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The Art of Mountain Biking

Within the following pages, you will find everything you need to know about off-road bicycling. This section begins by exploring the fascinating history of the mountain bike itself, then goes on to discuss everything from mountain biking etiquette to tips and techniques for bicycling over logs and up hills. Also included are the types of clothing that will keep you comfortable and in style, essential equipment ideas to keep your rides smooth and trouble-free, and descriptions of off-road terrain to prepare you for the kinds of bumps and bounces you can expect to encounter.


The mountain bike, with its knobby tires and reinforced frame, takes cyclists to places once unreachable by bicycle—down rugged mountain trails, through streams of rushing water, across the frozen Alaskan tundra, and even to work in the city. There seem to be few limits on what this fat-tired beast can do and where it can take us. Few obstacles stand in its way; few boundaries slow its progress. Except for one—its own success. If trail closure means little to you now, read on and discover how a trail can be here today and gone tomorrow. With so many new off-road cyclists taking to the trails each year, it’s no wonder trail access hinges precariously between universal acceptance and complete termination. But a little work on your part can go a long way to preserving trail access for future use. Nothing is more crucial to the survival of mountain biking itself than to read the examples set forth in the following pages and practice their message.


Without open trails, the maps in this book are virtually useless. Cyclists must learn to be responsible for the trails they use and to share these trails with others. This section addresses such issues as why trail use has become so controversial, what can be done to improve the image of mountain biking, and how to have fun and ride responsibly. You’ll also find the worldwide-standard Rules of the Trail.



Mountain Bike Beginnings

It seems the mountain bike, originally designed for lunatic adventurists bored with straight lines, clean clothes, and smooth tires, has become globally popular in as short a time as it would take to race down a mountain trail.


Like many things of a revolutionary nature, the mountain bike was born on the West Coast. But unlike in-line skates, purple hair, and the peace sign, the concept of the off-road bike cannot be credited solely to the imaginative Californians—they were just the first to make waves.


The design of the first off-road–specific bike was based on the geometry of the old Schwinn Excelsior, a one-speed, camelback cruiser with balloon tires. Joe Breeze was the creator behind it, and in 1977 he built ten of these “Breezers” for himself and his Marin County, California, friends at $750 apiece—a bargain.


Breeze was a serious competitor in bicycle racing, placing thirteenth in the 1977 U.S. Road Racing National Championships. After races, he and friends would scour local bike shops hoping to find old bikes they could then restore. It was the 1941 Schwinn Excelsior, for which Breeze paid just five dollars, that began to shape and change bicycling history forever. After taking the bike home, removing the fenders, oiling the chain, and pumping up the tires, Breeze hit the dirt. He loved it.


His inspiration was not altogether unique. On the opposite end of the country, nearly 2,500 miles from Marin County, East Coast bike bums were also growing restless. More and more old, beat-up clunkers were being restored and modified. These behemoths often weighed as much as eighty pounds and were so reinforced they seemed virtually indestructible. But rides that take just forty minutes on today’s twenty-five-pound featherweights took the steel-toed-boot-and-blue-jean-clad bikers of the late 1970s and early 1980s nearly four hours to complete.


Not until 1981 was it possible to purchase a production mountain bike, but local retailers found these ungainly bicycles difficult to sell and rarely kept them in stock. By 1983, however, mountain bikes were no longer such a fringe item, and large bike manufacturers quickly jumped into the action, producing their own versions of the off-road bike. By the 1990s the mountain bike had firmly established its place with bicyclists of nearly all ages and abilities, and it now commands nearly 90 percent of the U.S. bike market.


There are many reasons for the mountain bike’s success in becoming the hottest two-wheeled vehicle in the nation. They are much friendlier to the cyclist than traditional road bikes because of their comfortable upright position and shock-absorbing fat tires. And because of the health-conscious, environmentalist movement, people are more activity minded and seek nature on a closer front than paved roads can allow. The mountain bike gives you these things and takes you far away from the daily grind—even if you’re only minutes from the city.





Mountain Biking Etiquette


The Mountain Bike Controversy: Being a Responsible Trail User

Are Off-Road Bicyclists Environmental Outlaws? Do We Have the Right to Use Public Trails?


Mountain bikers have long endured the animosity of folks in the backcountry who complain about the consequences of off-road bicycling. Many people believe that the fat tires and knobby tread do unacceptable environmental damage and that our uncontrollable riding habits are a danger to animals and other trail users. Mountain biking does cause more damage than traveling by foot because the wheels are in contact with the ground all the time, and bicycle tracks can open channels that accelerate erosion. But by riding responsibly it is possible to leave only a minimal impact—something we all must take care to achieve.


Unfortunately, it is often people of great influence who view the mountain bike as the environment’s worst enemy. Consequently, we mountain bike riders and environmentally concerned citizens must be educators, impressing upon others that we also deserve the right to use these trails. Our responsibilities as bicyclists are no more and no less than those of any other trail user.





Rules of the Trail

If every mountain biker always yielded the right-of-way, stayed on the trail, avoided wet or muddy trails, never cut switchbacks, always rode in control, showed respect for other trail users, and carried out every last scrap of what was carried in (candy wrappers and bike-part debris included)—in short, if we all did the right things—we wouldn’t need a list of rules governing our behavior.


The fact is, most mountain bikers are conscientious and are trying to do the right thing; however, thousands of miles of dirt trails have been closed due to the irresponsible habits of a few riders.


Here are some basic guidelines adapted from the International Mountain Bicycling Association Rules of the Trail. These guidelines can help prevent damage to land, water, plants, and wildlife; maintain trail access; and avoid conflicts with other backcountry visitors and trail users.


1. Only ride on trails that are open. Don’t trespass on private land, and be sure to obtain any necessary permits. If you’re not sure if a trail is closed or if you need a permit, don’t hesitate to ask. The way you ride will influence trail management decisions and policies. Federal and state wilderness areas are always off-limits to cycling.


2. Keep your bicycle under control. Watch the condition of the trail at all times, and follow the appropriate speed regulations and recommendations.


3. Yield to others on the trail. Make your approach well known in advance, either with a friendly greeting or a bell. When approaching a corner, junction, or blind spot, expect to encounter other trail users. When passing others, show your respect by slowing to a walking pace.


4. Don’t startle animals. Animals may be easily scared by sudden approaches or loud noises. For your safety—and the safety of others in the area as well as the animals themselves—give all wildlife a wide berth. When encountering horses, defer to the horseback riders’ directions and dismount on narrow trails.


5. Zero impact. Be aware of the impact you’re making on the trail beneath you. You should not ride under conditions where you will leave evidence of your passing, such as on certain soils or shortly after a rainfall. If a ride features optional side hikes into wilderness areas, be a zero-impact hiker too. Whether you’re on bike or on foot, stick to existing trails, leave gates as you found them, and carry out everything you brought in.


6. Be prepared. Know the equipment you are using, the area where you’ll be riding, and your cycling abilities and limitations. Avoid unnecessary breakdowns by keeping your equipment in good shape. When you head out, bring spare parts and supplies for weather changes. Be sure to wear appropriate safety gear, including a helmet, and learn how to be self-sufficient.


Like the trails we ride on, the social dimension of mountain biking is very fragile and must be cared for responsibly. We do not want to destroy another person’s enjoyment of the outdoors. By riding in the backcountry with caution, control, and responsibility, our presence can be felt positively by other trail users. By adhering to these rules, trail riding—a privilege that can quickly be taken away—will continue to be ours to share.





Soft Cycling

The term “soft cycling” describes the art of minimum-impact bicycling and should apply to both the physical and social dimensions of the sport. But make no mistake—it is possible to ride fast and furiously while maintaining the balance of soft cycling. Here are a few more ways to minimize the physical impact of mountain bike riding.



	Stay on the trail. Don’t ride around fallen trees or mud holes that block your path. Stop and cross over them. When you come to a vista overlooking a deep valley, don’t ride off the trail for a better vantage point. Instead, leave the bike and walk to see the view. Riding off the trail may seem inconsequential when done only once, but soon someone else will follow, then others, and the cumulative results can be catastrophic. Each time you wander from the trail you begin creating a new path, adding one more scar to the earth’s surface.

	Do not disturb the soil. Follow a line within the trail that will not disturb or damage the soil.

	Do not ride over muddy or wet trails. After a rain shower or during the thawing season, trails will often resemble muddy, oozing swampland. The best thing to do is to stay off the trails completely. Realistically, however, we’re all going to come across some muddy trails we cannot anticipate. Instead of blasting through each section of mud, which may seem both easier and more fun, lift the bike and walk past. Each time a cyclist rides through a soft or muddy section of trail, that part of the trail is permanently damaged. Regardless of the trail’s conditions, though, remember always to go over the obstacles across the path, not around them. Stay on the trail.

	Avoid trails that are considered impassable and impossible. Don’t take a leap of faith down a kamikaze descent on which you will be forced to lock your brakes and skid to the bottom, ripping the ground apart as you go.






Trail Maintenance

Unfortunately, despite all of the preventive measures taken to avoid trail damage, we’re still going to run into many trails requiring attention. Simply put, a lot of hikers, equestrians, and cyclists use the same trails—some wear and tear is unavoidable. But like your bike, if you want to use these trails for a long time to come, you must also maintain them.


Trail maintenance and restoration can be accomplished in a variety of ways. One way is for mountain bike clubs to combine efforts with other trail users (i.e., hikers and equestrians) and work closely with land managers to cut new trails or repair existing ones. This not only demonstrates the commitment cyclists have in caring for and maintaining the land, but also breaks the ice that often separates cyclists from their fellow trail mates. Another good way to help out is to show up, ready to work, on a Saturday morning with a few riding buddies at your favorite off-road domain. With a good attitude, thick gloves, and the local land manager’s supervision, trail repair is fun and very rewarding. It’s important, of course, that you arrange a trail-repair outing with the local land manager before you start pounding shovels into the dirt. They can lead you to the most needy sections of trail and instruct you on what repairs should be done and how best to accomplish the task.


We must be willing to sweat for our trails in order to sweat on them. Police yourself and point out to others the significance of trail maintenance.“Sweat Equity,” the rewards of continued land use won with a fair share of sweat, pays off when the trail is “up for review” by the land manager and he or she remembers the efforts made by trail-conscious mountain bikers.





Rules of the Road

Occasionally, even hard-core off-road cyclists will find they have no choice but to ride the pavement. Laws vary by state, but outlined below are a few rules to follow no matter where you ride.



	Follow the same driving rules as motorists. Be sure to obey all road signs and traffic lights.

	Ride with the traffic and not against it.

	Wear bright clothing so you are more visible to motorists. Bright colors such as orange and lime green are also highly visible at night.

	Wear a helmet.

	Equip your bike with lights and wear reflective clothing if you plan on riding at night. When riding at night the bicycle or rider should have a white light visible at least 500 feet to the front and a red light or reflector visible at least 600 feet to the rear.

	Ride single file on busy roads so motorists can pass you safely.

	When stopping, be sure to pull completely off the roadway.

	Use hand signals to alert motorists to what you plan on doing next.

	Follow painted lane markings.

	Make eye contact with drivers. Assume they don’t see you until you are sure they do.

	Don’t ride out to the curb between parked cars unless they are far apart. Motorists may not see you when you try to move back into traffic.

	Turn left by looking back, signaling, getting into the left lane, and turning. In urban situations, continue straight to the crosswalk and walk your bike across the crosswalk when the pedestrian walk sign is illuminated.

	Never ride while under the influence of alcohol or drugs. DUI laws apply when you’re riding a bicycle.

	Avoid riding in extremely foggy, rainy, icy, or windy conditions.

	Watch out for parallel-slat sewer grates, slippery manhole covers, oily pavement, gravel, wet leaves, and ice.

	Cross railroad tracks as perpendicular as possible. Be especially careful when it’s wet out. For better control as you move across bumps and other hazards, stand up on your pedals.

	Don’t ride too close to parked cars—a person opening the car door may hit you.

	Don’t ride on sidewalks. Instead, walk your bike. Pedestrians have the right-ofway on all walkways and crosswalks. By law you must give pedestrians audible warning when you pass. Use a bike bell or announce clearly, “On your left/right.”

	Slow down at street crossings and driveways.








Clothing

Just as the original mountain bikers headed off in their jeans to hit the trail, mountain bikers can and do wear just about anything to go riding now. There are a few things in the following list that are absolutely necessary and a few that will make your riding more comfortable and more enjoyable.



Be Prepared—Wear Your Armor

It’s crucial to discuss the clothing you must wear to be safe, practical, and—if you prefer—stylish. The following is a list of items that will save you from disaster, outfit you comfortably, and most important, keep you looking cool.


Helmet. A helmet is an absolute necessity because it protects your head from complete annihilation. It is the only thing that will not disintegrate into a million pieces after a wicked crash on a descent. A helmet with a solid exterior shell will also protect your head from sharp or protruding objects.


Shorts. These are necessary if you plan to ride your bike more than twenty to thirty minutes. Padded cycling shorts provide cushioning between your body and the bicycle seat, protecting your derriere against serious saddle soreness. There are two types of cycling shorts you can buy. Touring shorts are good for people who don’t want to look like they’re wearing anatomically correct cellophane. These look like regular athletic shorts with pockets, but they have built-in padding in the crotch area for protection from chafing and saddle sores. The more popular, traditional cycling shorts are made of skintight material, also with a padded crotch. Cycling shorts also wick moisture away from your body and prevent chafing. Whichever style you prefer, cycling shorts are a necessity for long rides.


Gloves. You may find well-padded cycling gloves invaluable when traveling over rocky trails and gravelly roads for hours on end. When you fall off your bike and land on your palms, gloves are your best friend. Long-fingered gloves may also be useful, as branches, trees, assorted hard objects, and, occasionally, small animals will reach out and whack your knuckles. Insulated gloves are essential for winter riding.


Glasses. Not only do sunglasses give you an imposing presence and make you look cool (both are extremely important), they also protect your eyes from harmful ultraviolet rays, invisible branches, creepy bugs, and dirt.


Shoes. Mountain bike shoes are constructed with stiff soles in order to transfer more of the power from a pedal stroke to the drive train and to provide a solid platform on which to stand, thereby decreasing fatigue in your feet. You can use virtually any good, light, outdoor hiking footwear, but specific mountain bike shoes (especially those with inset cleats) are best. They are lighter, breathe better, and are constructed to work with your pedal strokes instead of the natural walking cadence.


Actual armor. If you ride on very technical trails you may want to consider buying some knee-and-shin guards and elbow pads to protect you from whacking your shins on your handlebars and your elbows on the ground.





Dress for the Weather

Layers. It is best to dress in layers that can be added or removed as weather conditions change. When the air has a nip in it, layers will keep the chill away from your chest and help prevent the development of bronchitis. A polypropylene long-sleeved shirt is best to wear against the skin beneath other layers of clothing. Polypropylene, like wool, wicks away moisture from your skin to keep your body dry. The next layer should be a wool or synthetic insulating layer that helps keep you warm but is also breathable. A fleece jacket or vest works well. The outer layer should be a waterproof, windproof, and breathable jacket and pants. Good cold-weather clothing should fit snugly against your body but not be restrictive. Try to avoid wearing cotton or baggy clothing when the temperature falls. Cotton holds moisture like a sponge, and baggy clothing catches cold air and swirls it around your body.


Tights or leg warmers. These are best in temperatures below 55 degrees Fahrenheit. Knees are sensitive and can develop all kinds of problems if they get cold. Common problems include tendinitis, bursitis, and arthritis.


Wool or synthetic socks. These may be helpful in cold weather conditions. Don’t pack too many layers under those shoes, though. You may stand the chance of restricting circulation, and your feet will get very cold, very fast.


Thinsulate or Gore-tex gloves. We may all agree that there is nothing worse than frozen feet—unless your hands are frozen. A good pair of Thinsulate or Gore-tex gloves should keep your hands toasty and warm.


Hat or helmet on cold days. Sometimes, when the weather gets really cold and you still want to hit the trails, it’s tough to stay warm. As our parents warned us, 130 percent of the body’s heat escapes through the head, so it’s important to keep the cranium warm. Ventilated helmets are designed to keep heads cool in the summer heat, but they do little to help keep heads warm during rides in subzero temperatures. Cyclists should consider wearing a hat on extremely cold days. Fleece skullcaps are great head and ear warmers that fit snugly over your head beneath the helmet. Head protection is not lost. Another option is a helmet cover that covers those ventilating gaps and helps keep the body heat in. These do not, however, keep your ears warm. Your ears will welcome a fleece headband when it’s cold out.


All of this clothing can be found at your local bike shop or outdoor retailer, where the staff should be happy to help fit you into gear for the seasons of the year.







Be Prepared—Supplies and Equipment


The Essentials

Remember the Boy Scout motto: Be Prepared. Here are some essential items that will keep you from walking out a long trail, being stranded in the woods, or even losing your life.



First-Aid Kit


	adhesive bandages

	mole skin

	various sterile gauze and dressings

	white surgical tape

	Ace bandage

	antihistamine

	aspirin

	Betadine solution

	first-aid book

	antacid

	tweezers

	scissors

	antibacterial wipes

	triple-antibiotic ointment

	plastic gloves

	sterile cotton tip applicators

	syrup of ipecac (to induce vomiting)

	thermometer

	wire splint

	matches

	guidebook (In case all else fails and you must start a fire to survive, this guidebook will serve as excellent fire starter!)








Bicycle Repair Kit


	spare tube

	tire irons

	patch kit

	pump

	spoke wrench

	spare spokes to fit your wheel (tape these to the chain stay)

	chain tool

	Allen keys (bring appropriate sizes to fit your bike)

	duct tape



Water. Without it, cyclists may face dehydration, which may result in dizziness and fatigue. On a warm day, cyclists should drink at least one full bottle during every hour of riding. Remember, it’s always good to drink before you feel thirsty—otherwise, it may be too late.


Food. This essential item will keep you rolling. Cycling burns up a lot of calories and is among the few sports in which no one is safe from “bonking.” Bonking feels like it sounds. Without food in your system, your blood sugar level plummets, and there is no longer any energy in your body. This instantly results in total fatigue, shakiness, and lightheadedness. So when you’re filling your water bottle, remember to bring along some food. Fruit, energy bars, or some other forms of high-energy food are highly recommended. Candy bars are not, however, because they will deliver a sudden burst of high energy, then let you down soon after, causing you to feel worse than before. Energy bars are available at most grocery stores and bike shops and are similar to candy bars, but they provide complex carbohydrate energy and high nutrition rather than fast-burning simple sugars.


Map and compass. Do not rely solely on the maps in this book. A GPS system is also useful (if you know how to use it).





To Have or Not to Have—Other Very Useful Items

There is no shortage of items for you and your bike to make riding better, safer, and easier. We have rummaged through the unending lists and separated the gadgets from the good stuff, coming up with what we believe are items certain to make mountain bike riding more enjoyable.


Tires. Buying a good pair of knobby tires is the quickest way to enhance the off-road handling capabilities of a bike. There are many types of mountain bike tires on the market. Some are made exclusively for very rugged off-road terrain. These big-knobbed, soft rubber tires virtually stick to the ground with magnetlike traction, but they tend to deteriorate quickly on pavement. There are other tires made exclusively for the road. These are called “slicks” and have no tread at all. For the average cyclist, though, a good tire somewhere in the middle of these two extremes should do the trick. Realize, however, that you get what you pay for. Do not skimp and buy cheap tires. As your primary point of contact with the trail, tires may be the most important piece of equipment on a bike. With inexpensive rubber, the tire’s beads may unravel or chunks of tread actually rip off the tire. If you’re lucky, all you’ll suffer is a long walk back to the car. If you’re unlucky, your tire could blow out in the middle of a rowdy downhill, causing a wicked crash.


Clipless pedals. Clipless pedals, like ski bindings, attach your shoe directly to the pedal. They allow you to exert pressure on the pedals during both the down- and up-strokes. They also help you to maneuver the bike while in the air or climbing various obstacles. Toe clips may be less expensive, but they are also heavier and harder to use. Clipless pedals take a little getting used to, but they’re easier to get out of in an emergency than toe clips and are definitely worth the trouble.


Bar ends. These clamp-on additions to your original straight bar will provide more leverage, an excellent grip for climbing, and a more natural position for your hands. Be aware, however, of the bar end’s propensity for hooking trees on fast descents, sending you, the cyclist, airborne. Opinions are divided on the general usefulness of bar ends these days and, over the last few years, bar ends have fallen out of favor with manufacturers and riders alike.


Backpacks and hydration packs. These bags are ideal for carrying keys, extra food and water, guidebooks, foul-weather clothing, tools, spare tubes, a camera, and a cellular phone, in case you need to call for help. If you’re carrying lots of equipment, you may want to consider a set of panniers. These are much larger and mount on either side of each wheel on a rack. Keep in mind, however, that with panniers mobility will be severely limited. There are currently a number of streamlined backpacks with hydration systems on the market. Hydration packs are fast becoming an essential item for cyclists pedaling for more than a few hours, especially in hot, dry conditions. Some water packs can carry as much as one hundred ounces of water in their bladder bags. These packs strap on your back with a handy hose running over your shoulder so you can be drinking water while still holding onto the bars with both hands on a rocky descent.


Suspension forks. For off-roaders who want nothing to impede their speed on the trails, investing in a pair of suspension forks can be a good idea. Like tires, there are plenty of brands to choose from, and they all do the same thing—absorb the brutal beatings of a rough trail. The cost of these forks, however, is sometimes more brutal than the trail itself.


Full suspension bikes. Full suspension bikes help smooth out the ride and keep the wheels in contact with the ground. They have been around for a while, but the prices are now falling into a range that the average mountain biker can afford. There are a number of different designs intended for different activities, such as cross-country riding and downhill riding. Be careful when buying and test ride several bikes to determine just what you want.


Bike computers. These are fun gadgets to own and are much less expensive than in years past. They have such features as trip distance, speedometer, odometer, time of day, altitude, alarm, average speed, maximum speed, heart rate, global satellite positioning, etc. Bike computers will come in handy when following these maps or to know just how far you’ve ridden in the wrong direction.







Types of Terrain

Before roughing it off-road, we may first have to ride the pavement to get to our destination. Please don’t be dismayed. Some of the country’s best rides are on the road. Once we get past these smooth-surfaced pathways, though, adventures in dirt await us.


Rails-to-Trails. Abandoned rail lines are converted into usable public resources for exercising, commuting, or just enjoying nature. Old rails and ties are torn up and a trail, paved or unpaved, is laid along the existing corridor. This completes the cycle from ancient Indian trading routes to railroad corridors and back again to hiking and cycling trails.


Unpaved roads are typically found in rural areas and are most often public roads. Be careful when exploring, though, not to ride on someone’s unpaved private drive.


Forest roads. These dirt and gravel roads are used primarily as access to forest-land and are generally kept in good condition. They are almost always open to public use.


Singletrack can be the most fun on a mountain bike. These trails, with only one track to follow, are often narrow, challenging pathways. Remember to make sure these trails are open before zipping into the woods.


Doubletrack. These are usually old Jeep trails or small logging roads where two distinct trails exist parallel to each other. Doubletrack trail can be found almost anywhere and can be as exciting as singletrack.


Open land. Unless there is a marked trail through a field or open space, you should not plan to ride there. Once one person cuts his or her wheels through a field or meadow, many more are sure to follow, causing irreparable damage to the landscape.





Mountain Biking into Shape

If your objective is to get in shape and lose weight, then you’re on the right track, because mountain biking is one of the best ways to get started.


One way many of us have lost weight in this sport is the crash-and-burn-it-off method. Picture this:You’re speeding uncontrollably down a vertical drop that you realize you shouldn’t be on—only after it is too late. Your front wheel lodges into a rut and launches you through endless weeds, trees, and pointy rocks before coming to an abrupt halt in a puddle of thick mud. Surveying the damage, you discover, with the layers of skin, body parts, and lost confidence littering the trail above, that those unwanted pounds have been shed—permanently. Instant weight loss.


There is, of course, a more conventional (and quite a bit less painful) approach to losing weight and gaining fitness on a mountain bike. It’s called the workout, and bicycles provide an ideal way to get physical. Take a look at some of the benefits associated with cycling.


Cycling helps you shed pounds without gimmicky diet fads or weight-loss programs. You can explore the countryside and burn nearly ten to sixteen calories per minute or close to 600 to 1,000 calories per hour. Moreover, it’s a great way to spend an afternoon.


No less significant than the external and cosmetic changes to your body from riding are the internal changes taking place. Over time, cycling regularly will strengthen your heart as your body grows vast networks of new capillaries to carry blood to all those working muscles. This will, in turn, give your skin a healthier glow. The capacity of your lungs may increase up to 20 percent, and your resting heart rate will drop significantly. The Stanford University School of Medicine reports to the American Heart Association that people can reduce their risk of heart attack by nearly 64 percent if they can burn up to 2,000 calories per week. This is only two to three hours of bike riding!


Recommended for insomnia, hypertension, indigestion, anxiety, and even for recuperation from major heart attacks, bicycling can be an excellent cure-all as well as a great preventive. Cycling just a few hours per week can improve your figure and sleeping habits, give you greater resistance to illness, increase your energy levels, and provide feelings of accomplishment and heightened self-esteem.





Techniques to Sharpen Your Skills

Many of us see ourselves as pure athletes—blessed with power, strength, and endless endurance. However, it may be those with finesse, balance, agility, and grace who get around most quickly on a mountain bike. Although power, strength, and endurance do have their places in mountain biking, these elements don’t necessarily form the complete framework for a champion mountain biker.


The bike should become an extension of your body. Slight shifts in your hips or knees can have remarkable results. Experienced bike handlers seem to flash down technical descents, dashing over obstacles in a smooth and graceful effort as if pirouetting in Swan Lake. Here are some tips and techniques to help you connect with your bike and float gracefully over the dirt.



Going Uphill—Climbing Those Treacherous Hills

Shift into a low gear. Before shifting, be sure to ease up on your pedaling so there is not too much pressure on the chain. You can break your chain or bend your derailleur with too much pressure. With that in mind, it’s important to shift before you find yourself on a steep slope, where it may be too late. Find the best gear for you that matches the terrain and steepness of each climb.


Stay seated. Standing out of the saddle is often helpful when climbing steep hills on a bike, but you may find that on dirt, standing may cause your rear tire to lose its grip and spin out. Climbing is not possible without traction. As you improve, you will likely learn the subtle tricks that make out-of-saddle climbing possible. Until then, have a seat.


Lean forward. On very steep hills, the front end may feel unweighted and suddenly pop up. Slide forward on the saddle and lean over the handlebars. Think about putting your chin down near your stem. This will add more weight to the front wheel and should keep you grounded. It’s all about using the weight of your head to your advantage. Most people don’t realize how heavy their noggin is.


Relax. As with downhilling, relaxation is a big key to your success when climbing steep, rocky climbs. Smooth pedaling translates into good traction. Tense bodies don’t balance well at low speeds. Instead of fixating grimly on the front wheel, look up at the terrain above, and pick a good line.


Keep pedaling. On rocky climbs, be sure to keep the pressure on, and don’t let up on those pedals! You’ll be surprised at what your bike will just roll over as long as you keep the engine revved up.





Going Downhill—The Real Reason We Get Up in the Morning

Relax. Stay loose on the bike, and don’t lock your elbows or clench your grip. Your elbows need to bend with the bumps and absorb the shock, while your hands should have a firm but controlled grip on the bars to keep things steady. Breathing slowly, deeply, and deliberately will help you relax while flying down bumpy singletrack. Maintaining a death-grip on the brakes will be unhelpful. Fear and tension will make you wreck every time.


Use your eyes. Keep your head up and scan the trail as far forward as possible. Choose a line well in advance. You decide what line to take—don’t let the trail decide for you. Keep the surprises to a minimum. If you have to react quickly to an obstacle, then you’ve already made a mistake.


Rise above the saddle. When racing down bumpy, technical descents, you should not be sitting on the saddle, but hovering just over it or behind it, allowing your bent legs and arms, instead of your rear, to absorb the rocky trail. This will also help keep your weight back to avoid going over the handlebars. Think jockey.


Remember your pedals. Be mindful of where your pedals are in relation to upcoming obstacles. Clipping a rock will lead directly to unpleasantness. Most of the time, you’ll want to keep your pedals parallel to the ground.


Stay focused. Many descents require your utmost concentration and focus just to reach the bottom. You must notice every groove, every root, every rock, every hole, every bump. You, the bike, and the trail should all become one as you seek singletrack nirvana on your way down the mountain. But if your thoughts wander, however, then so may your bike, and you may instead become one with the trees!


Braking. Using your brakes requires using your head, especially when descending. This doesn’t mean using your head as a stopping block, but rather to think intelligently. Use your best judgment in terms of how much or how little to squeeze those brake levers. The more weight a tire is carrying, the more braking power it has. When you’re going downhill, your front wheel carries more weight than the rear. Braking gently with the front brake will help keep you in control without going into a skid. Be careful, though, not to overdo it with the front brakes and accidentally toss yourself over the handlebars. And don’t neglect your rear brake! When descending, shift your weight back over the rear wheel, thus increasing your rear braking power as well. This will balance the power of both brakes and give you maximum control. Good riders learn just how much of their weight to shift over each wheel and how to apply just enough braking power to each brake, so not to “endo” over the handlebars or skid down a trail.





Obstacles

Logs. When you want to hop a log, pull up sharply on the handlebars, and pedal forward in one swift motion. This clears the front end of the bike. Then quickly scoot forward and pedal the rear wheel up and over. Keep the forward momentum until you’ve cleared the log, and by all means, don’t hit the brakes, or you may do some interesting acrobatic maneuvers!


Rocks and roots. Worse than highway potholes! Stay relaxed and let your elbows and knees absorb the shock. Staying seated will keep the rear wheel weighted to prevent slipping.


Water. Before crossing a stream or puddle, be sure to first check the depth and bottom surface. There may be an unseen hole or large rock hidden under the water that could wash you up if you’re not careful. You should also consider that riding through a mountain stream can cause great damage to the stream’s ecosystem. If you still want to try, hit the water at a good speed, pedal steadily, and allow the bike to steer you through. Once you’re across, tap the brakes to squeegee the water off the rims and the guilt off your conscience.


Leaves. Be careful of wet leaves. They may look pretty, but a trail or bridge covered with leaves may cause your wheels to slip out from under you. Leaves are not nearly as unpredictable and dangerous as ice, but they do warrant your attention on a rainy day.


Mud. If you must ride through mud, hit it head on and keep pedaling. You want to part the ooze with your front wheel and get across before it swallows you up. Above all, don’t leave the trail to go around the mud. This just widens the path even more and leads to increased trail erosion.


Sand. This can be one of the most challenging trail conditions. The basic technique is to get the weight off the front tire by pulling up on the handlebars, getting your weight behind your seat, and pedaling like crazy. Your front tire should float over the surface of the sand. If it dives in, you’re walking.


Slickrock. Moab, Utah, is famous for its slickrock, but you may find small sections of exposed rock in many places around the country. Depending on the type of rock, slickrock is very rideable when it’s dry but slippery when it’s wet.


Curbs are fun to jump, but as with logs, be careful.


Curbside drains. Be careful not to get a wheel caught in the grate. This is a recipe for a pretzeled wheel and a broken collarbone.


Dogs make great pets, but they seem to have it in for mountain bikers. If you think you can’t outrun a dog that’s chasing you, stop and walk your bike out of its territory. A loud yell to “Get!” or “Go home!” often works, as does a sharp squirt from your water bottle right between the eyes.


Cars are tremendously convenient when we’re in them, but dodging irate motorists in big automobiles becomes a real hazard when riding a bike. As a cyclist you must realize most drivers aren’t expecting









LAST-MINUTE CHECKOVER




	Check the air pressure in your tires to make sure they are properly inflated before each ride. Mountain bikes require about forty-five to fifty-five pounds per square inch of air pressure. If your tires are underinflated, there is greater likelihood that the tubes may get pinched on a rock, causing the tire to go flat.

	Pinch the tires to feel for proper inflation. They should give just a little on the sides but feel very hard on the treads. If you have a pressure gauge, use that.

	Check your brakes. Squeeze the rear brake and roll your bike forward. The rear tire should skid. Next, squeeze the front brake and roll your bike forward. The rear wheel should lift into the air. If this doesn’t happen, then your brakes are too loose. Make sure the brake levers don’t touch the handlebars when squeezed with full force.

	Check all quick releases on your bike. Make sure they are all securely tightened. To avoid hooking them on a stick or branch, quick releases should point toward the back of the bike. The front quick release lever should be on the left of the bike and tightened so it runs parallel to the arm of the fork. The back quick release should be closed so it points toward the back of the bike.

	Lube up. If your chain squeaks, apply some lubricant.

	Check your nuts and bolts. Check the handlebars, saddle, cranks, and pedals to make sure that each is tight and securely fastened to your bike.

	Check your wheels. Spin each wheel to see that they spin through the frame and between brake pads freely.
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