla-

though | was

I stopped racing when | found it difil
cult to really want to win

MBUK: Tell us about your Red Dwarf
obsesslon, why Is Lister so dear to
your heart?

KB: Lister is one of my few r

P
fect personality. He lives minute to
minute and un|v warries about the

th:

Hedoes ithisway.  the existence of mountain bikes, |
Kelth has some think bicycles benefit people when-
song views N oW ever they are ridden, whether there
is a race going on or nat.
Upsets some people MBUK: Why are you working with
outhe dossntcore.  Global Fridge instead of through
more established channels?
KB: We sell our bikes successfully in
the US without a real marketing
effort and through a relatively infor-
mal channel. But our stuff is relative-
ly complex — there are lots of fea-
tures that have to be carefully
explained - 50 everyone benefits
we only work with dealers who can
Keitn's bikes are handle this well. Also, our stulf was
distributed in the UK s0_expensive over here when we
By the awdully nice  gold through more established ch
Loyl nels that many of the riders who
Sarah Jones) s Would normally be interested were
sl cperation but  Priced out,
that's just how they We decided that we could reme-
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he eats, y'know. Take-away curry -
whal betler could you do?

Crash-proof
MBUK: So just what's
these gussets?

KB: Gusse

the score with

- 2, No gussets - Nil
You don't have enough space here
for me to extal all the virtues of
praper gussets, as up]nm‘d to poor
imitations. Basically ke the
bike more lrus—l\»\llnnl ll\h h is
essential for most cyclists, They are
difficult and time-consuming to
but no one can make a steel frame
that is as light and strong as ours
without them. They also allow us to
offer the warranty we do since our
bikes don't suffer fatigue failures
around the joints
MBUK: When designing bikes do you
just want something good to ride
yoursell, or do you have commercial
considerations?
KB: Primarily the former. It has to
wark well = but it also has to be
worth the money. There are many
parts of a bike that could be
improved with a ‘cost is no object”
design. The magazines like this stuff
s0 it's tempting to get some expo-
sure this way. But who benefits fron
a$400 brake or a $1,000 crank? | per-
't afford this sort of
ain bikes get
e’, 50 the cost
of maintenance or replacement is an
important consideration.

Frame shapes
MBUK: Have you ever worked with

frame d
mond shape?
KB: I've never built any but I've done
a lot af analysis on them. This is a
continuing praject that | can't talk
about too much, but 1 understand
the ones that I've messed around
with and | think that there's a future
with some of them. | expect to be
doing something with those at some
point, unless | get rich and retire to
some far-off place and never think
about bicycles again!

/K: What do you think Is the best

thing that you've ever made or
designed, the thing that is closest to
perfection?
KB: 1 think the stem design we have
coming out soon is the closest a
steel stem can be to perfection. It's
so0 thoroughly engineered and the
manulacturing process is so dialled-
In we're getting results that | don't
think anyone would have predicted
from a steel stem.

We can make steel stems that
are lighter than titanium stems and
outperform them in every way but
cost & quarter as much to produce,
Also the next rim design will be sig-
nificantly better than the current
version, although the current design
is pretty good despite what Brant
said in his test

Hot projects

MBUK: So what else is new from
Bontr.
KB: Well, we're messing around with
a lot of stulf. The current hot pro-
jeets are seat posts and other titani-

other than the dia-

um parts, such as stems and frames,
MBUK: If you are so confident about
the quality of your steel stems, then
what advantages wuum anybody
gain from buyi
apart from the fact that it
um on it?

KB: 1f we can push titanium as far as

one -
1ys titani-

Have gussets will
travel. The extra
material acided at
the joints makes all
the difference.

aigemeiow )
from M Bentrager.
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It won't be quite as
“We can make steel stems
that are lighter than titanium
stems and outperform
them in every way but cost a
quarter as much to produce’

"
r in riding tests is on my fore 1 end up becom-
be such a bad . crotchety and senile.
m in

it have been doing
art bec. rd

here do you see yourself
goin o e
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