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FOREWORD

There are good pains and bad pains. The good pains are the ones you get when you know they’re there because you’re pushing your body hard and digging deep – like the final time trial into Chartes at the 2012 Tour de France, or the closing laps of the Olympic team pursuit final in Beijing. You know your muscles are burning from the lactic acid build-up and your whole body hurts from exhaustion, but it’s almost enjoyable as you’re pushing your limits to get the most out of your performance.

For me, winning the Tour de France or an Olympic gold medal was the endgame at the time, the goal I set out to achieve, but I still remember training around Regent’s Park and Paddington Rec in London as a 14-year-old kid dreaming of making it as a professional cyclist. The burning in my legs felt just the same then as it does now, only a lot less familiar.

Bad pain or injury on the other hand, for a pro-athlete, is our worst nightmare. It puts doubt in your mind, and often it seems there’s no logic to it and many times you don’t understand why it’s happened. Injury can take you away from doing the things you enjoy – like riding your bike – and whichever way you look at it that’s not fun at all. Injury forced me out of the 2013 Giro d’Italia when my knee pain got too much to continue. This frustratingly caused me to miss the chance to go into the 2013 Tour de France with race No. 1 on my back as the defending champion. Injury is no fun.

I’ve learnt over the years to listen to the signs my body is giving me. Learning what I can ignore and what I can push through versus when I should stop has been important to ensure small niggles don’t become bigger injuries. Knowing when to rest, when and where to turn for advice, and who to see for certain treatment has also been invaluable to me. Over the years, I have found out a lot more about my body, and having worked with Matt, I have learned that certain tightness, weakness and discomfort which I’d had at periods over my career in my lower back I shouldn’t have had to put up with and that they could’ve been sorted. They are now. If you do need to seek help, for me it’s about trusting that the person you are seeing can help you. Going with this approach has always worked for me.

I believe in this book, and you’ll find out the best ways to deal with injury and the bad pain you can have on your bike. By reading this book you will be able to short cut some of the information it has taken me years and a career as a pro-cyclist to find out. Feeling strong on the bike and riding pain-free regardless of your level, from amateur to pro, is what we’re all looking for. This book will help you to beat your injuries and prevent them returning, allowing you to slot back into riding your bike as the pain-free cyclist.

See you out on the road.

Sir Bradley Wiggins

FOUR-TIME OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALLIST, SEVEN-TIME WORLD CHAMPION AND TOUR DE FRANCE WINNER.
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INTRODUCTION

Every cyclist can talk about the time when it all felt effortless. The time everything clicked and came together. It doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with winning per se but has everything to do with a feeling, an emotion, a state of mind, a connection with cycling that is rare to come by, despite how many thousands of miles you have clocked up on the bike. Cycling Nirvana is winning inside your body, inside your head and the real sweet spot of the sport.

You’ve picked up this book because you know how to ride a bike. As a keen cyclist you’re probably clued up on how important bike fit is and have, no doubt, done your homework on the right bike for you. Cycling injuries, however, are unlikely to have captured your attention in quite the same way. Yet, whether the result of a dramatic crash or just simply overworked muscles or overused joints, a cycling injury can dramatically hinder your performance, and cause significant pain and discomfort leading to unwanted time off the bike. Beating injuries before they take hold is the key to not only unlocking your potential as a cyclist but to enjoying every ride blissfully pain free.

When injuries or discomfort occur, a lot of cyclists simply don’t know what to do. Very few find it easy to understand what their body is telling them, what the cause of their problem is, and most importantly how to address and treat it. Rest? Continue to ride? Struggle on through? It’s these questions which go unanswered, leading to further complications and more harmful injuries, resulting in substantial time off the bike. Worse still, many cyclists see these feelings of discomfort as a natural by-product of bike riding. Not so. Cycling should and can be pain free.

There are more cyclists on Britain’s roads than ever before, with over two million people cycling at least once a week. As enthusiasm for the sport grows, we want to see as many people as possible enjoying their bike rides pain free and heading towards their Cycling Nirvana. That’s why we have written this book. We’ll guide you through, explain what the injuries are, how to spot them and, most importantly, how to treat them in order to get you back on your bike as swiftly as possible.

But this isn’t simply a book about injuries. It’s also your number one tool for maximising your performance as a cyclist. By exploring every aspect of your life as a cyclist, from preparation such as warm-ups and fuelling to recovery, common ailments and more, we’re giving you the ingredients to help you find your Cycling Nirvana – the sweet spot of the sport – and become a pain-free cyclist. But don’t just take our word for it; we’ve called upon some of the biggest names in world cycling to tell you about the injuries they’ve battled and what they did to overcome them. There really isn’t anyone better to help guide you through the world of cycling injuries than the pros themselves. Look out for their stories and what Cycling Nirvana means to them – it’s a fascinating insight.

The Pain-Free Cyclist is the first and last book any cycling enthusiast will need on all things cycling-health related.


PART 1

PREPARATION

As the old saying goes, fail to prepare then prepare to fail. Preparation is so crucial, especially if you want to make your rides as pain free and enjoyable as possible. Every bike ride, every training session, every sportive, time trial and road race begins with preparation. And if you get it wrong, it will have a knock-on effect and somewhere down the line you’ll pay for it.

Preparation isn’t just about having miles in the legs, it’s about having a general understanding of: bike fit and anatomy; conditioning and training, ensuring that your body is physically capable of the pressures you are placing on it; knowing what to eat and when, in order to maximise your performance and recovery; warming up and preparing the body for the onset of exercise; making sure you’re ready to ride.


CHAPTER 1

SOMETIMES IT IS ABOUT THE BIKE

[image: ]The right bike fit is not about being able to produce the most power; it’s one you can ride 10,000 km on without getting injured.[image: ]

Nathan Haas AUSTRALIAN PRO CYCLIST AND TOUR OF BRITAIN WINNER

While this book is predominantly about the body, not about the bike, there’s no denying that bike fit plays a significant role in the prevention of injuries. While it’s naïve to believe that a proper bike fit instantly guarantees a pain-free ride, if you’re not set up correctly on the bike, you will risk developing injuries, or exacerbating pre-existing aches and pains. It’s not hard to see why – the riding position on the bike is completely unnatural.
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A good fit will help you feel at one with the bike



It’s not just the ungainly position, riding a bike for several hours requires both holding your position for an extended period of time and constant repetition of your pedalling motion. To put it into context, let’s say you spin the pedals 90 times per minute – the average cadence of the majority of cyclists ranges between 80 and 90 rpm. If your Sunday morning ride lasts a couple of hours, that means you’ll spin the pedals nearly 11,000 times. For a 4-hour sportive, your legs will go round over 20,000 times. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that if you’re not sitting comfortably, issues can arise quickly on the bike.

So what can you do?

Well, the simple answer is to go and see a good bike-fitting specialist. True, the cost can seem a little steep (expect to pay around £150-£300, or 250-500 USD), but when you add up the money you’ve spent on a new bike, specialist clothes and the latest gadgets, a bike fit, which can significantly reduce your chances of injury, seems pretty reasonable. These trained professionals take into account not just your unique height, weight and reach ratios, but also your personal injury history, and tailor the bike just for you.

Do-it-yourself bike fit

If you’re not willing to fork out a couple of hundred pounds for a bike fit, then there are some bike fit principles you can easily apply at home to get you started.

Step one: firstly, you need a bike – well a frame more specifically, that isn’t too big or too small. When you’re buying a bike, that’s the priority. It sounds easy enough, but a lot of cyclists get distracted when choosing a frame size, worried more about brand names, gear ratios and the colour, and will end up buying the wrong-sized frame and then forever fight against their own position in a bid to make the bike fit.

Below is a table that gives some general guidelines for what size bike frame you should buy, based on your height.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A BIKE FIT

Alex Howes AMERICAN PRO CYCLIST

▪ ‘Bike fit is very important because injuries can come out of nowhere if you don’t know your fit or don’t have a decent bike fit, it’s as simple as that. You hear of pros sometimes that can’t pee for a while after a stage or it’s painful and stinging to pee, this is not good and bike fit can affect that. If injury doesn’t persuade you to get a good bike fit, the thought of stinging pee or potential erectile dysfunction certainly should.’
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Understand bike basics



Saddle height: At the bottom of your pedal stroke, your knee should be between 80 and 90 per cent fully extended. It should never be fully extended. Find what works for you, as it’s largely dependent of the flexibility within your hamstrings.

Saddle position: When the cranks are horizontal with the ground – a three o’clock position – your knee should be vertically positioned over the pedal spindle. To start with, always set your saddle to horizontal – this is the standard. Avoid changing your saddle tilt, unless you know exactly what you are doing.

Handlebars (width, height and rotation): handlebar width should be roughly equal to shoulder width and height is largely dictated by your preference and comfort. When you purchase your bike, enquire the width that is recommended for you. Generally, the upper arm should be between 80 and 90 degrees to the upper body, which will stabilise the shoulders, minimising hunching, and enable your body to withstand the load that is placed upon it. Provided that saddle height and stem length are correct, your hands should fall naturally on to the hoods, in a neutral handshake position. Rotation of the levers is again down to preference, rotated slightly further forwards for improved aerodynamics, and more upright for improved comfort.

Torso angle: To maximise comfort and take load off the lower back, hamstrings and the neck, your torso should sit between 40 and 50 degrees while seated with hands on the hoods. This more relaxed comfortable position will compromise speed while a lower position (between 30 and 40 degrees) will improve aerodynamics and reduce comfort. The more aerodynamic, the more stress placed on the lower back and the more flexibility needed in your hamstrings.

Cleats: Place the cleat so that it sits under or slightly behind the ball of your foot. The ball of the foot should be positioned over the pedal spindle. The importance of the shoe/pedal interface and proper cleat alignment is so important, as a problem with the positioning of your cleats can have a knock-on effect causing problems further up the body – for example, on your knee or lower back.

▪ ‘You wouldn’t drive a car with the seat right forwards if you are 6 ft tall, just as your wife wouldn’t get in the car after you’ve driven it and leave the seat right back. Getting a good bike fit is key for comfort and avoiding problems.’
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Sir Bradley Wiggins



Pedalling

The key parts of the body involved in the pedal stroke include all the muscles and joints of the legs and the lower back. It’s important these have the appropriate range of motion, muscle length and freedom of movement in order to get optimal transfer of energy from the body into the pedals throughout the pedal stroke. An issue or injury with any of these muscles or joints could create a secondary problem elsewhere. For example, there is good evidence to demonstrate that a lower back issue can create a potential knee problem.

Aim to pedal between 80 and 100 rpm; pedal briskly and the mechanics of propelling the bike will naturally encourage the pedalling action to fall into place. You’ll also start to optimise the use of the power phase from two o’clock to five o’clock (looking at the chain set from the right-hand side); remember, all you are doing from six o’clock to one o’clock is delivering the pedal deftly back to the power phase. Your ankle shouldn’t flex too much and will mostly be flat or with toes slightly pointing downwards at the bottom of each stroke, but this will come naturally and doesn’t need to be focused on as it will be determined by your body’s mechanics and flexibility.


Clip-in pedals

These are a must for an efficient pedalling style. While the pedals will hold the shoe in place, many can be adjusted to allow some lateral float (movement) while pedalling. When buying cycling shoes, the degree of lateral foot movement can vary between 0–12 degrees depending on which brand you go for. Although the amount of lateral float is a personal choice, if you are new to cycling, opt for a shoe with some movement, as it can be altered until a comfortable position is found, or adjusted should an issue arise.



Fixated on the upstroke

Don’t get fixated on the upstroke. Many cyclists work on pulling up, but there’s little research to suggest it’s beneficial to the pedalling stroke. There is some evidence suggesting that forcing the upstroke can actually lead to an increased chance of injury as you begin to use muscles in a slightly unnatural way. Remember, going with what feels natural to you is a good starting point.


SPECIFICS CAN MATTER

Andrew Talansky AMERICAN PRO CYCLIST

▪ ‘I notice if my saddle is off by 1–2mm; if it’s too high, then, when I get off my bike, I am destroyed after the race or, if it’s too low, I can’t put the power out and wonder why I am not going so well. Above all the saddle height is the most important for me.’




CHAPTER 2

CORE STRENGTH: A VITAL COMPONENT

[image: ]Five minutes a day is all I need to keep certain muscles activated and engaged. It’s about knowing and finding out what works for you to keep your body strong on the bike.[image: ]

Dan Martin IRISH PRO CYCLIST AND TOUR DE FRANCE STAGE WINNER
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Core strength helps stability



Once you have a bike that fits and understand some fundamentals of the pedalling action, it’s now a case of building a body to ensure you are stable, strong and primed for action, which will undoubtedly see you on your way to Cycling Nirvana. Of course, aerobic training is a priority for any keen cyclist. But cycling involves the entire body; it’s not just the legs that get the bike moving. A strong core that can withstand the pressures and stresses being placed on it is absolutely critical, not just for boosting your performance but also for preventing injury.

▪ ‘The older you get or the more you ride, the more you have to work on your core,’ says German pro cyclist, Fabian Wegmann. ‘I focus on my posterior chain exercises to keep my glutes and lower back strong, which really helps me on the bike and has really reduced pain in my lower back after a hard stage. It makes no sense to have good strong legs when your upper body and core can’t hold it and control it; it’s a waste of power. Modern cycling means off-the-bike work like strengthening
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