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All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.

This book is intended for general informational purposes. It is not a substitute for professional instruction, a riding skills class, formal first aid training, medical advice, the advice of your own doctor, a qualified bike mechanic, or the guidance of land management agencies and the National Weather Service. It does not provide medication advice or doses. Talk with a doctor before you start riding or step up your activity, especially if you have a health condition. Always check current forecasts, conditions, and regulations, follow the rules of the land you visit, and use your own judgment.




Dedication


For the riders who walk the hard parts, and the friends who wait at the bottom.






Introduction: The Wrong Gear

The first time I rode a mountain bike on a real trail, I rented one from a shop near a small trail system. I’d ridden bikes around town for most of my life, and I figured a trail was just a bumpier road.

The woman at the counter pointed me toward the easy loop and mentioned a short, steep climb about a mile in. I nodded and didn’t really listen.

The first mile was smooth and rolling, and I loved it. I stayed in a big, hard gear the whole way, because it felt fast. Then the trail turned a corner and went straight up. I stood on the pedals and pushed. Halfway up, the bike had slowed almost to a stop, and only then did I reach for the shifter. I clicked it several times while pushing down as hard as I could. The chain gave a terrible grinding clunk, skipped, and stopped pulling. I stalled, tipped over sideways, and put my foot down a second too late. The pedal swung around and scraped a long red line down my shin.

Nothing broke, on me or the bike. I sat beside the trail for a minute, wiped my shin, and walked the bike to the top. The rest of the loop went fine, and I shifted early on every climb after that, mostly because I never wanted to hear that clunk again.

That small mistake taught me a few things I still use on every ride. Shift before the climb, not halfway up it. Look ahead, so the trail doesn’t surprise you. Listen to the people who know the trail. And walking a section is part of riding. I’m not a fast or fearless rider, and I never will be. But I’ve had a great many good days on a bike since then, and most of them included some walking.


Who This Book Is For

This book is for people who can ride a bike and want to try riding on dirt trails. You might be a hiker who keeps seeing riders roll past, or have a bike in the garage and a trail system near town you’ve never tried.

You don’t need to be young, fast, or brave. You need to be able to ride comfortably on pavement, start and stop smoothly, and use both brakes. If you’re rusty, spend some time on quiet streets and paths first. If you have any health concerns, get a doctor’s okay, as Chapter 8 explains.

If you’re new to trails in general, read Book 1 in this series, Hiking for Beginners, alongside this one. It covers the foundations this book builds on: layers, the Ten Essentials, choosing trails, planning, basic navigation, and trail manners. A bike lets you go farther and faster than you could on foot, and when the bike breaks, you’re on foot again.

I’m not a coach, a mechanic, or a doctor, and this book doesn’t give medical advice. It gives plain guidance built on mainstream sources such as the International Mountain Bicycling Association, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, land agencies, Leave No Trace, and the National Weather Service.



What You’ll Learn

You’ll learn where to start, how trail ratings work, how to choose a bike that fits, and what to know about electric mountain bikes. You’ll learn what to wear and carry, how to set up and check your bike, and the core skills: body position, braking, shifting, looking ahead, cornering, climbing, descending, and rolling over roots and rocks. You’ll learn to fix a flat and a broken chain, estimate a ride’s time and water, build fitness, ride safely around weather, wildlife, and darkness, and share and protect the trail.

Chapter 11 covers what to do when things go wrong. Chapter 12 is a six-ride plan that takes you from a first skills session to an 8-mile ride on beginner singletrack, with distances, climbing, time estimates, and water worked out.



A Word About Gear

Mountain biking has more gear than most activities in this series. The bike industry is very good at making new riders feel they need the newest frame, the most suspension, and a long list of upgrades before they’ve ridden a single trail.

You don’t. A beginner on easy trails needs a bike that fits, with good brakes, a wide range of gears, and everything in sound working order. You can rent that bike for your first rides, as Chapter 2 explains. Add a helmet that fits, gloves, eye protection, water, and a small repair kit, and you’re ready.

What you shouldn’t skip is the helmet and the repair kit. A flat tire four miles from the car is a twenty-minute fix if you carry a pump and a spare tube, and a long walk if you don’t. Chapter 4 sorts out what to carry, and Chapter 7 shows you how to use it.

Spend your money on a helmet that fits and a bike that fits. Spend your attention on judgment.



How to Use This Book

Read Chapters 1 through 6 in order before your first trail ride, since they cover where to ride, the bike, gear, setup, and the core skills. Read Chapter 7 before you need it, and Chapters 8 through 11 before your rides get longer. Chapter 12 is a plan you can follow ride by ride.

The numbers in this book are rough guides. Riders, bikes, trails, and weather vary a great deal. Start below what you think you can do, practice skills on easy ground before you need them on hard ground, and when in doubt about anything medical, ask your doctor.





Chapter 1: Where to Start: Trails, Bike Parks, and Ratings

Mountain biking means riding a bike built for dirt on trails and unpaved roads. It ranges from gentle rides on wide gravel paths to steep, rocky descents that take years to learn. Nearly everyone who rides the hard trails started on easy ones.

The most common mistake beginners make is starting on trails that are too hard, often by following a more experienced friend onto a trail the friend loves. A first ride that’s mostly fear and walking can put people off the sport for good.


Kinds of Trail

Singletrack is about as wide as one bike, winding through the terrain. It’s what most people picture, and it’s the goal of this book.

Doubletrack, often an old road with two wheel tracks, gives you room to choose a line and to pass. Gravel paths and dirt roads are smooth and wide, a fine place to get used to a mountain bike.

Flow trails are built for bikes, with rolling bumps and banked turns, and speed builds quickly on them. Technical trails are rough, with rocks, roots, steep pitches, and drops.



Where to Start

Beginner loops. Many towns have a trail system with a short, easy loop near the parking area. A loop close to the car is ideal, since you can stop whenever you like.

Skills areas. Some trail systems have a small skills area or pump track near the trailhead, with gentle bumps and easy turns. They’re the perfect place to practice the skills in Chapter 6.

Bike parks. Many ski areas run bike parks in summer, often with a lift to carry you up, easy trails, lessons, and rentals. Lift-served trails are mostly descending, which is good practice but can tempt you into more speed than your skills can handle. Ride the easiest trail more than once before trying anything harder.

Lessons and group rides. A lesson from a qualified instructor can teach you more in an afternoon than months on your own, and many clubs and shops run beginner group rides.



Trail Difficulty Ratings

Many trail systems in North America rate trails with symbols like those at ski areas, based on the International Mountain Bicycling Association’s trail difficulty rating system.

White circle: easiest. Wide, smooth, nearly flat, with no obstacles. Many trail systems don’t use it.

Green circle: easy. The usual starting point. IMBA’s guidelines describe a fairly wide trail, gentle grades with only short steeper pitches, and unavoidable obstacles no more than about 2 inches tall.

Blue square: more difficult. Narrower and steeper, with unavoidable obstacles up to about 8 inches tall and features up to about 2 feet high.

Black diamond: very difficult, and double black diamond: extremely difficult. Narrow, steep, rough trails with large obstacles, for skilled and expert riders.

The most important thing to know is that these ratings are relative. IMBA’s guidance says trails should be rated relative to other trails in the region, and that trails will rate differently from region to region. A green trail in one town may feel like a blue somewhere else. Some trail systems use their own ratings, and some don’t rate trails at all.

Treat a rating as a starting point. Read the trail description, check the distance and climbing, and ask at a local bike shop or the land agency. At a new trail system, start one step easier than you would at home.



Are You Ready?

You can ride a bike comfortably, start, stop, and steer smoothly, and look over your shoulder without swerving.

You have a base of activity. Chapter 8 covers fitness. You don’t need to be in great shape for an easy green loop, since you can stop and rest whenever you like.

You’ll start easy, on a short green loop close to home.



Before You Head Out

Before your first ride, check a few things.

An easy green trail or beginner loop chosen, close to the car.

The trail’s rating, distance, and climbing checked, with local advice if you can get it.

A plan to ride at your own pace, not someone else’s.

A doctor’s okay if you have any health concerns.



