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I
t’s no coincidence that these two bikes

have ‘Airy’ names. The common theme

is plane travel and a bike you can easily

fold and part dismantle to put in a suitcase.

When you land the reassembled machine

aims to give its jet-set owner a speedy and

high-tech ride. Air also implies light weight

and neither tips the scales too far. However,

I was looking for a bike that combined

performance with a modicum of practicality,

so mudguards and a carrier were included. 

In what follows, I’ll refer to each bike

mainly by model name: Air-Glide and

Chameleon. Where I talk about Bike-Friday

I’m describing features the Air-Glide shares

with other models from that manufacturer.

Out of the box

The Air-Glide took longer initially to

assemble than the Chameleon. In both cases

the bare bike went together reasonably

quickly and easily – accessories took at least

as long again. More about those later.

Packing up again went a bit more quickly

with the Chameleon, largely thanks to the

pr ovision of Delsey’s ‘The biggest suitcase in

the world’, measuring 75x65x31cm.

Air nimal offer an alternative smaller case

that requires a bit more dismantling. 

The Air-Glide came in a Carlton case

measuring 78x57x26cm, also containing a

bolt-on trailer chassis so you can tow it

behind the bike to your first night’s hotel.

(Last time we tested a Bike Friday I

discounted the suggestion to tour with this

trailer, since it drums like an army band and

drags like a sea anchor!)

Of course these bikes are not just about

flying. Various bags are also available, as

may be more appropriate to train, coach or

car transport. Both bikes can be dismantled

as little as necessary to jump through the

various hoops erected by the operators of

such conveyances. A variety of bags is

available from their suppliers and third

parties, or you could sew up your own

super lightweight cover. It’ s difficult to

summarise, but expect to pay anything from

£50 to £100 extra. The prices I give for

these bikes do not include the suitcases they

arrived in – just assume they’d cost a bit

more. 

Both bikes have a ‘first fold’ that merely

entails tucking the back end under. Bike-

Friday’s fold is slightly skewed, so the rear

wheel ends up alongside the front. The

Chameleon folds straight, so you have to

take the front wheel out and be in top gear.

But the Air-Glide has a little screw to fiddle

with so it’s even-stevens so far.

The bikes are still a bit cumbersome, so

generally you’ll want to remove the Air-

Glide’s seat beam, which requires an allen

key and a hard pull, and to fold the

Chameleon’s seat mast – no tools needed

but you must also remove the seatpost,

which can be reinserted from behind. Still a

draw: with one loose item each and the Air-

Glide slightly smaller. This’ll be enough to

put either in a car boot or a large bag. To

satisfy the French railway regulation size for

a bagged bike (120x90x30cm) you’ll also

need to remove (quick-release on Bike-

Friday) or rotate (allen-key on either) the

handlebar stem. Note that both bikes still

have their rear carrier and mudguard in-situ

– not possible on a bagged ‘cumbersome’ –

and it’s a good thing too, as they’re a pain

to remove!

But to fit any of the bags or cases

purpose-made for these bikes, you’ll have to

get your hands dirty and fiddle with a lot of

little loose screws. (Actually the Air-Glide’s

carrier already prevents the first fold from

going as far as it might.) Wheels must also

come out, pedals too, though Avon Valley

Cyclery sent some neat ones by MKS that

are truly quick-release. The Chameleon
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comes with a handy quick-release chain

keeper.

Finally you may have to separate

handlebar and stem. That’s easy on the Air-

Glide: loosen two stem screws and the bar

splits out in two parts. So far we’ve not

even removed the Chameleon stem from it’s

fork. With good reason: this liberates a

(thr eadless) headset, so be careful or you’ll

scatter sundry bearing parts all over the

floor! Ours could be restrained only loosely

by a rubber band around the steerer (lets it

jiggle about so external grit shakes into the

bearing), but Airnimal sometimes provide a

holding collar above the headset that keeps

everything tight. That should be standard.

If, like us, you do not have this extra collar,

remember to slacken the headset adjusting

collar before reassembly, otherwise you’ll

pull it fur ther inward every time until

eventually it fractures. 

Ultimately, Bike-Friday’s Air-Glide can be

made smallest, thanks to smaller wheels and

that handlebar. It also saves a bit of time by

needing only one size of allen key and fewer

loose screws, although the brake cables get

up to mischief in transit if left released.

Air nimal’s Chameleon goes quite small

enough and (apart fr om the headset)

behaves itself in transit. In fact the frame

and fork can be put a bag that’ll pass as

carry-on luggage, so only the wheels etc are

subjected to the tender mercies of baggage

handling. Well, that’s how it was until

September 11th. Nowadays it’s less likely

you’ll be allowed to bring something so

much like a collapsible bazooka into the

cabin.

These bikes are also ideal for all other

forms of transport, with or without the

suitcase. Either bike can be bagged to a size

that’ll go through the Eurostar X-ray

machine and carried with you right onto the

train. But remember that neither of these

are commuter folders. They’re high

performance bikes for when cycling is the

main purpose of the journey. In the railway

station grand prix, you’ll not see the man

on the Brompton again until you’re both

several miles down the road.

The ride

Both bikes are quick, but Airnimal’s

Chameleon felt quicker. It has slightly

bigger wheels, is a pound lighter and might

be a bit more aerodynamic – who knows.

Most adults should be able to obtain a

perfect position on either machine, thanks

to the choice of frames and stem sizes, plus

all the adjustability designed into these

bikes. Both were supplied set up just right

for me, which was unfortunately a bit short

for Greg, who did most of the riding. 

Greg (and I) found the Air-Glide initially

a little unstable or twitchy but soon got

used to it, even when riding out of the

saddle. No doubt this was a small wheels

effect, but he found these ‘easier to thread

through traffic and they enabled the bike to

slot neatly into the train vestibule’. The

Chameleon, with wheels 25% bigger,

exhibited proportionally similar effects:

‘initially more stable, also light and

manoeuvrable, with good acceleration, yet

seeming to hold a high speed better,’ said

Greg.

In addition to his long commute, Greg

took the Air-Glide on ‘the fast club run, 50

miles and kept up, though sheer speed was

not as great as a racer as the high gears

were just not there. It was light, so easy to

climb, with very good acceleration and

change of pace.’ Commuting, he never quite

equalled his usual time. However, it could

have been headwinds, lack of toeclips…

The Chameleon got Greg to work right

on time and finished ‘in the break’ on a

100km audax. He said it felt very fast

too, ‘though again, for me, not really

high enough gears; I was often in top

and spinning.’

Whereas many folding bike designs

push their little wheels closer together,

both of these keep their road contact

points in the same usual places relative

to your bike contact points. So they

feel right – pretty much like a big-

wheeled bike once you’re accustomed

to the smaller gyro-stabiliser in front.

Another common factor is rear

suspension. With small wheels it’s a good

idea so as to cushion the bumps. That’s no

help in front though, except that the Air-

Glide’s springy handlebar mast absorbs a

With a little work,both the Air-Glide and the Chameleon will fold
and come apart sufficient to fit into a suitcase, which makes
them especially suitable for air travel. The little wheel on top of
the bubble wrap (above) belongs to the Bike-Friday’s suitcase-
trailer, which can be towed behind the bike

The Bike-Friday’s
back wheel folds
under and slightly
to one side

On the Chameleon
you need to take
the front wheel out
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fair bit of shock, and the Chameleon’s

carbon fork helps a bit – though not as

much as I’ve been led to expect.

On the Air-glide a springy titanium beam

supports the saddle; on the Chameleon we

get an elastomer sprung unified rear

triangle. Again we felt the Chameleon

scored slightly better, with a bit less bobbing

and up to 25mm travel without variation in

saddle to pedal distance.

The way the Chameleon integrates

suspension and folding is a bit like the

Brompton, but thanks to a neat catch, the

back end stays put when you pick up the

bike. Instead the seat mast sometimes folds

– its quick-release needs more grip. We also

noticed some creaking when riding, from

this area apparently. It reduced as things

bedded in so we didn’t worry about it.

Frames and forks

One steel with titanium, the other alloy and

carbon. The first I expect to last longer, but

the second is clearly lighter – and how long

do you need it to last? The Air-Glide was

made a bit more accurately. The rear

dropouts of the Chameleon had to be

sprung 4mm to get the wheel in and the

carrier eyes were full of paint. Speaking of

carrier eyes, dropouts and durability, the

former pierce an already very thin part of

the latter. I’ve suggested an alternative

arrangement that Airnimal are considering. 

The Air-Glide is designed with a lot more

clearance. Fit full-size V-brakes and you can

use any tyre at all, whereas the Chameleon

is built around the restrictions imposed by a

short-reach racing brake. Tyres over 25mm

can safely be used with mudguards only if

these are mounted unconventionally – not

to pass under the brake or frame. Note that

it can also be supplied with an alloy fork

that has a tad more clearance (I am told)

and mountings for a low-load carrier and

’guards.

A design fault shared by both frames is

cable routing. Both have pointlessly short

runs of bare cable under the main tube, so

there’s a cluster of up-turned cable casing

ends, waiting to receive a helping of wet grit

from the front tyre. As the mudguards

didn’t arrive in time for the Air-Glide’s first

outing, its cables duly received a dose of

road salt. Over the next few days this

proceeded to gum up its rear indexing. Even

with mudguards, upturned casings are a

disaster in our climate – not that different

to Washington State I believe (home of

Bike-Friday), so I’m surprised. A re-design is

in order, but for existing bikes I’d

recommend the Transfil sealed cable system.

Greg noticed you don’t get many places

to put a bottle, because of the folding, and

none are really handy. It’s particularly true

of the Air-Glide – the bottle hits the beam

on exit. On the aesthetics front Greg

thought the Air-Glide looked best, whereas I

preferred the layout of the Chameleon.

Check the photos and choose.

Wheels

They’re small, so they don’t need so many

spokes. The Chameleon’s have a few more

and they’re double-butted – a neat touch is

slightly thicker butting on the highly
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SPECIFICATION

Air nimal Chameleon
£1675,11.2kg, tel:01223 523973,
www.airnimal.net
Frame:Aluminium 7005-T6 alloy frame,carbon
fibre fork, 1 x bottle bosses,mounts for rear
guards and carrier. Alternative alloy fork has front mudguard and carrier mounts.
Wheels:Panaracer 28-520 tyres,14mm Velocity Aerohead rims,28x3 dbss
2.0/1.5mm spokes (2.0/1.8 on rear right side),Shimano Ultegra hubs.Actual
diameter 22.7in.
Transmission:No pedals.Shimano Ultegra throughout,170mm 52/42/30T
crankset,12/13/14/15/17/19/21/23/25T HG70 cassette.27-speed,27-98in range.
Braking: Ultegra short reach dual pivot and STI levers.
Steering and seating:Diatech 1 1/8in threadless headset,17cm riser, BBB 10cm
45º stem,44cm anatomic dropped bars.Velo slotted saddle on Kalloy in-line
40cmx27.2mm seatpost.
Accessories(included in weight & price):Bor Yueh adjustable alloy rear carrier,
laminated plastic mudguards.

Bike-Friday Air-Glide
£2038,11.7kg,tel: 01225 442442,
www.bikeshop.co.uk, www.bikefriday.com
Frame:Cromoly steel frame and fork, titanium
seat beam,2 x bottle bosses (one doubles as
mudguard mount),mounts for front and rear carriers.
Wheels:Continental Grand Prix 28-406 tyres,12mm Sun M14A rims,24x2 pgss
2.0mm spokes,Shimano Ultegra hubs.Actual diameter:18.2in.
Transmission:No pedals.Shimano Ultegra throughout,170mm crankset,
56/48/39T (various) rings,11/12/13/14/15/17/19/21/23T cassette.27-speed,30-
93in range.
Braking:Tektro Mini-V with Travel-Agents by Shimano Ultegra STI levers.
Steering and seating:Bike Friday 1 1/8in threaded headset,extending stem,
42cm 3T Prima anatomic dropped bar. Bodyfit grooved saddle on American Classic
25cmx27.2mm seatpost.
Accessories(included in weight & price):Bike Friday Easy-pack flat carrier, fibre-
reinforced mudguards.

(Far left and left) Both bikes have big chainrings to help offset
the gearing reduction of the small wheels
(Above) Road bike sidepulls on the Chameleon limit tyres to
25mm if you want to use a mudguard
(Right) MKS quick-release pedals were fitted to the Air-Glide
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tensioned right side of the rear wheel – so I’d expect better service. I guess

butted spokes don’t come short enough for 406. Similar section tyres are

fitted, with a great range of alternatives in 406 – mostly fatter – and a

limited but useful range in Chameleon’s rare 520 diameter. I’d worr y

about long term availability; at present no European brand has anything

in this size, but maybe things will improve. We do need something to

standardise on between 406 (BMX) and 559 (MTB) and 520 could be it –

that or 507 (24in MTB). 

Components

Stupidly large for most purposes, road chainsets make sense on smaller

wheeled bikes. Bike-Friday fit an eclectic trio of even bigger rings onto a

double crankset using extra-long bolts. With an 11T sprocket they still

don’t quite equal the Chameleon’s range, which extends a bit further both

ways. Of course you can have the bike assembled with different cassettes

at no extra cost, but wheels closer to ‘normal’ size provide more scope for

such variations. (The same number of teeth difference between bigger

chainrings makes a smaller percentage difference in gear size.)

Brakes worked fine on both bikes. Well, what do you expect, this is

rather nice equipment. My only niggle is cable routes – see above. And I

view Travel Agents as a necessary evil. These would be better fitted at the

handlebar.

Accessories

If you remove the wheels and seatpost and turn the bars, a full-size racing

or mountain bike fits in a bag or box that you can put on a bus, train or

’plane. Only when you have mudguards and carriers to contend with does

packing a bike become problematic. Look at all the design effort that has

gone into making each these bikes fold, separate and pack away easily

and then look at the mudguards and carriers. Humph! 

You doubt the necessity of mudguards? See my notes on cables. Bike-

Friday make some effort to streamline these accessories, with fewer points

of attachment, but they still look like afterthoughts, tacked on by a junior

draughtsman after the chief designer had gone home for tea. The front

guard is most awkward to fit – we had to find an extra screw – while the

rear loses you a bottle cage and the carrier unnecessarily fouls the first

fold. And although the carrier packs flat, it consequently has a load of

little screws to tighten.

The Chameleon’s standard lightweight guards and rack work well

enough, except for the front guard. This simply would not fit as supplied,

under the front fork. It seems these forks vary a bit and I am rather keen

on clearance (too many letters from face-plant sufferers!). In any event,

since the mudguard has to be removed with the wheel, even for the first

level of folding, an externally fitted, quick-release guard is essential. I

rigged up a workable solution with tool-clips etc and gave Airnimal a few

ideas for something more engineered. Expect improvements in that

department on future models.

Conclusion

It looks like a clear win for Airnimal’s Chameleon: although it has a few

glitches they’re cureable. Bike-Friday’s Air-Glide nevertheless offers more

adaptability tyre-size-wise and probably will last longer. At that price (due

to import duties) it needs to.

Thanks for lending the bikes to Richard Loke at Airnimal and Richard

Grigsby at Avon Valley Cyclery – UK importers for Bike Friday and also

agents for Airnimal. 
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