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THE LEGACY OF NOVARA BIKES: A DEEP DIVE INTO
REI'S BELOVED HOUSE BRAND

For decades, outdoor enthusiasts and cycling aficionados alike
have shared a common touchstone: the Novara brand. If you
have spent any time browsing the aisles of REI or traversing the
trails and roads of North America, you have likely encountered
the name Novara. For many, the phrase Novara Bikes Rei is
synonymous with rugged reliability, exceptional value, and the
spirit of adventure. While Novara is no longer in production, its
legacy continues to influence the cycling industry and the way
consumers think about quality versus cost. This article explores
the history, the models, the unique value proposition, and the
enduring impact of Novara bikes within the REI ecosystem.

To understand the importance of Novara, one must first
understand the landscape of the cycling market in the late 20th
and early 21st centuries. Before the boom of direct-to-consumer
brands, purchasing a quality bike often meant visiting a local bike
shop (LBS) and paying a premium for a name brand. REI, the
consumer cooperative known for selling high-end outdoor gear
from Patagonia, The North Face, and others, saw an opportunity.

By creating its own house brand, REI could offer members a bike
that matched the quality of established brands but at a
significantly lower price point by cutting out the middleman.
Thus, Novara was born.

The Genesis of the Novara
Brand

Launched in the mid-1980s, Novara was REl's answer to the
growing demand for specialized cycling equipment. The name
itself evokes a sense of Italian cycling heritage, though the bikes
were designed in the United States and manufactured primarily in
Asia, following the standard practices of the industry at the time.
The core philosophy behind Novara was simple: deliver
exceptional value without sacrificing the features that serious
cyclists demanded.

REI leveraged its massive buying power and direct relationship
with factories to spec Novara bikes with components that were
typically found on bikes costing hundreds of dollars more. This
strategy was a massive success. For REI members, the Novara
line offered a trustworthy gateway into serious cycling. Whether
you were a commuter looking for a reliable hybrid, a weekend
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warrior seeking a rugged mountain bike, or a tourist planning a
cross-country tour, Novara had a model designed for you.

Why "Novara Bikes Rel"
Became a Household
Phrase

There is a distinct reason why the search term Novara Bikes Rei
still generates thousands of queries years after the brand was
discontinued. It comes down to three core pillars: accessibility,
durability, and the REI guarantee.

Accessibility and Value

Novara bikes were incredibly well-positioned in the "sweet spot"
of the market. They were more expensive and higher quality than
department store bikes found at Walmart or Target, but
significantly cheaper than the boutique brands sold in specialized
bike shops. This made them the perfect "step-up" bike for
beginners and a reliable workhorse for experienced cyclists who
didn't want to cry over a scratched frame. The bikes offered a
high level of utility and performance for the price.

Durability and Design

Novara bikes were known for being overbuilt. They weren't
necessarily the lightest bikes on the market, but they were tough.
The frames, particularly on the touring and mountain models,
were built to withstand heavy loads and rough terrain. REl's

design team focused on geoetry that promoted comfort and
stability over pure race performance. This made Novara bikes
ideal for long days in the saddle, whether that was on a gravel
road, a paved bike path, or a singletrack trail.

The REI Guarantee

Perhaps the most compelling reason to buy a Novara was the
backing of REI. As a co-op, REI stood behind its products with a
legendary return policy. For years, this was a 100% satisfaction
guarantee, which gave buyers immense confidence. If you bought
a Novara and didn't love it, you could return it. This safety net
was a massive selling point and solidified the trust in the Novara
Bikes Rei partnership.

A LOOK AT THE ICONIC NOVARA BIKE MODELS

Novara produced a wide range of bikes over its 30+ year
lifespan. While every model had its fans, a few stand out as icons
of the brand. Understanding these models helps explain the
enduring nostalgia for the brand.

Novara Randonee: The
Touring Legend

If any single bike defines the Novara legacy, it is the Randonee.
This was a purpose-built touring bike designed for carrying heavy
loads across long distances. It featured a strong, steel frame
(typically Reynolds 520 or similar chromoly), a relaxed geometry
for comfort, and a plethora of braze-ons for racks and fenders.
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The Randonee was the go-to bike for cyclists planning a cross-
country tour. It was heavy, but it was bombproof. Cyclists loved
the fact that they could load it down with four panniers and a
handlebar bag and still feel stable descending a mountain pass.
The Randonee is still highly sought after on the used market
today.

Novara Safari: The
Adventure Machine

As the cycling industry trended toward adventure and
"bikepacking," Novara released the Safari. This bike was a beast.
It was designed to handle everything from paved roads to rugged
singletrack while carrying camping gear. The Safari typically
featured a burly frame, wider tires for stability, and disc brakes
for stopping power in all conditions. It was the perfect bike for the
cyclist who didn't want to be limited by the road surface. The
Safari represented the peak of Novara's late-stage innovation.

Novara Buzz: The Urban
Commuter

For the daily commuter, the Novara Buzz was a revelation. It was
a simple, functional hybrid bike designed for getting from point A
to point B in comfort. It featured an upright riding position, a
comfortable saddle, and often came stock with fenders and a

rack. The Buzz was the "SUV of bikes" at REI—it was practical,
easy to ride, and required minimal maintenance. It was the bike
that introduced many people to the joy of cycling as a form of
transportation.

Novara Ponderosa: The
Mountain Goat

Mountain bikers were not left out. The Ponderosa was Novara's
hardtail mountain bike. It was a solid performer that could handle
blue and black diamond trails with confidence. While it might not
have had the prestige of a Santa Cruz or a Specialized, the
Ponderosa offered a reliable frame and quality suspension forks
that allowed riders to progress their skills without breaking the
bank.

THE SHIFT IN CYCLING TRENDS AND THE END OF AN
ERA

So, why did REI discontinue a brand that had such a loyal
following? The decision in 2018 to sunset the Novara brand was a
strategic one, driven by several factors in the evolving cycling
market.

e The Rise of Direct-to-Consumer (DTC) Brands: Brands
like Canyon, YT Industries, and even REl's own Co-op Cycles
began to challenge the traditional retail model. These
brands offered high-spec bikes at low prices by selling



directly online.

¢ Consolidation of the Market: The cycling industry saw
massive consolidation. Big players like Trek and Specialized
began to offer entry-level bikes that were increasingly
competitive in price and quality.

e The Co-op Cycles Rebrand: REI decided to rebrand its
entire cycling lineup under the "Co-op Cycles" name. This
unified the brand identity. The Co-op Cycles DRT
(mountain), ADV (gravel/adventure), and CTY (city) lines
were created to replace Novara. This allowed REI to
modernize the branding and cater to specific niches like
gravel riding and plus-size mountain biking.

The transition was bittersweet for long-time fans. The name
"Novara" carried a sense of ruggedness and old-school reliability
that the more modern "Co-op Cycles" branding didn't
immediately capture. However, the goal was the same: provide
excellent value to REI members with the backing of the co-op's
return policy.

THE ENDURING APPEAL OF NOVARA BIKES IN THE
USED MARKET

Despite being discontinued, the search for Novara Bikes Rei
has never truly stopped. In fact, there is a thriving secondary
market for these bikes. Why?

1. Value Proposition: A used Novara bike is one of the best
deals in cycling. You can often find a Randonee or a Safari
for a fraction of the cost of a new touring bike. These bikes

have a cult following.

2. Repairability: Novara bikes were built with standard
components. They are easy to work on, and parts are
readily available. This is a huge plus for DIY mechanics.

3. Steel is Real: There is a resurgence of interest in steel
frames. Cyclists are rediscovering the comfortable,
compliant ride of chromoly steel compared to the
harshness of aluminum or carbon. Novara bikes,
particularly the touring models, are perfect for this revival.

4. Nostalgia: For many cyclists, a Novara was their first
"real" bike. Finding one brings back memories of their first
century ride, their first tour, or their first mountain bike
race.

When buying a used Novara today, it is wise to look for specific
models and years. The later models (2010-2017) often came with
better components like disc brakes and more modern drivetrains.
However, the classic steel models from the 1990s are highly
collectible.

How Novara Changed the
Cycling Industry

The impact of the Novara Bikes Rei collaboration extends
beyond the bikes themselves. It changed the way outdoor
retailers approach private labeling. It proved that a retailer could
successfully compete with established manufacturers by focusing
on value and customer service.
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Novara also helped democratize cycling. By providing a high-
quality, affordable option at a national chain, REI made serious
cycling accessible to a broader audience. People who lived in
areas without a dedicated local bike shop could walk into an REI,
test ride a Novara, and leave with a bike that was ready for
adventure. This was a significant shift in the retail landscape.

Furthermore, the success of Novara forced other retailers to
improve their own house brands. It raised the bar for what
consumers should expect from a mid-range bike. The legacy is
visible today in REIl's Co-op Cycles lineup, which continues the
tradition of offering well-specced bikes at competitive prices.

MAINTAINING AND UPGRADING YOUR NOVARA BIKE

If you own a Novara, or are planning to buy a used one,
maintenance is key. These bikes are durable, but they are getting
older. Here are a few tips:

e Check the Frame: Look for rust or cracks, especially on
steel frames at the weld joints.

e Service the Headset and Bottom Bracket: These are
often overlooked. A simple service can make the bike ride
like new.

* Upgrade the Wheels: Stock wheels on older Novaras
were often heavy. A new set of wheels is the single best

upgrade you can make to improve performance.

e Tires: Modern tires are lighter and faster rolling. Swapping
out old tires for new ones (like Schwalbe Marathons or
Panaracer Gravelkings) can transform the ride feel.

The availability of parts for Novara bikes is excellent. Because
they used standard threading and sizes, you can upgrade the
drivetrain, brakes, and cockpit without any issues. This makes
them a fantastic platform for a custom build.

THE FUTURE OF THE "NOVARA BIKES REI" SEARCH

As time goes on, the search volume for Novara Bikes Rei will
likely remain stable. The brand has achieved a sort of mythical
status in the cycling community. While REI will likely not revive
the Novara name, the bikes themselves will continue to roll
along, serving as a testament to a time when a simple, well-
made, and fairly-priced bike was the ultimate goal.

In an era of increasingly complex and expensive carbon fiber
machines, the humble Novara represents a return to the
fundamentals of cycling: freedom, exploration, and reliability.
Whether you are looking for a first bike for a family member, a
rugged commuter, or a vintage touring machine, the Novara
name is one you can trust. The legacy of the Randonee, the
Safari, and the Buzz lives on every time a cyclist loads up their
panniers



