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Notice

The information in this book is meant to supplement, not replace, proper road cycling and mountain biking training. Like any sport involving speed, equipment, balance, and environmental factors, cycling poses some inherent risk. The editors and publisher advise readers to take full responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Before practicing the skills described in this book, be sure that your equipment is well-maintained, and do not take risks beyond your experience, aptitude, training, and comfort level.
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Introduction

I admit it: I don’t know much about nutrition. Good cyclists are supposed to study and understand the right way to eat and drink. I manage to get by with just enough knowledge to avoid blowing off the top of my head during rides. But I wasn’t always so ignorant.

A couple of decades ago, in college, I decided that road-racing bikes were irresistibly cool. In order to justify having one, I had to become a road racer. Obviously. I knew that having trick equipment is what really counts in a race. If you had skinnier tires and a lighter bike than the next guy, you would beat his pants off.

My preseason training consisted of riding “really fast” for many miles (up to 3), then stopping to pant. I got my $110 10-speed ready for the season by trading some fool my steel clincher wheels for his tubulars, complete with patched sew-up tires. I traded the padded saddle for a rock-hard nylon jobby that was ounces lighter. Best of all, having access to a machine shop, I drilled that poor bike’s frame and components in places to lighten the bike even more.

The first event of the year was a 25-mile time trial. I was worried about my ability to ride the whole distance, but I had a secret edge: nutrition.

I had just seen (note that this does not mean “read carefully, absorbing the deeper meaning”) an article about carbohydrate loading for distance rides in Bicycling magazine. With the rapidly scanned carbo article and all the drilling in my dropouts, I would really stick it to those guys with the big legs and worn-out jerseys. I got up early on the morning of the time trial and broke out a box of pancake mix. I’d never actually made pancakes, but after a few false starts, they gleamed darkly—and smoked slightly—on my plate. I poured on the syrup (lots of carbos), crammed in the whole mess, and washed it down with double-strength orange drink.

The cyclists met at the local bike shop before riding out to the course. This so-called warmup was long—at least 4 miles—and I had a hard time keeping up. I was feeling, well, loaded. I began to worry. I still had 25 miles ahead of me.

When it was my time to motor through the time trial, I sprinted off and rode incredibly fast—for about 5 minutes. Then I started feeling, shall we say, poorly. I fought against burning muscles and failing will, praying that the carbos would load up my muscles with energy soon. Very soon. By the time I got to the turnaround, 12.5 miles out—farther than I had ridden that year, incidentally—I was crawling along in a low gear, breathing like a locomotive, sweating buckets, turning several shades of green.

As I banked into the U-turn—right in front of the hundreds of gorgeous female onlookers that always came out to cheer for the local time trial—the carbos came home to roost. My turn became a death spiral, and I fell onto my side, twitching helplessly. Ra-a-a-alph! A vitreous cone of whole wheat with lots and lots of syrup hit the pavement, a monument to nutritional philosophy gone horribly wrong.

Eventually, I got to my wobbly feet and oozed back onto my oh-so-trick bicycle. A few miles down the road, as the cooling breeze dried my sweat, I began to feel better. Soon, I was skimming along at a fairly respectable speed. Not only did I finish, but I placed second from the last, beating a 72-year-old man. I owe it all to carbo unloading for my amazing finish.

That experience put me off one-shot dietary experiments forever. I knew I’d ride better if I dedicated some time to understanding the nuances of cycling nutrition, but where, I wondered, could I get all of the essential info in one handy place?

John Olsen

Contributing Editor

Bicycling and Mountain Bike Magazines
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Essentials of Great Nutrition

This book explores many facets of sound nutrition for cyclists. Before getting into the specifics, here’s an overview of essential concepts and core advice. This will be helpful if you’ve become confused by conflicting information. In fact, if you’re not feeling uncertain about what to eat and drink for peak performance, it’s probably because you haven’t been trying to figure it out. After all, cyclists are regularly bombarded with claims (sometimes contradictory) that certain foods or diets will help them live longer, lose weight, look younger, and, of course, ride better.

If you’re tired of feeling perplexed—and perhaps bouncing from one food fad to another, only to learn the hard way that radical eating plans, magic ingredients, and expensive supplements don’t work—this chapter is for you. It lays the foundation for what you need to know about eating for good health and better cycling.

Fuel Number One: Carbohydrate

If you had a plate of pasta for every article written about carbohydrate, you could start your own Italian restaurant. There’s a good reason, however, why sports nutritionists hype carbo: It’s your best fuel.

Essentially, carbohydrate is sugar. Simple carbohydrate is a single or double sugar molecule—usually glucose, fructose, galactose, sucrose, or lactose. These are found in nutritious foods (fruits, for instance) as well as less healthful fare such as candy. Complex carbohydrate is a long chain of simple sugars and is often called a starch. Potatoes and pasta are good examples.

When you eat carbo, it’s broken down and converted to blood glucose, the body’s main fuel and the only type that can feed the brain. Glucose that is not immediately used for energy is stored in the muscles and liver as glycogen and is used later for fuel. If these storage spots are full, the glucose is converted to fat.

Carbohydrate is a better cycling fuel than protein or fat. Although stored protein can be converted to energy when glucose and glycogen become depleted, the process is inefficient. Stored fat can also be a fuel source, but it can’t be converted to energy in the absence of glucose. This is why you need carbohydrate. Not only does a diet that’s high in fat and protein carry more calories and adverse health effects, it does a poorer job of providing energy for cycling.

During and immediately after a hard effort, simple and complex carbo is equally effective as fuel. But in your general diet, it’s best to emphasize the complex type, which promotes significantly greater glycogen synthesis and offers vitamins, minerals, and fiber along with the energy.

Overall, nutritionists recommend that at least 60 percent of your calories come from carbohydrate. For cyclists and other aerobic athletes, 65 percent is better. Food packages list carbo content as a percentage of daily calories, making this fairly simple to track. To help, here’s a formula that enables you to estimate the number of carbo grams you need to account for 65 percent of your diet.

First, determine your total calorie requirement by multiplying your weight by 15. To this number, add 10 calories (for men) or 8 calories (for women) for each minute of cycling you do a day. The total is roughly the number of daily calories you need to maintain your weight. (To lose weight, consume 500 fewer calories each day. You’ll lose at a safe rate of 1 pound per week.)

For example, a 150-pound man who does a 1-hour training ride would figure as follows: 150 × 15 = 2,250 calories + 600 calories (60 minutes × 10 calories) = 2,850 total calories. For this rider, 65 percent of total calories amounts to about 1,850. This is the number of carbo calories he should eat daily. Because carbo has 4 calories per gram, he can divide 1,850 by 4 to determine that he needs about 460 grams of carbo a day. (2,850 total calories × 0.65 = 1,852.5 carbo calories ÷ 4 = 463 grams of carbohydrate.)

Beyond the math, the point is that you should increase your intake of whole-grain breads, fat-free dairy products, cereals, pasta, rice, potatoes, vegetables, fruits, and juices. At the same time, keep your total daily calorie consumption at the right level by decreasing your intake of fat and protein as found in meat, cheese, whole dairy products, and snack foods.

Endurance Eating

No matter how well-trained you are, your endurance is limited by one thing: the depletion of stored glycogen. When this happens, you become light-headed, dizzy, and fatigued. In cycling, it’s called bonking. Fortunately, it isn’t inevitable. There are ways to increase glycogen stores and prolong performance.

The best way is through training. Well-conditioned muscles can store 20 to 50 percent more glycogen than untrained ones. To take advantage of this expanded capacity, you need to eat plenty of carbo calories every day. Successive days of low intake can lead to a condition called training glycogen depletion, characterized by fatigue and lackluster performance.

For several days before an important event, pack your muscles with glycogen by reducing your riding and increasing your intake of carbohydrate to as much as 75 percent of total calories. By making more glycogen available to your muscles—and using less—you’ll top off your tank for the big ride. If you have trouble consuming enough food to get all the carbohydrate you need, try a concentrated sports drink known as a carbo loader, which can supply more than 200 grams of carbohydrate per serving.

Drink for Energy

Even the world’s strongest cyclist would run out of gas if he didn’t refuel while riding. The reason is simple. Early in a ride, almost all of your energy comes from stored muscle glycogen. But as your glycogen levels decline, you rely more on blood glucose for fuel. To continue riding, you need to keep these sugar levels high.

One way to do this is with a sports drink. If a drink contains too much carbohydrate, however, it bogs down in the stomach and takes too long to reach the bloodstream, resulting in dehydration and possibly nausea. The most effective drinks contain just enough carbohydrate (5 to 7 percent) to empty into the bloodstream quickly, extending performance without interfering with hydration.

Some cyclists can drink fruit juice (perhaps diluted with water) or use commercial drinks with high (up to 25 percent) carbo concentrations without problems. The benefit is a bigger dose of energy per bottle. When preparing a drink, you may want to try different concentrations to find the strongest one that causes no problems. Of course, experiment during training rides, not in important events.

To be effective, a sports drink should deliver 40 to 60 grams of carbohydrate per hour. Check the ingredients and consider avoiding products that contain fructose. This is a slow-absorbing sugar that causes stomach distress in some riders. Look instead for sucrose, glucose, or glucose polymers. The last consists of several glucose molecules linked together. This chain is absorbed quickly as if it were a single molecule, but it breaks up in the bloodstream to give you the benefit of several glucose molecules instead of just one.

For rides lasting much beyond 2½ hours, you’ll also want solid food. There are numerous commercial energy bars to choose from, plus good high-carbo foods such as bagels, bananas, or dried fruit. Unlike drinks, these choices do not enhance hydration. So drink plenty of water with them.

Fuel Number Two: Fat

Next to carbohydrate, fat is your body’s best fuel. It’s particularly useful on long, steady rides when intensity is low. But don’t assume that this gives you license to eat all the ice cream and french fries you want.

True, body fat is important for storing vitamins and providing insulation. But in excess, it’s one of the biggest health risks imaginable. It increases susceptibility to heart disease, high blood pressure, certain cancers, and diabetes.

Most people have plenty of stored fat, and in fact, many have too much. While people can store only limited amounts of glycogen, they can stockpile unlimited fat. Remember, though, that fat can be burned only in the presence of glucose. For these reasons, what people need is more carbohydrate, not more fat.

Any kind of food can turn into body fat if you eat too much. But not surprisingly, the most likely source for body fat is dietary fat. Compared with protein and carbohydrate, dietary fat has more than twice as many calories (9 per gram rather than 4), and it appears to be stored more readily.

For optimal health and performance, nutritionists recommend that you derive no more than 30 percent of your total calories from fat, and no more than 10 percent from the saturated fats found primarily in animal products. The remainder should be the unsaturated form that comes from vegetable oils, nuts, and grains.

One way to ensure a low fat intake is to check nutrition labels and select foods with less than 3 grams of fat per 100 calories. If this information isn’t plainly listed, you can calculate the fat percentage this way.

Look on the label for the grams of fat per serving. Multiply this number by 9, then divide the result by the calories per serving. The result is the percentage of calories from fat. For example, 1 ounce of processed cheese spread has 80 calories and 6 grams of fat. So, 6 grams of fat × 9 calories per gram of fat = 54 fat calories. Fifty-four ÷ 80 (total calories) = 67.5 percent calories from fat. (To figure a food’s percentage of calories from carbohydrate or protein, multiply the number of grams by 4 instead of 9. Then divide by total calories.)

Trim fat from your diet by reducing your intake of animal foods. When you do consume them, select lean cuts of meat, skinless poultry, and fat-free dairy products. Also, cut down on butter and margarine, salad dressings, and hydrogenated and tropical oils (prevalent in many baked goods).

Interestingly, the fitter you are, the better you burn fat. A well-trained body is capable of delivering more oxygen into the muscles, thus increasing the rate of fat metabolism and sparing some glycogen stores.

Fuel Number Three: Protein

Cyclists do require more protein than sedentary people. But this doesn’t mean you have to increase your protein intake. In fact, you’re probably already getting more than you need.

One reason cyclists need extra protein is for fuel. Once muscles have depleted their primary energy source (carbohydrate), they begin using protein as well as fat. According to researcher Michael J. Zackin, Ph.D., of the University of Massachusetts Medical School, “Protein can be a small but significant source of energy—about 5 to 10 percent of total energy needs. Protein calories become increasingly important in carbohydrate-depleted states. If you train more than an hour a day and begin to deplete glycogen stores, you become increasingly dependent on body protein for energy.”

Though results vary widely, Dr. Zackin says cycling may raise your protein requirements 20 to 90 percent beyond U.S. Recommended Dietary Allowances. The Recommended Dietary Allowance, or RDA, is 0.363 gram of protein per pound of body weight. For a 150-pound man, this is about 54 grams per day. For a 120-pound woman, it’s about 43 grams. Add the 20 to 90 percent and the male cyclist’s daily protein need rises to 65 to 103 grams, the woman’s to 52 to 82 grams.

That may seem like a lot, but most active people are already at these levels or beyond. This was illustrated in a study of eight highly trained women cyclists. Though their diets fell short of recommended values for several nutrients, their protein intakes were 145 percent of the RDA. High protein levels simply aren’t hard to reach. For instance, 3 ounces of meat, fish, or poultry contain 21 grams. A cup of beans has 14 grams, 3 tablespoons of peanut butter have 12 grams, and a cup of fat-free milk contains 9 grams. All of this adds up quickly. In fact, the average American consumes 100 grams of protein per day.

So unless you’re a strict vegetarian or chronic dieter, you probably don’t need to increase your protein intake. Instead, worry about where your protein comes from. The best sources are low in fat and include a healthy dose of complex carbohydrate. Muscles are built by work, not extra protein, and work is best fueled by carbohydrate.

Some low-fat, high-protein choices include whole grains, beans, vegetables, fish, skinless poultry, soy products, lean cuts of meat, and fat-free dairy products. Even vegetarians can get plenty of high-quality protein with a varied diet combining grains, legumes, nuts, seeds, vegetables, dairy products, and eggs.

Overall, nutritionists say that about 15 percent of your diet should be protein calories. But don’t sweat it—this is one nutrition goal you’ll reach without even trying.

Amino Acid Supplements

Protein helps build muscle tissue, and protein is nothing more than a strand of amino acids. This is why many athletes take amino acid supplements. The theory is that by augmenting your diet with pills or powders, you’ll build muscle. In reality, though, this doesn’t work.

Because most people get more than enough protein in their diets, few have amino acid deficiencies. Any excess, whether it comes from food or heavily hyped supplements, is burned inefficiently as a fuel or turned into fat, not muscle. In great excess, amino acid supplements can even lead to dehydration, calcium loss, and liver or kidney damage.

Even if extra amino acids were beneficial, the best way to get them isn’t through pills or powders. Like vitamins, the best way is through food. In fact, on an average day, most people ingest tens of thousands of milligrams of amino acids.

“Most supplements provide 200 to 500 mg of amino acids per pill, while an ounce of chicken supplies 7,000 mg,” says Ellen Coleman, R.D., coauthor of The Ultimate Sports Nutrition Handbook. She notes that chicken also supplies other essential nutrients. In addition, getting the same amount of amino acids from supplements as you would from an ounce of chicken might cost as much as 20 times more.

Vitamins and Minerals

It’s much the same for vitamin and mineral supplements. As with amino acids, you almost certainly get everything you need if you’re eating a well-balanced diet. According to Coleman, “As a cyclist, your vitamin and mineral requirements are no greater than those of a sedentary person. Remember, vitamins do not provide a direct source of energy. Their only purpose is to help people with nutritional deficiencies stemming from poor diets.”

No research has found that taking supplements improves performance in well-nourished cyclists. On the other hand, some substances can actually accumulate in the body to dangerous levels if taken in large quantities. Too much niacin, for example, can cause rashes, nausea, and diarrhea. It can also interfere with the body’s ability to burn fat for fuel. This forces you to use glycogen at a faster rate, which makes you fatigue quicker during a ride.

At about a dime per dose, a daily multivitamin/mineral supplement is often viewed as cheap insurance, so go ahead if you want to be sure all bases are covered. But if you’re feeling tired or your performance is slipping, don’t expect supplements to help. The cause is probably over-training or eating too little carbohydrate, not the lack of some vitamin. As Coleman notes
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