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your perspective, made the bike either 
look ridiculous or so very tough. Just 
because the bike came with the knobby 
tires didn’t stop us from using the bike 
with many other wheel and tire choices. 
We ran some 47mm-wide, slick WTB 
tires for a 100-mile mixed-surface event, 
while 700c wheels also made their 
way on it with a number of different-
sized tires. 

THE RIDE
When we fi rst got on the U.P. it 

was with the fat knobby tires, and that 
allowed us to see its capabilities as a 
single bike that can do nearly everything 
just with a tire swap. Ultimately, the 
riding we were using it for didn’t require 
such big tires, so we next swapped the 
knobs for the 47mm slicks. The rolling 
effi ciency was great; we were out coast-
ing gravel bikes that had 38mm knobby 
tires on the paved descents, and then 
because of the tire’s massive amount 
of volume, it practically felt like we had 
suspension on the rough off-road riding. 

Switching to a 700c wheel with 
between a 35–40mm tire we could get 
a true feel in how the U.P. compared to 
some of its competitors out there. First 
off, it happens to be the lightest gravel 
bike that we’ve tested, and its geometry 
allows us to be in as aggressive front-
end position as we could really want. 
Other details like the extra bottle cage 
and top-tube storage option were key 
for us on true adventure days when 
we’re a few hours between water stops 
and wearing a hydration pack was much 
less appealing. 

The one aspect of the bike that we 
were underwhelmed with was the fork. 
Internal hose routing would have been 
nice to clean up the look, but more 
important, the narrow fork blades didn’t 
complement the rest of the bike in terms 
of stiffness, as we could get the disc 
rotor to rub when sprinting hard out over 
the front end. Considering that it uses a 
15mm thru-axle, while many others have 
made the move down to a 12mm, we 
can’t imagine that the axle is the culprit. 
Speaking of the thru-axle, the nut that 
the thru-axle threads into is not affi xed 
to the fork, which is very cumbersome 

W ithout a doubt the Open U.P. 
(Unbeaten Path) is one of the 
more unforeseen byproducts 

of cycling knowledge, passion and 
effort we’ve ever seen. Equally so, it is 
also one of the most controversial. To 
start, the brand was born in 2012 by 
two main players in the road bike world: 
Gerard Vroomen, co-founder of Cervelo 
and current co-owner of 3T, and Andy 
Kessler, the former CEO at BMC. For 
both of them, Open provided the oppor-
tunity to reinvent themselves as small-
time, albeit well-versed, industry play-
ers. And curiously, with their decades 
of experience in the world of pro road 
racing and high-end road bike sales in 
hand, they threw convention to the wind 
and launched a lightweight mountain 
bike as their fi rst joint endeavor. 

Next in line was developing the U.P., 
a hybrid bike of sorts that melds road 
and off-road design cues. As we 
discovered in our conversations with 
Vroomen, the U.P. is indeed an anomaly. 
When we joked with him about how 
everyone who saw the bike was split on 
whether it was a road bike with fat tires 
or a mountain bike with drop bars, he 
objected even further. “Of course, it is 
neither. How can you say it is one or the 
other?!” Vroomen, who has some strong 
opinions on where the direction of the 
sport is going and what we should be 
riding to get there (page 66), insists this 
bike is in its own category—a highly 
versatile bike that allows a plethora of 
wheel and tire size options. 

THE FRAME
A funny thing has happened on the 

way to the industry’s notion of contem-
porary road bike design—”versatility” 
has become a keyword in terms of 
design and function. And as a road 
bike, the U.P. has a ton of it. Most of 
the design work with the frame is based 
around achieving one thing—ample tire 
clearance. Why is tire clearance such 
a big deal? It goes back to versatility, 
and the more tire size options one has, 
the more versatile the bike becomes. 
The U.P. can be fi tted with either 700c 
or 650b wheels, the latter of which are 
slowly gaining in popularity for road use. 

With a 700c wheel, a 40mm tire can fi t 
and still have some extra mud clear-
ance, but where things get interesting is 
that with a 650b wheel, a 2.1-inch knob-
by mountain bike tire will also fi t, creat-
ing a bike with true off-road-riding capa-
bilities. Both the 700x40 and 650bx2.1 
wheel/tire setups have nearly the same 
outside diameter measurement, so the 
overall feel (roll-out) of the bike won’t 
change from one wheelset to the other. 

Open isn’t the fi rst company to ever 
achieve that kind of tire clearance, which 
can easily be accomplished by length-
ening the chainstays, but, of course, 
that’s only going to make you feel like 
you’re riding a touring bike that has zero 
responsiveness. So, mindful of the need 
to keep the chainstays short to maintain 
a quick performance feel, Vroomen got 
creative and widened the chainstays as 
much as possible within the confi nes 
of what the Q-factor of the crank would 
allow. He then found a little more room 
by dropping the drive-side chainstay 
away from the crowded bottom bracket 
area so it would clear the crank. Overall 
geometry comes out quite racy 
compared to many gravel bikes. The 
42cm chainstays are shorter than most 
bikes that have far less tire clearance.  

With the exception of the front brake, 
all the cables run internally and use 
Open’s MultiStop design that allows use 
of either mechanical or electronic 2x and 
1x drivetrains. The front derailleur hang-
er can also be removed when using a 1x 
setup. Because of the multi-use nature 
of such a bike, Open brought back the 
idea of having a third water-bottle mount 
on the underside of the downtube. There 
is also a mount on the top tube for a 
bag, which is what many tri bikes now 
feature, and creates a simple storage 
solution for those putting in a long day. 

THE PARTS
Our test bike came with an elite build 

that helped bring the weight in near the 
17-pound mark. Impressive. A SRAM 
Force 1 group included a 10-42 
cassette (using an XD driver body) that 
was part of an Enve M50 650b wheel-
set. The rims were mounted with full 2.1 
mountain bike tires that, depending on 

OPEN U.P.OPEN U.P.
Versatility from its core
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A removable front-derailleur mount provides 
a clean look when running a 1x drivetrain.

The chainstays are at the heart of the bike’s design and allow for an impressive amount of 
tire clearance.

when taking the axle out, because the nut 
falls to the ground every time. A small set 
screw could have fi xed the problem, and 
hopefully it gets addressed. 

THE VERDICT
Is the U.P. the most thought-out gravel 

bike we’ve seen so far? With the 
exception of some of the fork details, 
we’d have to say yes. With oodles of 
versatility, there’s zero reason it couldn’t 
be the one bike for nearly every purpose, 
if you want it to be. Regardless of the 

wheel size used, there’s nearly limitless 
tire options that can transform it from 
a mountain bike to a gravel rider to a 
road racer, depending on what suits 
your fancy that day. If you’re a fan 
of many color choices, you’ll be 
disappointed to hear that it comes 
in just two—orange and brown. ■

PUNCH LINES
• Best-designed gravel 
rig, period!
• 650b or 700c wheels, it does 
it all
• A better fork design would 
be appreciated

STATS
Price: $2900 (frameset)

Weight: 17.1 pounds (with 650b 
x 2.1 tires)

Sizes: S, M (tested), L, XL
www.opencycle.com 

Is it a road bike with fat tires 
or a mountain bike with 
drop handlebars?
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D espite all the best talents of the 
industry-wide visionaries and 
prescient know-it-alls, it’s highly 

unlikely that any of them saw the 
second coming of Gerard Vroomen play 
out as it has. I doubt that anyone—and 
I really mean anyone—in their right mind 

would’ve placed a bet that the serious-
minded, 44-year-old, Dutch-born 
industrial engineer who helped create 
one of the strongest and most 
successful brands in the road and triath-
lon world (before walking away from it 
all) would use a 29er hardtail mountain 

bike and a spiffy, dual-purpose road/
gravel bike that he designed and pro-
duced as his foray back into the sport.

However, for the somewhat taciturn 
Vroomen himself, the move seems as 
matter-of-fact and plausible as any 
other. When asked why he chose this 

Gerard Vroomen helped put Cervelo on the map, now he’s 
looking in a different direction…sort of
By Zap

TIME FOR A DIFFERENT GAMETIME FOR A DIFFERENT GAME
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seemingly peculiar route, he replied with 
a hint of suspicion over the question 
itself: “Well, I think it’s nice to try some-
thing new.” There had to be more—and 
there was.

I had the opportunity to sit down with 
Gerard at the Interbike trade show and 
cover a wide range of topics. While we 
sat on a couple of bar stools chatting, 
Gerard, who is still a co-owner of the 3T 
component brand, kept busy entertain-
ing a nonstop line of fans and industry 
well-wishers who were glad to see him 
back on the mat after the parting 
debacle that he, along with co-founder 
Phil White, endured with Cervelo. 

BACK IN THE GRIND
“Cervelo was a cutting-edge brand, 

and year after year we put so much 
effort into staying ahead of the game. 
I can tell you that always worrying about 
what other bike someone else might 
introduce was very stressful. There were 
nights when I was afraid I might run out 
of ideas—and then what?! Of course, 
that doesn’t happen, but that doesn’t 
mean you never have that fear.

“With Cervelo, the goal was always 
to grow the company, but it’s like a 
pumpkin, and soon all you end up with 
is a bigger pumpkin,” said Gerard.

AND SO IT BEGINS
“With Open Cycles, our goal is to 

rethink how to do things differently. 
We don’t think about what a customer 
would want. Instead, we think there are 
enough people who will look at bikes 
and how they can be used the way we 
do. The gravel bike is just the type of 
bike I like to ride, and we’re confi dent 
that there are other people out there 
who would want to ride a bike like this. 
I think the gravel bike is a unique idea, 
just like aero road was 10 years ago. 

“I think driving a car to a ride is 
stupid, and riding 10 miles on the 
road with a mountain bike is dumb, 
because the tires are so slow and the 
positioning is not effi cient. Also, there 
are many people who enjoy riding off-
road, but not in a super-technical way. 
These are all the sorts of things that 
make a gravel bike make good sense.

“Another important element of the 
bike is the [BB386] bottom bracket. To 
get our low Q-factor, the BB is where all 
the trouble was in designing the frame.”

NOW & THEN
“You can’t unthink what you thought 

in the past when it comes to frame 
features. Having the frame stiff for pro-
pulsion in one direction and comfortable 
in the other is the goal. Triangles will 
always be stiff, but you do 

what you can to bring the comfort, like a 
small seatpost.”

THE GAME
“The industry has gotten so 

serious with this need to tell us what we 
want, and with all these new standards, 
it’s not good. The problem is, there is 
always some group who are lagging and 
miss one trend and then feel the need 
to jump on the next one and really push. 
Look at the mountain bike wheel now 
with about fi ve different ‘standards’ and 
the different sizes for thru-axles. To me, 
it just ends up being exclusionary for 
the consumer.” 

UCI RULES
“I don’t mind the rules or the restric-

tions. Bike design is a game, and games 
have rules, and you need to work with 
them. I think I have shown that it’s 
possible to fi nd plenty of innovation in 
a bike and still play by the rules. What 
I don’t like are vague rules. I also didn’t 
like all the politics. I will say that the 
weight rules don’t make sense to me. 
Weight does not make a bike safe. 

“I can appreciate the UCI wanting to 
make an effort to keep the cost of bikes 
down, but look at Formula 1. F1 racing 
is both the most restrictive and expen-
sive. Right now the prices of many bikes 
are more expensive than ever.” 

GERARD THE RACER—NOT
“I was never a competitive cyclist. 

I love to ride, but I don’t like to 
measure myself against others, so 
I’m not a racer.”

THE UP 
“To me, this is a bike that can answer 

the question we all ask: ‘I wonder where 
that road goes?’ You can ride anything 
on a road bike, but you’re likely to suffer 
many fl at tires. I live in Amsterdam and 
have a 200-kilometer loop, and about 
half of that is off-road—and Amsterdam 
is a very dense population!”

THE DISC-BRAKE DEBATE
“No doubt about them. The only 

people who have been so vocal against 
them are the pro riders, and they’ve 
never even ridden them! In the future 
the majority of performance road bikes 
will run with disc brakes. Sure, many 
people say you don’t need disc brakes, 
and that is correct, but there are also 
many other things you don’t need. 
Braking and shifting were the two things 
always missing with the old technol-
ogy. Another interesting aspect of disc 
brakes is that they also give us the 
opportunity to see what we can do with 
rim technology.”

ON STRAVA
“Who cares?! Although it does help 

build the community, which is good, it 
also just brings stress to the ride, and 
for me, the weekends are about losing 
stress. All that worrying about records 
is pointless.” 

WHY 650B?
“To me, 650b is the best of both 

worlds—no, it’s the middle of both 
worlds! I know that the idea for the 
wheels came from talking to Steve Hed. 
He was always trying to get me to ride 
this event called Almanzo, and he had his 
bike with 650b wheels—that’s where the 
idea came from.” 

PRO ROAD RACING
“I do miss aspects of it. I think I had 

the classic love/hate relationship with it 
all. It’s so easy to get drawn in, because 
it’s such a beautiful sport, but it’s all such 
a mess. Instead of spending so much 
energy on racing, I fi gure why not go out 
and create something or spend more 
time with the family on the weekends? It’s 
hard to see how watching such a freak 
show can take up the time. The problem 
is that when you mix the good people in 
with the clowns, you still have a circus!

“And the problem isn’t just the 
doping. I don’t think there’s any real 
ethical guidance in the sport. I don’t think 
an anti-doping stance is the same thing 
as being ethical. They can catch guys 
when they see it, but what about what 
goes on when no one is watching?

“Everything has changed with pro 
cycling except the people, so few key 
players from the old days have changed. 
Everybody talks about the importance of 
maintaining all these teams, that we need 
stable teams. What the sport needs to 
get better is for some of these teams to 
go away fi rst and be replaced by 
new teams. 

“Pro road racing is still a very big deal, 
but at the same time I do believe that it 
has much less of an infl uence on as many 
people as it once did.” 

AND THE FUN FACTOR?
“Yes, I am still having fun. I still have 

a type of competitive paranoia, which 
keeps it fun. Our next project will be a 
full-suspension bike, because I want to 
do some rides that really require it. It 
would also be a good technical challenge 
to design and build one.” 

CYCLING IS ABOUT…
“Oh, that’s easy, it’s about freedom. 

As a kid we were all constrained by the 
neighborhood block you lived on—until 
you got your fi rst bicycle. What a great 
feeling, huh?”  ■

TIME FOR A DIFFERENT GAME
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