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INTRODUCTION

Yoga for Cyclists is the missing key to unlocking your cycling potential. This new edition of the bestselling title is packed with practical techniques to forge a more aero position, improve comfort in the saddle and allow you to quickly reset and ride again.

The most obvious benefit of taking up yoga for cycling is improved flexibility, especially if your day job involves you sitting in a similar ‘closed’ stance to the one you adopt riding. There are many practical stretches to unravel tired, tight muscles at the front of the body, such as the quads and hip flexors – the perfect antidote to a morning spent hunched over the handlebars.

These appear in the form of targeted stretches and pre-packaged sequences. The emphasis is on practicality and accessibility. It’s not about being super bendy; there are no yoga pretzel poses which don’t suit (particularly male) cyclists’ bodies. Every technique works regardless of flexibility levels and is created with the riding performance in mind.

This sport-specific approach extends to breathing techniques and the core exercises which mimic the riding stance to build strength where you need it most. The expanded Cyclist’s Core chapter is a one-stop shop for any rider looking to bolster the core without requiring a gym or extra weights.

So, climb off the bike, and begin with the 10-minute post-ride routine in Chapter 10 (here). You can then work your way back, exploring a range of techniques designed with the cycling body in mind to enhance the pure joy of riding.
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01YOGA AND CYCLING




If this is your first foray into yoga, this chapter will break down the various ways in which it complements cycling.

It’s likely you’ve picked up this book with stretching in mind. Maybe to offset hours in the saddle by releasing tight lower back muscles or hip flexors. Perhaps you’re keen to do some ‘pre-hab’ and prevent common overuse cycling injuries.

You won’t need to be able to touch your toes or sit cross-legged to achieve any of these aims. Cyclists don’t need to be super flexible. Our goal is simply to use simple stretches and mobility drills to ride in comfort for longer.

But stretching is just one of the ways in which yoga is the perfect companion to cycling. This new edition of Yoga for Cyclists features an expanded core section which blends techniques from yoga, Pilates and the gym floor. These will strengthen the entire core, including the glutes and lower back but in a cycling-specific way, often replicating the riding position.

Another great benefit of yoga for riders is learning how to breathe slower and deeper, thereby maximising oxygen uptake. Of course, there are plenty of phases in a ride where you’ll be ‘out of breath’ but flat stretches offer a chance to explore breathing more efficiently and effectively.

These breathing techniques and those in the Mental Training chapter can be applied both in high-octane racing situations as well as maintaining morale during the grind of a long, hot, hilly sportive.

10 BENEFITS OF YOGA FOR CYCLISTS

Here’s a snapshot of the ways you can use yoga to enhance your cycling. Some are obvious, such as loosening rock-solid quads or easing that niggle in the upper back – not necessarily at home on a mat but maybe on that roadside stop using your bike. Others are more subtle. For example, there are little hacks to shed unwanted tension from locked shoulders or tired wrists while riding. Then learn a mantra or visualisation to train the mind, like ‘hooking’ the rider ahead and reeling them in. Finally, there are the 101 ways you can use that long foam roller to boost recovery (without actually rolling).
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1 A stronger core

A strong core is vital for cycling power, posture and injury prevention, particularly in your lower back region. Many cyclists have highly developed back muscles and comparatively weaker abdominals. This muscular imbalance can create a range of lower back problems. A tired rider with poor core strength is also liable to slump in the saddle, placing undue pressure on shoulders and wrists. Many of the gymnastic-style exercises cyclists use to bolster the core, such as plank, locust or bridge, originate from yoga postures. These postures use just the body weight as resistance – no gym required. They have been selected to specifically strengthen core areas cyclists need to be resilient. These include the deep corset-like transversus abdominals, the lateral obliques (which create a stable, still torso), and the glutes and ‘six-pack’ rectus abdominals (which power hill climbs and sprints). Many of the core postures in this book have been designed to closely mimic the cycling stance in order to create sport-specific strength. See Chapter 7 for more on the cyclist’s core.
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“A tired rider with poor core strength is liable to slump in the saddle.”

2 A flatter (and happier) back

Cadel Evans, winner of the 2011 Tour de France, was well known for practising yoga to improve his form on the bike, especially to gain a ‘flatter back’. But what exactly is a flat back and how can you achieve one? According to Dr Chris Edmundson, a sports science lecturer and former competitive cyclist, it means avoiding an excessive ‘lumbar kyphosis’ or curvature of the lumbar (lower) back region. Picture a cyclist with a very rounded back craning his head to look ahead at the road. Not only does this posture create drag, but it is likely to cause pain in the lower back, upper back, shoulders and neck. Cyclists with a flat back are likely to have more supple back muscles, but also sufficient flexibility in their lower back, hips, glutes and hamstrings to perform an anterior pelvic tilt. Chapter 2 provides five yoga postures to facilitate a flatter back. This improved posture – as well as correct bike fit – will help alleviate lower backache, but there are also many yoga poses that increase comfort levels.

“Moving the spine through its full range of motion will vastly improve comfort levels on the bike.”

Your back is not designed to be held in flexion for prolonged periods, as it is in cycling; the supporting ligaments are stretched and weakened, placing stress on the intervertebral discs. This inevitably leads to tension, pain or more serious conditions, such as a slipped disc. Experiment with post-ride back tension releasers, such as drawing your legs in to your abdomen to massage your lower back. Or decompress the spine through lengthening full-body stretches – you can even hang from a doorframe. Then ease your back into extension by performing gentle back-bends as this reverses the flexed position. Finally, introduce rotations and side-bends. Periodically moving the spine through its full range of motion, in combination with abdominal exercises, will vastly improve comfort levels on the bike. See Chapter 6 for more on back comfort and see also Chapter 2 on tension-free cycling.
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3 Strength without bulk

Because yoga both strengthens and lengthens muscles, practitioners never bulk up or lose the range of motion around the joints. The result is long, lean muscles – a powerful yet pliable body, less susceptible to injury. Also, yoga postures often strengthen multiple muscle groups at the same time, helping to correct muscle imbalances. This makes them a good choice for cyclists who have highly developed quads and backs, but weaker abdominals, inner quads or hamstrings.

In strengthening terms yoga postures can either be held statically or linked in a fast moving ‘flow’. If you lack the patience for static stretching or strength work, this heart-pumping, sweatier style of yoga is the answer. Try the sprint and climb core sequence, and cyclist’s sun salutation, to promote cycling-specific flexibility and strength.
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4 Tension-free cycling

Tension in your shoulders, wrists, and upper and lower back drains precious energy and compromises pedalling efficiency and form. It creeps easily into these areas, especially on long, gruelling rides. Your body slumps, your arms can lock and your hands grip like a vice. This is an inefficient way to ride and can also strain your shoulders and neck. Rather than waiting to stretch after the ride, incorporate a range of small movements that will ease out this tightness as you ride. Alternatively, use the bike as a stretching prop to decompress your back or freshen up your legs for the next stage of the ride. In Chapter 2, physiotherapist Ian Brocklesby shows you some quick on-bike techniques to stay relaxed, while senior sports scientist Dr Chris Edmundson explores ideal cycling posture. Of course, muscular tension often stems from mental stress and this is where deeper breathing (see Chapter 3) or a little mental training (see Chapter 8) will help. Only yoga addresses the athlete as a whole by linking the tightness in your shoulders to the thoughts in your head.

“Don’t wait to stretch after your ride: incorporate small movements that will ease tension as you ride or use your bike as a stretching prop.”
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5 Fewer injuries

Yoga is ideally ‘prehab’, as opposed to rehab. If you want to start yoga, but have a specific injury or any pain, visit
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