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FULL GAS = a rider pushing themselves to their maximum abilities.

FOREVER = for all future time; for always.
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INTRODUCTION, ED CLANCY

I RIDE MY BIKE NOW for the same reason I did as a kid and have always done: I love it. Some people I meet think that after a 20-year career in cycling – winning world championships, breaking world records and picking up three Olympic golds – I might have left my bike locked up in the garage forever once I retired. Nothing could be further from the truth. I still love being out on my bike.

Those hours that I spent on the rollers or going round and round a small track at the velodrome or getting soaked through riding in the driving North of England rain haven’t diminished the thrill. I get such a kick out of it, whether it’s gritting my teeth and grinding out every pedal turn on a mountain climb, concentrating on staying vertical on a gnarly, muddy descent in the woods, experiencing the adrenaline rush in a sprint for the finish line or cruising along chatting in the bunch.

Now, as I approach my 40s, I realise there are certain inevitable biological changes that could affect my enjoyment of being out on the bike. I’ve been warned. Bones feel creaky, muscles ache and energy is more quickly sapped. As a professional rider for 20 years who has crashed regularly, trained until I dropped and gone through illness, none of these will be new. The only difference will be experiencing them as a middle-aged guy and all that entails.

I’m lucky enough to still be involved with cycling at many different levels and I know that age is no barrier to not only enjoying being on a bike, but to riding at speed. I’ve attended and ridden in club rides, criterium races, mass-participation sportives and even online races on Zwift, where the over-40s are incredibly well represented and are often among the top riders. Cycling is one of the most suitable and achievable sports for middle-aged men and women, with age having only a minimal effect on performing to high levels.

I believe that training as a cyclist is often overcomplicated. It is just about increasing stamina and power. Whatever your age, there is nothing stopping you improving those elements with simple training programmes. It is also about understanding that fitness is only part of cycling as a sport; there are a host of vital components, such as technique, roadcraft and mental attitude, that can be refined to aid performance. These are not areas confined to the young and can even compensate for any diminishing physical powers.

The Team GB sports psychologist, Dr Steve Peters, once sat me down and said, ‘The facts of life are that the goalposts move, there’s no guarantees, and life is unfair.’ He wasn’t being negative. He meant that you need to accept those things, adapt, prepare and move on. The same is true for mature cyclists. If you are in control of your expectations and limitations, there is no ceiling to what you can achieve.

In my own rides, on the various sportives and events I attend and in my role as Active Travel Commissioner for South Yorkshire, I encounter cyclists of all ages. So often, it is those in their middle years and older who seem to get the most out of the sport. Their attitude, ability and sheer enjoyment in being out on their bikes is inspiring and living proof that we can get fitter and faster even as the years advance. I hope this book gives encouragement, direction and guidance for those aiming to join them.




INTRODUCTION, LEXIE WILLIAMSON

WHAT A TRIP IT’S BEEN since my first tentative club ride. It was a mere 45km but felt like the Maratona to me. I lacked the bike skills to simultaneously drink and pedal; did the slapstick failure to unclip manoeuvre, falling sideways when I came to a stop; and arrived home exhausted, a bit bruised and thirsty.

But we like to suffer, don’t we. So, I went back for more and here we are years later. Now in my 50s, I am a card-carrying Middle-aged Female in Lycra. The rides have got longer, grittier and hillier; the Col du Galibier has been conquered. Teide has been ticked off. The kit box is overflowing and the Specialized shoes were so damn expensive I even lied to myself about how much they cost.

I still make rookie mistakes. I forget to drink (see chapter 12 for tips on remembering) and to eat enough protein (chapter 13 explains how protein requirements soar as we age). I’ve suffered with the classic sore iliotibial band (ITB), a dodgy knee and upper back ache (see chapter 7 for prevention/remedies from our cycling-specialist physios).

I overtrained in lockdown, inexplicably bashing out threshold session after threshold session until a fluttering heartbeat necessitated a trip to the cardiologist. It was a case of athlete’s heart caused by too much coffee and FOMO. The advice was ‘ease off the caffeine and the riding intensity’, which I did, and slowly built the training back up in a more sustainable, civilised manner.

I had basically got overexcited. Which is pretty easy to do if you really, really like cycling and the sun is shining. ‘It’s not an addiction; it’s a passion,’ I explained as I frantically popped gels in back pockets every Sunday morning. ‘I can stop if I want to.’

But we don’t want to stop and nor should we. Even if it takes an hour for the legs to get going these days. Type ‘health benefits of cycling for older adults’ into a search engine and the number of studies claiming it slows the ageing process, boosts mental health and strengthens joints is overwhelming.

A high VO2 max score has been shown to be as crucial an indicator of longevity as balance, visceral fat or grip strength. The chances are that, as a serious amateur cyclist, your VO2 max soars above the average. So, keep doing what you’re doing.

Cycling is one of the few sports where you can genuinely continue to improve as you age. I am surrounded by riders who are testament to that. I scan social media and regularly see cyclists I know are in their 50s or 60s picking up medals, cups and crowns.

But there are challenges. Declining muscle mass, insomnia and those pesky hormones, to name but three. What Ed, I and our experts have done in this book is advise on all these issues, so you don’t just maintain fitness, but push and excel in the face of potential age-related limiting factors. We cover training, nutrition, flexibility, strength, recovery, hormones and more. All presented in easily digestible chunks. Because the chances are you love cycling but are squeezing it into an already packed work and family schedule.

So let us do the heavy lifting (see chapter 3 for techniques to preserve bone density and muscle mass – apologies, I couldn’t resist it), put your feet up, try not to fall asleep and read on.
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