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Let’s check it out!” suggested Hahn. Steve 
had identified two mountain routes from 

Cliffdell to Ellensburg through the region that 
Hahn and I had explored during our “Secret 
Pass” adventure a little over two years ago.1 
Back then, we had made it across the rough 
terrain, but we never found the road that we 
had planned to take, hence the name “Lost 
Pass” for this elusive passage. 

Had Steve found the “Lost Pass”? His route 
was going to be part of a 600 km randonneur 
brevet. “On the satellite images, it looks like a 
real gravel road. I think it’ll be rideable even for 
those who don’t have very wide tires,” he wrote in 
an e-mail. Hahn and I had doubts. When we 
explored this region, roads that looked great 
on maps and satellite images turned out to be 
rocky trails that often were difficult to follow 
and almost impossible to ride. Sending tired 
riders into this terrain at night could result 
in tears being shed, or worse. On the other 
hand, if Steve had found the “Lost Pass”, that 
would be an exciting discovery. It was time to 
get some “ground truth”, as geographers call 
the in-the-field checking of the evidence from 
aerial photos and satellite images.

The following Saturday, five of us pile into 
Ryan’s car and drive to Ellensburg. At a small 
park on the Yakima River, we assemble our 
bikes: Steve and Ryan are riding their trusty 
650B randonneur bikes. Hahn has brought 
the Ex-Bontrager, and Mark is on the Firefly. 
Both machines are Enduro Allroad bikes shod 
with 54 - 559 mm (26”) tires.2 I will ride the 
Litespeed T5g Allroad bike, set up for this test 
with 42 - 584 mm (650B) tires.

“Who would have thought a decade ago that 
the narrowest tires on this ride would be 38 mm?” 
Steve makes this comment as we roll out of 
the parking lot. His bike is the one with the 
"narrow" tires today. Steve’s remark brings 
a flashback of memories. Indeed, it was a 
decade ago that Mark and I started exploring 
the gravel roads of the Cascades.3 Then I was 
riding a 1952 Jo Routens. At the time, the 
only performance-oriented 650B tires were 
the Mitsuboshi Trimlines. They measured just 
36 mm wide, yet they seemed huge back then. 

How times have changed! Good 650B 
tires are more plentiful now. And these days, 
any bike shop will have a broad selection of 
Allroad and “Gravel” bikes, machines like 

our Litespeed T5g test bike. The “G” in the 
designation stands for “gravel”, and Litespeed 
intends the bike for 622 mm (700C) tires up 
to 40 mm wide. Instead, Jerry Leitch of Bran-
ford Bike in Seattle installed smaller 584 mm 
(650B) wheels, so he could fit 42 mm-wide 
tires. Thanks to disc brakes, it's easy to change 
the wheel size of these bikes.

Today, we aren’t thinking about wheel 
sizes. It’s a glorious morning. We are almost 
giddy with anticipation as we spin toward 
the edge of the wide Yakima River valley. Five 
friends are heading to the mountains. What 
could be better?

The wind, for one. The alignment of the 
valleys that reach up to Snoqualmie Pass from 
both sides of the Cascades provides easy pas-
sage for the powerful westerly jet stream as 
it squeezes over and through this mountain 
range. Up here in the high valley, this trans-
lates into ferocious winds. Fortunately, we are 
five – just enough riders to form a rotating 
echelon. We fall into a smooth rotation, and 
our bikes perform like good road bikes. It’s 
really remarkable, and our performance testing 
(p. 66) later will confirm this: Despite their 
wide tires, the Litespeed and all the other bikes 
here perform like good racing bikes when the 
roads are smooth.

A few miles later, we enter a narrow canyon 
that will take us toward Mount Rainier. 
Here we are sheltered from the wind, so we 
fan across the empty road and resume our 
conversation. While I overhear the banter, 
I briefly assess the Litespeed. First impressions 
are positive. Perhaps the bike's on-pavement 
performance shouldn’t come as a surprise, 
since much of the frame is the same as that 
of Litespeed’s T5 racing bike. Branford Bike 
has equipped the bike with a full Campagnolo 
drivetrain. The narrow tread (Q factor) of the 
Chorus cranks helps my spin. 

As the canyon steepens, I shift from the 
big to the small ring. Branford likes to use 
Campagnolo’s 46-36 “cyclocross” chainrings – a 
good choice for me. The 46-tooth ring is small 
enough that I can use it over most terrain. 
When the roads get steeper, the jump between 
the rings is small, which makes front shifts 
less jarring. A click on the front, a single click 

on the rear, and I am in the gear that I need,  
about 10% smaller than the previous one on 
the big ring. No need to shift half-way across 
the cassette to compensate for a huge jump 
between chainrings.

Our road turns to gravel. We are passed 
by a Jeep and a heavily modified, old Toyota 
pickup truck. They are heading to the moun-
tains for some “four-wheeling”. Should we take 
this as a warning? If a road is rough enough 
to provide a challenge for off-roaders, then it’s 
too rough for a randonneur brevet. Hopefully, 
these drivers are heading to different trails! 

Dark basalt cliffs are exposed on the side 
of the canyon. The sparse pine trees are a 
subtle shade of green that contrasts with the 
lush Puget Lowland where we usually ride. 
The sky is a cerulean blue. It looks more like 

On smooth pavement, 
the bikes feel like good 
road bikes – despite 
their wide tires.
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it becomes more reluctant to quick changes in 
direction. An added advantage of the smaller 
wheels is the lack of toe overlap. With the 
622 mm (700C) wheels installed, my toes 
graze the front tire in tight turns.

Another pickup truck slowly crawls up 
from behind. To make room for the truck, we 
finally surrender to the grade and dismount. 
The driver winds down his window: “You 
were going as fast as we are,” he says with a 
smile. Not anymore! I find pushing the bike 
on the rough ground difficult, so I shoulder 
the Litespeed and portage it up the hill. The 
bike's light weight makes this easy, and now 
I can focus on walking and don’t have to pay 
attention to the bouncing bike.

No longer having to focus on the road, 
we are free to look around. What we see is 
spectacular. We’ve gained a lot of elevation. 
We overlook a shallow valley lined with talus 
slopes, where blocky basalt crops out between 
the sparse pine trees. It’s these large blocks that 
are poking through the gravel on our road, 
making it so rough. When the gradient relents, 
we are back on our bikes. Even Steve’s 38s are 
coping fine with the terrain – for now.

The top of the climb comes almost as 
a surprise. There isn’t a big pass, the climb 
just flattens out gradually. I’ve dropped back 
with Ryan to take a few photos, and when 
we catch up to the others, we are cycling over 
an enchanting sub-alpine plateau. The road 
winds its way between the trees. Where the 
forest opens up, thousands of lupins cover the 
meadows. Yellow and white flowers enliven the 
sea of blue. We’ve come just at the right time to 
see the wildflowers in bloom.

A downhill requires our attention. We 
gather speed quickly, and our bikes start to 
bounce on the rough surface. The Litespeed 
feels especially harsh: Its fork consists of two 
slabs of carbon fiber that connect the front axle 
to the fork crown in a straight line. Compared 
to the flexible steel forks of our randonneur 
bikes, there isn’t much shock absorption. The 
fork was fine at lower speeds, but during the 
descent, my vision blurs, and my head and 
hands begin to hurt. Then my rear tire goes 
flat. A pinch flat on 42 mm tires! Clearly, 
the road here is rougher than the ones we 
usually ride, which may help explain why the 
Litespeed’s fork feels so harsh.

As I roll to a stop, I realize that I don’t have 
a spare tube. I haven’t put a bag on the Li-
tespeed, because I figured that between Mark 
and me, two tubes would be more than suf-
ficient. Both are in the Mark’s underseat bag. 
A little while ago, we had talked about how, 
on group rides like the five-rider Flèche, there 
is no need to carry five pumps and ten spare 
tubes, when the entire team is riding on similar 
tires. Carrying two pumps would be plenty, 
even in the unlikely event that one failed. 

Except that today, I am carrying the pump, 
but Mark has the tubes. And since I am bring-
ing up the rear of our group, my friends haven’t 
noticed my stopping. Of course, this isn’t a 
fault of the bike. I’ve just exposed a glaring 
hole in my theory about sharing spares on 
group rides: Riders don’t always stay together.

I don’t know how far this downhill contin-
ues. If my friends descend for ten kilometers 
(six miles) or more before noticing my absence, 
it might be an hour before they return. Worse, 
they might wait for me at the bottom of the 
hill! I shoulder my bike again and start hiking 

down the trail. I haven’t gone far when I hear 
voices, and then Hahn, Mark, Steve and Ryan 
come back up the road. A warm feeling comes 
from somewhere near my heart: My friends 
have realized so quickly that I no longer was 
with them. 

The snake-bitten tube is replaced quickly, 
but seating tires has become a lot harder with 
the arrival of tubeless-ready rims, even with 
thin and slippery tape for tubeless rims. (Nev-
er use old-fashioned cloth tape with tubeless-
ready rims, as it's too thick and rough for the 
tire bead to slip into place!) I have to inflate 
the tire to 3.1 bar (45 psi) until it jumps into 
place with a loud pop. Then I let out air until 
I am back to “gravel pressure” (2.2 bar/32 psi), 
and we continue. 

The rough roads are taking their toll: Steve 
is next to pinch-flat, and while he replaces his 
tube, we scout a pleasant lunch spot on a little 
ridge. We sit in the grass, enjoy the panoramic 
view, and eat our sparse meal. Ryan, whose 
bike is equipped with a handlebar bag, gra-
ciously has carried two bars of chocolate and 
a Clif Bar for me. It’s enough to replace the 
calories I’ve burned, but I recall with longing 
the picnic our Japanese friends prepared for 
Hahn and me on Jikkoku Pass.4

As we eat, we look over the Litespeed lying 
in the grass next to us. The brushed titanium 
finish shimmers in the sunlight. The welds 
are small and even. The tan sidewalls of the 
tires nicely complement the warm titanium 
color. It’s nice that the frame is designed to 

Colorado than Washington, and I am enjoying 
the change of scenery. I am also enjoying the 
Litespeed. Today’s outing is what I imagine its 
owners will do: An all-day ride with friends on 
a sunny day. No need for fenders or lights, nor 
do we carry clothes for night-time temperature 
changes. A set of leg and arm warmers, plus a 
lightweight rain jacket, are all we’ll need, even 
though we are heading up to 1600 m (5200 ft) 
elevation. At 7/10ths effort, the Litespeed lets 
me fall into an easy spin. Apart from some 
washboard, our gravel road is quite passable, 
and the Litespeed handles it fine. It still feels 
like a good road bike, only the "road" has 
changed a bit. 

The road has been climbing gently since the 
start, but now it’s getting steeper and rougher. 
At first, we just power over the steep bits. The 
Litespeed’s precise handling is on my side as 
I weave my way between football-sized rocks 
that litter the road. Thanks to its relatively low 
trail and moderate wheel flop, the T5g doesn’t 
try to veer off to the side like high-trail bikes 
tend to do at low speeds. Yet the small 650B 
wheels give the bike an agile feel. When I later 
try the bike with 40 - 622 mm (700C) tires, 

Push or carry? Jan 
prefers the former, 
Ryan the latter. The 
Litespeed's light 
weight helps when 
portaging the bike.

Read the full review in 
Bicycle Quarterly 57.
www.bikequarterly.com
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