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INTRODUCTION

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In my humble opinion, there are three kinds of people in this world: those who love cycling, those who will love cycling, and those who will never try cycling. Point being, if you spend any time on a bike, you’ll quickly discover its virtues as humankind’s best invention. What else on this earth combines efficient transportation with life-enhancing exercise, joyful and exhilarating fun, and environmental friendliness all in one perfect package? Certainly nothing I can think of.

Cycling is also a true lifetime endeavor. You no doubt remember the sheer glee the first time you got rolling on your own without training wheels. And with any luck you’ll all be riding bikes well into your golden years, that same wide smile across your face. Indeed, studies have shown that cycling improves concentration and memory function, reduces stress, and generally makes you happier and healthier.

But there is much more to riding a bike than what you learned as a kid. Basic skills such as steering, cornering, descending, braking, shifting gears, and even drinking from a water bottle all take practice. Indeed, the more you ride, the better (and faster) cyclist you’ll become. Of course, a few pointers along the way come in handy, too.

That’s where this book comes in. Within the following pages you’ll find explanations detailing such things as how to buy a bike, tips for on-bike fueling, and how to train for your first century ride. There are also pointers on climbing, sprinting, and the all-important art of countersteering. The mental game is covered, too, with advice on how to overcome fear and use the power of positive thinking.

How best to use this book depends a lot on your current status as a cyclist. If you’ve already been riding for a few years, then it’s likely you’re looking for specific pointers. If so, then peruse the table of contents and/or index to search for topics that address your current questions. Maybe you’re trying to decide if you should get a coach (sidebar in Chapter 20). Or perhaps you want to better understand the nuances of riding in a rotating paceline (Chapter 36).

If you are brand new to this wonderful and amazing sport, start at the beginning of this book and work your way through. The sections and chapters follow a logical order that start with the basics, and then dive into more technical topics. Learn how to dial in your on-bike position (Chapter 2), how to dress (Chapter 4), and how best to use your brakes in a variety of situations (Chapter 7). If you run into a word or phrase you don’t know, flip to the glossary in the back of this book.

But before you start flipping the pages, know this: If you are truly committed to becoming a better cyclist, then, like so many things in life, you would do well to set some goals. Whether you are riding for fun, fitness, weight loss, stress relief, or because you want to become the next Chris Froome, having goals will serve as motivation to ride, and ride better.

Finally, if you take nothing else away from this book, please memorize the following list and take its advice to heart, because it covers the 10 things that should be a part of every ride you do.

1.Check your bike: Properly inflate tires, lube chain as needed, and check brakes.

2.Wear a helmet: Always. No matter what. Period.

3.Carry basic tools: At a minimum always carry a spare tube, tire levers, an inflation device, and a small multitool.

4.Bring fuel: Your car needs gas. You need food and drink.

5.Be prepared: If there’s even a remote chance of foul weather, make sure you have the right clothes.

6.Lather up: Skin cancer is not a joke. Wear sunscreen.

7.Bring ID: If something bad does happen, help the first responders by identifying yourself.

8.Pack your phone: Say what you will about smartphones, but they are great for calling for help or navigating when you get lost.

9.Be seen: Even just a basic blinky tail light will help drivers spot you. If you know you’ll be out past dark, outfit your bike accordingly.

10.Have a plan: Know where you are going and how you are getting there.
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Chapter 1

BASICS OF BUYING A BIKE

Before you figure out the perfect on-bike position, before you devise the perfect training plan, and even before you head out for your first ride, you are going to need a bike. While many of the people who pick up this book already have their two-wheel situation sorted out, there are plenty who don’t. Or maybe it’s time for a new bike. Because, hey, who doesn’t love a new bike?

So what is the best strategy for buying a bike? How can you assure the best bang for your buck without sacrificing on-road performance? Well, before you head to your local bike shop (or start perusing the Internet), you need to ask yourself some key questions.

Are your cycling goals modest? Are you simply seeking a comfortable companion that will allow you to spin easy miles and perhaps complete the local century ride? Or are you the more competitive type, with aspirations to race—and even win?

The answers to these questions will go a long way toward determining the type of bike you buy, be it one with a more relaxed “endurance” geometry (think more upright, like riding a Harley), or one that puts you in a low, aggressive position that allows you to cheat the wind at every turn. Either way, there will be dozens of potentially perfect bikes from which to choose.

Nearly all the major bike manufactures (and many of the smaller ones, too) offer an array of bikes to suit a variety of needs and desires. Take Specialized, for instance, which in 2016 had a road bike product line that included the Tarmac (lightweight race bike), Venge (aero race bike), Roubaix (endurance bike), and Diverge (gravel bike), plus specific offerings for track, cyclocross, and time trial. The same could be said of Trek, Giant, Scott, Cannondale, and so on.

Yes, it gets confusing quickly. And that’s why doing research ahead of time is key. Read online product descriptions and product reviews. And, most important of all, know that there isn’t one right answer. There are likely dozens of bikes capable of delivering the fun and performance you are looking for. In the end it might just come down to color. Because if you don’t like the way your bike looks, what’s the point?

Of course you also need to determine your budget. A top-shelf steed such as the Specialized S-Works Tarmac with Shimano Dura-Ace Di2 electronic shifting and lightweight carbon wheels will set you back nearly $10,000, while the basic Tarmac Sport is a more reasonable $2,000. And no matter what your budget, don’t forget to account for the other necessary gear that you may need. Buying a helmet, cycling kit, and basic repair tools to fix a roadside flat can easily slice $200 to $300 from your budget. But all those items (especially the helmet) are every bit as necessary as the bike itself. If you don’t carry the tools to fix a flat when you ride, then it’s a matter of not if but when you will have to walk home or call your significant other for a ride.

Once you have at least a working idea about the type of bike and budget, it’s time to find a local bike shop. I write this knowing full well that some bike buyers will opt to shop online. And that’s fine, too. There are great deals to be had via the consumer-direct channel. Just make sure you have a full understanding of how your online seller will handle things such as warranties and returns. Personally, I prefer face-to-face transactions when it comes to cycling gear, which is why I recommend shopping local.

But don’t just choose any shop. Find one you like, where the salespeople are friendly and willing to answer your questions without bias or attitude. Approach this as the beginning of a long, happy relationship, so don’t go looking solely for the best deal.

Once you start the actual shopping process, remember first and foremost that it’s important to find a bike that fits you. Manufacturers watch each other closely on price and components, especially on lower-priced models, so most of the significant differences between bikes lie in the fit and feel. Test ride at least a couple to find the bike that fits you best, and remember that a few minor adjustments can improve any bike. Like buying a custom suit, an extensive fit session will cost extra. But, the staff at a quality shop will help you with the essentials as a part of the sale. These services include setting the height and fore/aft position of the saddle on your new bike. Many shops will also help you evaluate whether your stem is the correct length, or if the handlebar is the right width and drop for your body type and needs. If you are unfamiliar with any of these cycling terms, please see the glossary located at the back of this book.

Pay closest attention to available size options and frame material. Major bike makers such as Trek, Specialized, and Giant typically offer each model in a number of frame sizes, which translates to a better fit. As for frame material, carbon fiber is the lightest, most expensive, and most common material on the market. If your budget is constrained, don’t be afraid to check out a few aluminum models. It wasn’t all that long ago that most top end bikes utilized alloy frames.

In addition to fit, look at a bike’s components. Prioritize based on the value of key components, placing emphasis on wheels, the rear derailleur, and shifters in that order. If you’re deliberating between two or more bikes (and have some extra time), look up the price for each bike’s key individual components, then do a side-by-side cost analysis. You may find that one option is simply a better overall deal than another.

You’ll also need to decide on preferred drivetrain style, choosing between a triple, double, or even a single ring crankset. Triples provide three chainrings, the smallest giving you easy gears for pedaling uphill, but add weight. Doubles feature two chainrings and work more smoothly, are lighter, and will give you most (but not all) of the same gears as compared with a triple. Single chainring setups serve a more specialized purpose such as criterium racing, time trialing, or off-road touring where simplicity of operation, weight savings, and ease of maintenance are key.

If your budget is around $3,000 or above, an electronic shifting drivetrain may also be an option. These systems replace traditional cable-actuated shifting with battery-powered motors to move the chain from one gear to the next. Most replace the cables with wires, though the SRAM eTap system is wireless.

If you’re bargain hunting, know that most bike shops have storewide sales in March or April. This is a great time to buy, especially if you’re looking for a common frame size (52cm to 58cm). Don’t worry if frame size is a mystery to you; your friendly local shop staff will be happy to help you better understand it. You may also be able to find a discounted bike during the fall sale season, especially if you’re on the tall or short side. Buying a used bike is another great option. Like cars, new bikes quickly lose value, so it’s possible to get a great deal on a bike that’s been ridden for only a season or two. The hitch is that you need to know what you are looking for (and looking at). If you find a bike you’re interested in but aren’t 100 percent sure about, ask a more experienced friend to take a look at it for you. Craigslist and eBay are both great places for the savvy shopper. Some cycling-centric Web sites also have online marketplaces that could be worth a look.

Finally, remember that the most important value is finding a bike that you want to ride, because it doesn’t matter how great a deal you get if the bike ends up collecting dust in the back of your garage.


Chapter 2

FINE-TUNING YOUR ON-BIKE POSITION

You wouldn’t wear shoes that were two sizes too big. You wouldn’t drive a car with the seat so far forward your knees smashed against the steering wheel. And you shouldn’t ride a bike that doesn’t fit you properly. Besides being uncomfortable, an improperly fitted bike can lead to injury.

“What a lot of people may not realize is that you can be on the right size bike, but still not be fitted properly,” explains Todd Carver, a bike fit expert who founded the bike fit company Rëtul and has more than 15 years of bike fitting experience. “Fitting takes you as an individual and looks at how you move on and off the bike. You can be on the best bike but if the saddle is just a centimeter too high you can run into problems.”

Signs of improper bike fit range from uncomfortable pressure or chafing in the saddle area, to neck, shoulder, back, arm, and/or knee pain.

“The number-one mistake people make is compromising,” says professional bike fitter and cycling coach Mat Steinmetz. “If their stem is too long, they’ll try move the saddle forward instead of getting the right stem. But you really shouldn’t compromise one fit coordinate for another.”

It’s also important to understand that there is no absolute answer to what the ideal bike fit is for you. “For almost everyone, there’s an optimal range of what will work,” adds Steinmetz. “But, for example, there is no perfect knee angle. There may be a 10-degree range that will work. So, once you’re within that range, it becomes a process of self selection. Bike fit is a lot of trial and error within a range of norms.”

To get you started on the path to a proper bike fit, start by following these simple position pointers. Remember that if your position needs significant adjustment, make changes little by little over several weeks to avoid shocking your body and possibly causing injury. Finally, keep in mind that these are only basic guidelines. If you go through these steps and are still having issues, it’s time to make an appointment with a professional bike fitter.

Start with the right-size bike: Most bike shops will be equipped with an adjustable-fit bike that will help you narrow down your optimal frame size to one or two choices. Using this device is better than taking a bunch of test rides to figure out your size. For instance, if you don’t like the saddle on a certain bike, it can skew your feelings about the bike in general. The fitting process should net a set of basic fit coordinates that include saddle height, stem length, stack and reach, and saddle fore/aft position. From here you want to choose a bike that fits you best and is set up in its optimal way. That means no giant stack of headset spacers, or a 70mm +/- 20-degree stem flipped upright. Typically the optimal configuration is 0 to 20mm of spacers and 90mm to 120mm stem that’s +/- 6 degrees. Don’t worry if you are unfamiliar with these terms and measurements. A professional bike fitter or the staff at your local bike shop can explain them to you. You can also refer to the book’s glossary.

Arm position: Beware of road rider’s rigor mortis. Keep your elbows bent and relaxed to absorb shock and prevent veering when you hit a bump. Keep your arms in line with your body, not splayed out to the side. This helps you maintain a more aerodynamic (and therefore faster) position.

Upper body/shoulders: Two operative words here: Be still. Imagine the energy wasted by rocking side to side with every pedal stroke on a 50-mile ride. You’re better off using that energy for pumping power to the pedals. Also, beware of creeping forward on the saddle and hunching your back when tired. Shift to a higher gear and stand to pedal periodically to relieve saddle pressure and prevent stiffness in your hips and back.

Head and neck: Don’t be the guy who plows into the rear of a parked car because your head is drooping off the end of your neck. Avoid putting your head down, especially when you’re tired. Instead, periodically tilt your head side to side to stretch and relax the neck muscles.

Hands: With your hands on the handlebar tops, imagine that your fingers are so loose that you could play the piano. A white-knuckle hold on the bar is unnecessary and will produce energy-sapping muscle tension throughout the arms and shoulders. Grasp the drops for descents or high-speed riding, and rest on the brake lever hoods for relaxed cruising. On long climbs hold the top of the bar to sit upright and to open your chest for easier breathing. Change your hand position frequently to prevent finger numbness and upper-body stiffness. When standing, grasp the brake lever hoods lightly, and gently rock the bike side to side in sync with your pedal strokes. Always keep each thumb and a finger closed around the hoods or bar to prevent losing hold should you hit an unexpected bump.

Handlebar: Generally speaking, handlebar width should equal shoulder width. (Bars are commonly available in 38cm, 40cm, 42cm, and 44cm sizes.) If in doubt, err on the side of wider, which will help open your chest for easier breathing. You may also want to experiment with various amounts of drop, which is the distance from the center of the bar top to the center of the deepest part of the bend. Shallow drop bars are typically 125mm or less. From 125mm to 128mm is medium, and beyond that is a deep drop. A shallower drop makes it easier to maintain a more aero sprinting position, especially if you’re not super flexible.

Brake lever position: You can move the levers up or down the curve of the bar to dial in comfort. Typically they are set so that each lever tip touches a straightedge when one is extended forward from under the flat bottom portion of the bar. You may find that moving the levers slightly up or down will improve comfort on the bike. To adjust the lever position, peel back the rubber hood and locate the clamp bolt. It may be on the side of the brake lever body, or inside the brake lever body (accessible when you hold down the lever arm). Once the bolt is loosened, you should be able to move the lever, then resecure.

Stem height: With your stem high enough (normally about an inch below the top of the saddle), you’ll be more inclined to use the drops. Putting the stem lower can improve aerodynamics, but you may be less comfortable.

Stem length: The ideal measurement will vary based on your flexibility and anatomy. There is no one right answer. A good starting point is to sit comfortably on your saddle with elbows slightly bent and hands on the brake hoods. In this position, your view of the front hub should be obscured by the handlebar. If the hub appears in front of the bar or behind it, consider replacing the stem with a longer or shorter one accordingly. As you ride more and become more flexible, you may benefit from a longer stem, which can improve aerodynamics and flatten your back.

Back position: A flat back is the telltale sign of an experienced rider. The correct stem length is crucial for this—along with hip flexibility. Concentrate on rotating the top of your hips forward. Think of trying to touch the top tube with your stomach. Doing so will help you stop rounding your back.

Saddle height: There are numerous methods for determining saddle height, but you don’t have to be a mathematician to know what the correct height looks like. Your knees should be slightly bent at the bottom of the pedal stroke, and, when viewed from behind, your hips should not rock while you are in a seated pedaling position.

Saddle tilt: Your saddle should be level. A slight downward tilt may be more comfortable if you’re using an extreme forward position with an aero bar and elbow rests. But too much tilt causes you to slide forward and place additional weight on your arms.

Fore/aft saddle position: When you’re seated comfortably in the center of the saddle with the crank arms horizontal, have a friend drop a plumb line from the front of your forward kneecap. It should touch the end of the crank arm. This indicates that you are set in the neutral position. If the plumb line falls either ahead or behind this mark, you should be able to achieve a neutral position by loosening the seat clamp and sliding the saddle fore or aft. (Be sure to recheck the tilt before retightening.) Some riders prefer the plumb line to fall a couple of centimeters behind the end of the crank arm to increase leverage in big gears. Conversely, some riders like a more forward position to improve leg speed. Once you have set the fore/aft position of the saddle, remember that if your reach to the handlebar needs adjustment, it is better to swap in a longer or shorter stem than it is to adjust fore/aft saddle position.

Rear end: By sliding rearward or forward on the saddle, you can emphasize different muscle groups. This can be useful on a long climb. Moving forward emphasizes the quadriceps muscle on the front of the thigh, while moving backward accentuates your hamstrings. Sitting in different locations may also relieve the pressure that can cause genital numbness.

Cleat position: Think of your footprints as you walk away from a swimming pool. Some of us are pigeon-toed. Others are duck-footed. To reduce the chance for knee pain or injury, strive for a cleat position that accommodates your natural foot angle. This most often is achieved by placing the pedal spindle at the ball of your foot; the ball is defined as being between your first and fifth metatarsal heads. Mark those spots on your shoe and set the cleat so the pedal spindle bisects that line. Now sit on your bike and hang your feet straight down. Your heel should barely scrape the pedal at the bottom of the stroke when the crank arm is in line with the seat tube.

Crank arm length: The trend is toward longer crank arms, which add power but may inhibit pedaling speed. In general, if your inseam is less than 29 inches, use 165-millimeter crank arms; 29 to 32 inches, 170-millimeter; 33 to 34 inches, 172.5-millimeter; and more than 34 inches, 175-millimeter. Crank arm length is measured from the center of the fixing bolt to the center of the pedal mounting hole. It’s usually stamped on the back of the arm.

Get a professional bike fit: If you still don’t feel comfortable on your bike after going through all these steps, consider getting a professional bike fit that will take into account dynamic measurements when you are in motion. This type of service typically costs $200 to $400, and should include a basic physical assessment, detailed post-fit report with fit coordinates, recommendations of bikes that could work for you, and at least one or two optional follow-up sessions. More important, after the fit you should expect to be more comfortable and pain-free on your bike, which in turn will help you to attain your performance goals.
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A flat back, relaxed arms, and neutral foot position are all keys to dialing in your ideal position on the bike.




Chapter 3

HOW TO HOLD YOUR HANDLEBARS

While your legs and lungs propel you down the road, it’s your hands that provide critical contact points between your body and the bike (not to mention that whole steering thing). Each riding situation (climbing, sprinting, cruising the flats) is best suited to different grips, both for efficiency and comfort. Fortunately, the traditional road cycling drop bar provides an elegant, simple solution, offering five basic positions—and nearly limitless variations.

That variability also allows you to switch positions often, which can help prevent nerve compression that can cause numbness and hand fatigue. Just remember to always keep two fingers closed around the bar or brake lever hoods to prevent losing control if you hit a bump. Some cyclists also like to wear padded gloves for added comfort and to avoid losing skin if they take a tumble.
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Both hands on the tops is typically used while climbing.



1. Both hands on top: This is the preferred grip for sustained seated climbing or when pushing hard at slower speeds. In these instances, the ability to sit more upright on the saddle and open the chest for easier breathing trumps any loss in aerodynamic efficiency. Because braking is not possible with this grip, don’t follow others too closely or use this hand position when riding in a pack.

Grasp the bar about 2 inches from either side of the stem. A narrower grip sacrifices leverage and control, while a wider one splays the elbows and creates drag. Keep your wrists and elbows slightly bent. Hold the bar lightly, but don’t forget to keep at least two fingers closed around it. For added power, pull with one arm while pushing with the opposite leg, and then relax that arm.
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When it’s time to take a drink, this position helps maintain straight steering.



2. One hand on top: When removing a hand to eat, drink, or stretch, place the other hand about an inch from the stem. This is the safest position because your hand is closer to the turning axis, which in turn helps you reduce the chance for oversteering. Keep your eyes on the road ahead, scanning for any kind of obstacle that could derail your balance. Because you can’t brake from this position, never use this grip when riding in a pack unless you’re sitting at the rear of the group where you pose little danger to the other cyclists around you.
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This is a great position when riding in a group and quick access to your brakes is mandatory.



3. On the brake lever hoods: This is often the most relaxing hand position for riders. It’s more aerodynamic than riding on the tops but still offers easy breathing—and access to your brakes. Use it for flat land cruising or when riding in a pack. It’s also the best position for out-of-saddle climbing. However, you may want to avoid it when you’re trying to ride fast or are going into a stiff headwind because of the aerodynamic penalty.

To get in this position, place your thumbs on the inside of the brake hoods and rest one or two fingers on the levers for quick braking. Rest the center of your palms on the upper curves of the bars. Keep your elbows bent but not flared outward. When standing, close two fingers around the hoods for a firmer grip.

To prevent cocking the wrists excessively, make sure the levers are correctly positioned. You can assure this by taking a straightedge and extending it from under the flat lower portion of the bar. The straightedge should touch the tip of the lever. This bottom part of the bar should be horizontal or pointed a few degrees down toward the rear hub.

For an aero alternative to riding the drops (position 5), hold the hoods and bend your arms 90 degrees. Lower your chin toward the stem and try to achieve a flat back.
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This change-of-pace position can help relieve pressure on your palms.



4. On the hoods with fingers split: This variation of position 3 (on the brake lever hoods) is a good way to relieve pressure from the normal weight-bearing part of the palms. It also facilitates bending the elbows to achieve a low aero position. However, it makes braking impossible, so don’t use it when riding in a group.

Split your fingers and place your thumb and index fingers to the inside of the hoods with your remaining three fingers on the outside. Rest the center of your palms on the upper curves of the bar. Alternatively place two fingers on either side of the hoods. Lightly close each thumb and one finger around the bar. This position allows for a relatively low aero position.


[image: ]

When it’s time to sprint get in the drops and hammer.



5. In the drops: This is what drop bars were made for—and it’s the most aerodynamic position for fast flat land riding and descending. It’s also good for short, powerful, out-of-saddle efforts such as sprinting or pushing over the top of a small hill. Most riders find this position to be uncomfortable for long periods of time, and it doesn’t provide much climbing leverage. Use this position at least a few times on every ride, however, to develop the requisite flexibility and arm strength.

Rest the edge of your hands (below the pinkie) on the flat portion of the bar with your wrists straight. Keep your elbows bent and in line with your body. When riding in a pack, descending, or cornering, keep one or two fingers on the brake levers for quick braking. During hard solo efforts, bend your arms more to get lower, but keep your head up as outlined in Chapter 2.

Hand size can be accommodated by bars with different drops, which is the measure of the distance from the center of the bar top to the center of the flat bottom portion. A drop of 125mm or less is considered shallow; 125mm to 128mm
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