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The authors, ready to ride.
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FOREWORD





I do not consider myself a ‘true’ cyclist. I feel part of the contemporary generation of reborn cyclists – those whose bikes were central to their childhood but had no place in the years devoted to young family and career building, and who, at around forty, found the time and perhaps heeded a subconscious call to rediscover the thrill of cycling.


I have lived for longer in my life without a bike than I have with one; I have never belonged to a cycling club; I have never raced. Yet at fifty-three, my whole life revolves around cycling with a passion that I have at times had to control in the interest of my loved ones!


However, perhaps for these same reasons I do feel myself to be a ‘true’ cyclosportive rider. I began riding them when you could still enter on the day; when the idea that they might be sold out was unimaginable. This makes me sound ancient, but I am only talking about ten years ago. In that short time, in the UK, cyclosportives have become probably the most popular form of amateur competitive cycling.


This book, devoted specifically to the cyclosportive cyclist in such a specific and focused manner, has been long overdue and I am convinced it will help to make the whole experience both more enjoyable and successful.
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Phil Deeker.








They are not as much about results as about personal challenges, accomplished with others. Their selling points are usually the climbs involved, and this is where they really got me hooked. To me, cycling along the flat is two-dimensional, whereas as soon as the gradient rises, the sport acquires its full 3-D character and depth. The climbs in a sportive are feared, yet are central to the whole event. It is where each rider will have to face his or her abilities and limits of determination. The sportive rider may get dropped later on the flat, but if he or she has performed strongly on a climb, stripes will have been earned.


Being of a light build, I soon discovered the ‘grimpeur’ within. I became fascinated by the games that mind and body played out against each other when climbing, even on the relatively short UK climbs. The longer the climbs lasted though, the deeper I plunged into the mystical magic of gaining elevation with pedal power. It was always a painful process, but as fitness and strength increased, I became more sensitive to the subtle beauty of smoothly pedalling upwards.


The real drama and beauty of climbing, however, became apparent once I started riding the cols of the French Alps. The Étape du Tour, which is to cyclosportive riders what the Tour de France is to professionals, became the highlight of my Sportive calendar for several years running. Riding up a 20km, 8 per cent climb with several thousand others on closed roads is a unique experience: each rider is alone, battling with physical and emotional demons, and yet is intimately bonded with everyone else around. No one is ‘winning’, and no one is being ‘dropped’, since there are thousands more down the road. Yet at the end of the day, each rider will have achieved something quite special, in his or her own eyes, and in those of many others. That rider might have completed their first ever Étape; they might have got a first gold medal, or been placed in the top five hundred. Every one of those is an equally immense achievement.


Therein perhaps lies the key to the mass appeal of the cyclosportive.


Since my Étape rides I have gone on to ride up hundreds of mountains, and I can revisualize almost all of them. Each col climb has been a meeting, not a battle to be won or lost. Depending on fitness, mood and weather, meetings with the same col naturally vary. I have held several ‘meetings’ with the Mont Ventoux, and the story has been very different each time. What never changes though, is that they always require the cyclist to give everything as he or she confronts the mountain, and themselves. Each ascent presents a further examination, and this is often a very humbling experience. The cols that are the ‘stars’ of a Gran Fondo, L’Étape or the Dragon Ride will be there waiting for us each year, and will always offer us a new, unique opportunity to test ourselves and perhaps discover something new about ourselves.


Perceived limits within ourselves partially define our own personal reality. There are so many things in life that we imagine to be impossible. Everyone sets their own limits, and these limits can be the source of much fear. Free ourselves from fear and we can transform our lives for the better. Physical fitness can go a long way to acquiring self-confidence that will push back the threatening barriers of fear. In our generally sedate, safe existence we have few moments that allow us to test ourselves individually whilst being within a group. The cyclosportive event provides a perfect opportunity for this. I highly recommend it to everyone who has been infected, even just lightly, by the beautiful bug called cycling!





Phil Deeker, 2011
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Each cyclist fights an internal battle. Some fight on the bike because it gives them purpose and simplifies the complexities in life.


Others escape. Others ride to fill a void.


Others battle childhood disturbances. Others pedal for fitness or weight loss.


We each have our reasons.





From Michael Barry and Camille J. McMillan Le Metier (Rouleur, 2010)








The authors of the following text are not professional medics, trainers, physiotherapists, coaches, sports psychologists or physiologists. In fact we aren’t qualified at all, other than by dint of mileage covered, personal participation, effort, research, dedication, successes and achievements, along with some disappointments, accidents and failures along the way.


We are just a couple of bike riders like you, the reader, who felt we could contribute the accumulated information, experience, knowledge and ‘been there, done it’ stuff of two decades or more to help the growing group of sportive enthusiasts who now make up the vast majority of the active cycling fraternity, and whose numbers are multiplying at an astonishing rate.


But a quick health warning: check with your GP before taking up a rigorous training regime, and give it a while before you attempt to emulate the astonishing accomplishments of your professional bike rider heroes without plenty of training and years of dedicated training, not to mention outstanding natural talent and ability.


Take our advice and recommendations as they are intended: simply the thoughts and observations of enthusiastic and reasonably capable colleagues.


Enjoy.



















INTRODUCTION





Dawn breaks on a clear, chilly morning somewhere in one of Europe’s undulating and spectacular landscapes: the UK’s Yorkshire Dales, the Italian Dolomites or perhaps the ultimate cycling location, the French Pyrenees or Alps.
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Excitement builds at the start of the Maratona Dles Dolomites, Italy.








A thousand, sometimes many thousands of competitors assemble in the start pens, chatting nervously, making final, imaginary bike adjustments, setting and resetting computers, fiddling with helmet straps and race numbers. The anticipation, excitement and nervous tension is palpable in the cool, crisp air.


Every rider feels the same: the élite group looking to set a new record, the charity riders focused on delivering for their chosen cause, the leisure cyclists for whom this, their first cyclosportive, is the pinnacle of their own personal fitness journey so far.


Every one of them harbours personal doubts and fears; the nerves jangle until the event starts – and then the adrenaline kicks in, the legs begin to turn, and the fitness, the preparation and the well practised routines take over.


The riders are all part of the same growing wave of enthusiasm for the amateur’s only real taste of what the professionals live and breathe every working day; for just a few hours each and every one of them will experience the highs and lows of the world of the bike racer – the camaraderie, the competition, the crowds, the lung-searing ascents and the thrill of the fleeting, euphoric descents at breakneck speeds into the depths of the valley.


Each competitor will feel what we have felt ahead of possibly the hardest sportive of them all, Styrkeproven in Norway: 540 kilometres of everything cycling and the forces of nature can throw at a human being. We both remember the final moments before the start, the sheer magnitude of what we were about to attempt looming in front of us, the doubts, the anxieties, the imaginary injuries all vying for attention in those tense final seconds as the clock ticks down to the start time….
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A stunning descent.
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Anticipation ahead of the challenge: Étape Caledonia, 2010.








Twenty hours later we stand at the finish, completely drained but elated at having completed the toughest sporting challenge we have ever faced.


The cyclosportive, from here onwards called the ‘sportive’, is the fastest growing mass participation cycling event in today’s cycling calendar. With thousands of sportives globally there are now hundreds of thousands of bike riders regularly competing in a range of events of all lengths and profiles. Single events vary from 100 participants to almost 40,000 aiming for gold, silver or bronze age-group standards covering distances from 100km to 550km.


Accessible to all, the sportive offers the dedicated amateur the opportunity to train for and ride in a timed, mass participation event with almost all the ingredients of a pro bike race. Fully supported with electronic timing, feed stations and medical back-up, a sportive brings together cyclists of all abilities in a friendly but focused environment, and successful completion brings a strong sense of achievement.


This book is intended to offer essential advice to riders at the start of their sportive career, and also provide valuable coaching to more experienced riders who want to maximize their potential.



















CHAPTER 1


THE CYCLOSPORTIVE – ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION





Innocuously and incongruously located on a wall in what is now a TGI Friday’s restaurant on Boulevard Montmartre in Paris there is a small plaque commemorating a conversation that created the most famous event in cycling, and arguably in the world of sport:




A few months later in 1903, fifty or so intrepid individuals set off at 3:15am on a dark Paris night to ride the first Tour de France …





Of course the Tour is by no definition a cyclosportive; it is perhaps the most famous, most punishing race in all theatres of sport, but it is almost certainly true that the Étape du Tour, the spiritual descendant of that very first Tour de France stage, is to many minds the most prestigious sportive. It is certainly the most over-subscribed of all sportives, and most riders have this event in their sights as an event to ride at least once.


Many of the essential elements of the sportive are present – professional organization, a carefully selected route to challenge and bring out a range of capabilities, a package of logistic support along with the challenge of the clock, and the ever-present threat of the broom wagon (the dreaded truck which sweeps up the slower, struggling and injured riders who fall to the back of the field). Most of all there is the anticipation that comes from knowing that the greatest cyclists in the world will be covering the same kilometres just a few days later, albeit at a rather faster pace.


Cyclosportive – a Definition


The term ‘cyclosportive’ is derived from the French randonnée cyclosportive, and signifies a long-distance, mass participation, timed event in which riders race not against each other but challenge themselves against distance, terrain and the clock. So a sportive is part randonnée and also part road race: riders have numbers, and times are usually published by the organizers. The biggest and most prestigious events attract thousands of competitors; the biggest of them all, the Cape Argus Pick ’n’ Pay, sees up to 40,000 riders jostling for road space and battling fierce headwinds round a stunningly beautiful coastal route in South Africa.


There are now many thousands of sportives taking place around the world, offering a fantastic opportunity to experience cycling in every conceivable environment.


Arguably the first, and still to many one of the toughest, sportive is La Marmotte, first held in 1982. Taking in five of the most fearsome ascents of the Alps, it may not be the wisest choice for a first event as it will test the most dedicated and accomplished of riders. Like L’Étape du Tour, La Marmotte sees up to 25 per cent of its eager starters retire or swept up as the true extent of the challenge hits them, and the realization dawns that those missed winter extra training miles were, just as we say in this book, necessary after all.
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This is real mass participation: the Trans Alp Challenge.








Whichever is the toughest, most scenic, longest or famous, and whatever the origins, the sportive is now the fastest growing mass participation cycling activity in the amateur rider’s calendar.


The Essential Ingredients


Distances, locations and course profiles vary, but all events will offer common ingredients: support and logistics, distance, location and profile.


Support and Logistics


A sportive should be well organized and easy to enter, and the basic essentials for rider safety, welfare and enjoyment will be covered, including:




	Changing facilities and toilets at the start and finish


	Pre-published guide times for gold, silver and bronze standards by age group category


	Timing chips to allow logging of progress and overall times


	A route card with comprehensive directions in case signs on the route have gone missing


	Multiple feed stations offering water, energy drinks and food (bananas, cakes, bread rolls, fruit)


	A pre-start briefing and some pointers on weather and road conditions, route changes, rider etiquette and other potential hazards specific to the course


	A minimum of basic mechanical assistance and rider support facilities at the event start and around the route


	An emergency telephone number


	First aid stations around the course


	A broom wagon(s) – a support vehicle(s) able to get you and your bike to the finish in the event of any accident or mechanical problem, or fatigue


	Post-event results.





Distance


Typically a long course will be around 160km (100 miles), with a ‘short’ route of 110km (70 miles) offered either as an alternative goal or as an escape route in the event of problems on the longer ride. It is worth bearing in mind when selecting a first event, or even when training towards a more ambitious sportive, that an event with multiple route options could be a sensible choice.
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A perfect climb: good friends, traffic free.








The short route in a sportive is likely to miss out the toughest climbs, yet still deliver a varied and challenging outing, which is partly why the sportive has become so popular so quickly, as everyone can participate and find their level.


Location


A well-planned sportive will try to utilize safe, traffic-free roads wherever possible, and will incorporate scenic routes and well known landmarks such as major climbs, or ‘cols’ in European countries.


The route may use narrow roads, and the road surfaces may be rougher and more variable than usual. Consider these factors when choosing an event and when preparing your bike – tyre choice, inflation pressure, spares to be carried all need to be thought through carefully. It is possible, for example, that a sportive course such as the Exmoor Beast which takes place in late autumn will be accompanied by some pretty wild weather, and road surfaces will be strewn with gravel or thorns. At the other end of the scale, an event such as Quebrantahuesos in northern Spain includes many kilometres on beautifully smooth tarmac with long climbs and terrific descents.


Profile


All sportives are designed to present a challenge. Part of that challenge must be the act of hauling varying quantities of human body mass, machine and cycling gear up gradients against the force of gravity, otherwise known as ‘climbing’! Climbing is to some the absolute essence of cycling, yet to others the most feared and dreaded element of the sport. Look carefully at the route profile and the pattern of the climbs when selecting an event, and match the severity to your ability and ambition.


A ‘typical’ sportive of 160km is likely to feature several notable climbs of up to 10km or more, and will offer between 1,500 and 3,000 vertical metres of climbing across the course of the event. 1,500 to 3,000m in 160km doesn’t sound much, but then factor in gradients of between 5 and 25 per cent and you will probably find yourself grinding up a total of over 50km in a granny gear (the smallest cogs at the back of the bike) with a few minor lumps and bumps thrown in to unsettle your rhythm, and just for good measure 30°C to 40°C of summer sun. Be aware that any event showing over 2,500m of climbing is a warning sign for a tough sportive, and needs to be treated with respect: a training plan geared towards peaking for that event should be allowed for.
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Profile of the Maratona Dles Dolomites in Italy in July.








So choose the right event with the right profile for your objectives, and think and plan for the specific conditions and roads. To illustrate the variation between events we have shown two ‘typical’ sportive course profiles below: the first is acknowledged as one of the toughest and best organized events on the European calendar, the Maratona Dles Dolomites held in Italy each July (www.maratona.it/en); and the second is the Shakespeare 100 sportive held in September in the UK, a challenging, scenic and enjoyable 100-mile (160km) sportive running from Stratford-on-Avon down into the Cotswolds and back (www.shakespeare100.org.uk). Both are challenging events, but the course profile demands a different level of preparation and strategy; more on that later.


The overall aim of our advice and therefore of this book is to help the reader finish an event without needing an oxygen tent and a stretcher, having given everything possible on the day without causing permanent physiological damage. With the right preparation any physically fit individual should be able to tackle a sportive with a little left ‘in the tank’ and with enough strength to celebrate their achievement at the finish line.


Preparation and Planning


Plan your event nutrition and ride strategies carefully to map on to the specifics of the event itself, and think through what and how much you need to carry on the bike. The rest – timing chips, massage points, mobile mechanics – may or may not be present, so again, plan your event strategy accordingly. You should ensure that you can deal with at least minor mechanicals yourself, and should carry enough basic nutrition to complete the event should a problem arise. Interestingly Mark Cavendish, the Tour de France sprinter, said recently that even he, with comprehensive and constant race support available, always carries his own supplies in his back pocket, and that this has allowed him to win a race on more than one occasion when feed bags (‘musettes’) haven’t materialized.
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Profile of the Shakespeare 100 Sportive in the UK in September; total climbing 1,720m.








Take responsibility for your own food, clothing and bike to ensure that if any of the core ingredients are missing you are still able to complete the ride.


An Organizer’s Perspective


Organizing a successful sportive event involving hundreds or even thousands of participants is a complicated business, and comes down to managing the sometimes conflicting demands of riders, sponsors, venue owners and local authorities. We asked VOTWO (www.votwo.co.uk), organizers of the Silverstone Sportive in the UK, for their insight into what it takes to arrange a successful sportive:
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Tour of Britain 2009, 26th fastest finisher.










Choosing a location


When selecting a suitable venue we have to look for one which can cope with the number of riders anticipated in terms of access, parking, toilet facilities, registration and amenity areas, and which also offers a safe collecting and start environment, preferably off the road. This is a challenging task, especially with an event attracting over a thousand competitors.





The course


Once the venue has been identified and arrangements finalized, the organizer then has to plan a course which finds a balance between challenge, enjoyment and safety, whilst considering the number of turning and hazard points that will require marshalling and signage. As most event organizers rely on volunteer or part-time staff for marshalling roles, they then need to be provided with detailed instructions on where to position themselves and when. This is a very time-consuming but critical part of the task, when a 100-mile route may well have seventy-five road junctions to navigate through.


When the route is set, the relevant local authorities are then made aware of the event so that they understand what is happening in their area, and are able to raise concerns or objections and provide information on road repairs or other likely issues.





Promoting the event


We then turn to the marketing and promotion of the event, trying to reach as many potential entrants as possible, providing comprehensive information and allowing early and straightforward entry. This activity requires constant liaison with sponsors and event supporters looking to promote their own interests and brand on the back of the event itself. As an organizer, this is where the gambling begins in terms of the level of investment in advertising and promotion, which has to be recouped through increased entry levels and participation.


In the background there is organized chaos as staff are booked and scheduled, medical cover, insurance, equipment (such as barriers, portable toilets and timing chips) are arranged, and everything is carefully scaled to the rate at which entries appear to be coming in. On that note, it is incredibly helpful if we can gain visibility of entries at an early stage, so that we can plan the logistics to suit. This will in turn improve the quality of the event and the experience for the riders, and minimize any issues which arise on the day.





On the day


When the day of the event arrives, the work really begins; we generally start at about 03:30 in order to get the course signage in place. We don’t do this the day before as experience has taught us that the locals and other helpful souls have a habit of removing or altering signs on their way home from the pub, or just for a laugh …


The competitors start to arrive, and the process of registration and starting gets underway. The key element for us at this stage is to make sure the riders find their way quickly and easily to the car parking areas, registration tables and toilets as required. It is unbelievably helpful if competitors actually follow the directions and instructions, as this keeps everything running smoothly.


It also helps if everyone brings their documentation, as this keeps the registration process running to plan.





All underway


Once the bulk of the riders are out on the course, we experience a strange feeling of calm as the stressful preparation work begins to reap rewards. If all goes according to plan, we then begin to see riders arriving back with smiles on their faces. Once everyone is in, it is a matter of collating and publishing results and photos and handling any queries or feedback that comes in. Once again, from our perspective it is important that riders let us know when changes occur – for instance if they opt for a different distance, or even drop out completely.


After a tidy-up (including as much as possible on the course itself) and the recovery of all the signage, we head off with our heads full of changes and improvements for next year. Feedback from participants is very helpful – but we mean feedback, not just negative criticism! Putting on a sportive can be extremely rewarding when the feedback is good, and you can see how much everyone has enjoyed the event, and what people have achieved.





Experience Says …




	Think through your specific aims and objectives before deciding on a sportive to enter. Do not set yourself a challenge that is too far beyond your current capability


	Study the course profile, distances and route details before the event in order to set your pace strategy. If you go off too fast in an event with major climbs in the last half of the route you are asking for trouble


	Plan your event strategy in advance – what to carry, how to ride, who to ride with


	Carry route directions/map so that you can be self-sufficient if a problem occurs


	Pay attention to the briefing so that you are aware of hazards, changes and road conditions


	Make all your arrangements well in advance – don’t leave things until the last minute


	Be able to deal with minor problems yourself, so carry basic tools, puncture kits and essential nutrition.






















CHAPTER 2


THE BIKE AND EQUIPMENT





A Brief History of the Bike


The bike is often said to be the most efficient man/machine combination ever invented, delivering the highest and most energy-efficient return of all machines powered and employed by the human race. In simplistic terms the basic design of the bicycle has been around for a long time; historians will argue as to the precise moment in engineering evolution when the bike was born, and who was responsible for the invention, but one thing is for sure: there are few who still believe the famous drawing in 1493 by a pupil of Leonardo da Vinci is anything other than a fake.
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Da Vinci or amusing hoax?








The fundamental principles of bicycle design had probably been agreed by the mid to late 1800s, but an endless stream of improvements and enhancements continued for a century or more to give us what we, the twenty-first century sportive rider, would regard as our ideal machine.


Incredibly, in the early 1900s the US Patent Agency kept every US patent in just two buildings, and one of them was completely dedicated to bicycle patents.


For the purposes of this brief history we have chosen to start with the Van Drais German ‘Running Machine’ patent of 1818, while acknowledging the major contribution and developments of inventors such as Kirkpatrick Macmillan of Scotland, the Michaux family of France, and countless others who took the design forwards and evolved the modern machine.


The first truly commercial bicycle venture was founded by the Starley family of Coventry, England, who built and sold the ‘Penny Farthing’, or as it was correctly known, the ‘Ordinary’. They followed this with the 1885 ‘Rover’, perhaps the first machine which could be said to be the modern bicycle.
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Elegance in motion!








Kirkpatrick Macmillan’s bicycle brought together several of the critical elements that remain in place today: two small, equally sized wheels with the rider in the middle between them, with a rear-wheel-drive system and a steerable front wheel which is independent of the transmission. The Starley family added a geared drive train and the chain itself. 
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Familiar lines – a hundred years ago!
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Emancipation on two wheels.
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Colnago C40 – the benchmark?
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MILESTONES IN BICYCLE EVOLUTION












	Year

	 

	 

	Invention

	Country


of origin






	1818

	 

	 

	Von Drais ‘Running Machine’

	Germany






	1840

	 

	 

	Macmillan rear wheel drive

	Scotland






	1845

	 

	 

	Thompson – pneumatic tyre

	England






	1864

	 

	 

	Michaux ‘Boneshaker’

	France






	1869

	 

	 

	Harrison – calliper brake

	England






	1870

	 

	 

	Starley ‘Ariel’ Ordinary

	England






	1870

	 

	 

	Grant-spoked wheel

	England






	1877

	 

	 

	Starley – differential gear

	England






	1879

	 

	 

	Lawson – chain drive

	England






	1885

	 

	 

	Starley’s ‘Rover’ – the first


complete modern bike

	England






	1886

	 

	 

	Mannesman – steel tubing

	Germany






	1888

	 

	 

	Dunlop – manufactures pneumatic tyre

	Scotland






	1896

	 

	 

	Hodgkinson – early derailleur

	England






	1949

	 

	 

	Hercules – indexed gearshift

	England






	1951

	 

	 

	Campagnolo – modern derailleur

	Italy






	1978

	 

	 

	Specialized – foldable clincher tyre

	USA






	1983

	 

	 

	Avocet – first bike computer

	USA






	1984

	 

	 

	Look – clipless pedals for road

	France






	1985

	 

	 

	Shimano – indexed ‘SIS’ gear shifting

	Japan






	1990

	 

	 

	Shimano – integrated brake/gear levers

	Japan






	2009

	 

	 

	Shimano – electronic gear shifting

	Japan
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Since those nineteenth-century beginnings there have been periods when design and technology have moved rapidly forwards, and sometimes things have remained static for decades. Materials have evolved and components have become more sophisticated and inexorably lighter, but it is still amazing to note the similarities between an early bicycle and a modern-day racing machine. In no other field of technology is the relationship so clear.


As is evident from the table above, since 1990 there have arguably been a few advances in materials and refinements, but relatively few ground-breaking inventions and innovations.


Into the Future


The Holy Grail of future componentry might arguably be a breakthrough in drive-train design, in which crank arms, chains and cogs could be replaced by a smooth, variable transmission belt system, which senses the rider’s pedal cadence, effort and speed, and automatically changes gear. Tyres will become lighter and more puncture resistant, frames will become lighter, and wheels will also shed weight, becoming more rigid and streamlined to cut through the air more aerodynamically.
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A vision of the future.








Happily for us, as authors of this book, the sportive rider is still likely to have to supply the muscle, aerobic engine and willpower required to complete a successful sportive, and most competitors’ budgets will keep them away from space-age prototypes for a while to come!


The Sportive Bike: Characteristics and Selection


Having already said that man and machine are the most efficient means of mechanical propulsion on the planet, it is unfortunate that many would-be riders, bike shops and well meaning ‘experts’ seem to conspire together to bring this sublime partnership between human sinew and metal right back down to earth.


It may not be possible to measure precisely by how much the wrong bike, the wrong fit and the wrong equipment detracts from the rider’s performance, but if slower speed, greater energy consumption, fatigue, pain, discomfort and reduced enjoyment are factored in, we could estimate at least a 30 per cent efficiency loss. For example, it is said that clipless pedals as opposed to traditional pedals and toe straps improve pedalling efficiency by up to 20 per cent. Put another way, if you get the equipment, the fit and the overall formula badly wrong, you will be throwing away up to an hour or more across a typical long course sportive route, and will expose yourself to an increased likelihood of injury.


The good news is that this book is going to show you how the opposite can also be true, in that if you put everything together into an integrated, correctly specified package, your performance will be enhanced, and the pleasure and satisfaction you gain from your riding will be massively greater. Jean Bobet, brother of Louison Bobet, the three-times Tour de France winner, in his book Tomorrow We Ride, describes the sensation of cycling when everything is working in harmony as ‘la volupté’. 
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A traditional toe-clip pedal.
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The clipless pedal, a 1990s development giving improved pedalling efficiency.








So in an effort to help our readers reach ‘la volupté’, we will take a look at the various components and essential elements that make up the perfect combination of bike, rider and equipment.


What a Sportive Bike Must Be


The sportive bike needs, in a sense, to be ‘all things to all men’: it needs to deliver a lively but comfortable ride, climbing capably but able to drive forwards at speed on the flat. It will look like a race bike, but it needs more ‘relaxed’ geometry to offer the comfort necessary for an amateur to cover a long distance over multiple hours on varied road surfaces.
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A top-end, modern sportive bike.
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Principal components of the bike.








As such, a sportive bike will probably have a longer head tube and slightly upturned stem to position the rider higher at the front, thereby reducing strain on the neck, shoulders and back. The top tube may be shorter than a race bike, and the wheelbase may be longer for greater stability.


The equipment and fittings on the bike may focus on comfort rather than all-out performance: thus the handlebars may have a shorter drop (the height difference between the saddle and the handlebars), the tyres will be at least 23mm wide, and maybe even 25mm to give a softer ride and more puncture protection, while the saddle should be comfortable and designed to minimize pressure on the ‘sensitive’ areas.


Wheels should have a combination of strength, rigidity and flex, and will usually have between twenty-four and thirty-two spokes. (We discuss the merits of different types of wheels later in this chapter.)


Nowadays many sportive bikes will feature a ‘compact’ chain set with two chain rings at the front (probably fifty-tooth and thirty-four-tooth) and ten sprockets or cogs at the back, ranging in size from around twelve up to twenty-five, twenty-seven, or even twenty-nine. The argument rages between the more traditional set-up of a 53/39 front chain-ring combination matched with a typical 12/25 rear cassette, as opposed to a ‘modern’ compact set-up featuring a 50/34 and 12/27; each rider will make his or her own decision, but we are both firm believers in compact gearing for long, hilly sportives. Some riders still prefer a triple chain ring set-up because it offers a very wide range of gears, albeit at a slight weight penalty. A typical triple chain ring configuration will feature a 53/42/34 combination, which in conjunction with a 12/25 or 13/26 at the back will cope with almost any terrain.


It is interesting to note that on the famous Mortirolo climb of the 2010 Giro D’Italia most of the professional peloton were using compact gearing with a 50/34 double chain ring, and some even had a twenty-seven- or twenty-nine-tooth sprocket at the back. Even the pros need some mechanical advantage to help them on their way!


A sportive frame is likely to feature the following angles, give or take a little:




	Top tube joint with seat tube = 73/73.5 degrees


	Top tube joint with head tube = 73/73.5 degrees.





These are probably the angles which give the optimum compromise between speed and comfort in a bike frame.


Women-Specific Frames


The anatomy of a female rider is, as may be evident to most people, different to a male rider. Most notably, a female rider may need a shorter top tube in relation to the seat tube as her reach may be shorter in proportion to her overall body length. Most manufacturers now produce ‘WSD’ (‘WomSpecific Design’) versions of their sportive bikes, and we would recommend that a female rider bases her selection on one of these to start with. 
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Compact 50/34 chain rings.
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A Campagnolo 13/29 rear ten-speed cassette.








Fortunately for the novice or non-technical amongst us, all the main manufacturers have recognized the need to produce pre-specified sportive bikes, and we would recommend that you select one of these for a first sportive bike.


To explain the wisdom of that recommendation and to show the bewildering array of choices to be made, we will start with the material a bike can be made of.


Frame Material


The main materials for a bike frame are steel, aluminium, carbon and titanium. However, at risk of opening up a national debate and alienating advocates of one material over another, we want to say that we don’t think the material a first sportive bike is made of should be the critical deciding factor. What is far more important is that it has the right geometry, fits properly, and is equipped for the job of riding long distance, multi-hour events with substantial amounts of climbing involved. So for example, a slightly heavier steel-framed bike with relaxed geometry and compact gearing will probably perform better for the average rider than an ultra-light carbon-fibre model with race geometry and a traditional 53/39 tooth, 12/25 sprocket set-up.
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The geometry of a typical sportive bike.








It’s all about the individual rider, of course, but our advice would be to concentrate on the overall characteristics and equipment, rather than the material.


The main materials and their characteristics are as follows:


Steel


Steel has been the traditional choice for most of the 150 years or so of bicycle evolution, being relatively inexpensive, easy to manufacture and work, reasonably light, flexible, resilient and comfortable. Steel frames are widely available, although have become less fashionable in the last couple of decades other than for urban ‘fixies’ (bikes with a single fixed gear) and among traditionalists and collectors.


A steel-framed bike will be durable and will be available in a very wide range of geometries and specifications. When choosing a steel-framed bike, select at least Reynolds, Columbus or Dedaccai tubing (these names will appear on the frame somewhere) and you will be able to buy a steel-framed bike that weighs not a lot more than carbon fibre or titanium. A good quality steel frame utilizing the steel mentioned above will last for many years (subject to protection from rust); however, lower quality steel tubing will be heavy and prone to corrosion. On the plus side, steel frames are more easily repairable than other frame materials.


Aluminium


Often considered to be the best choice for entry level or first bikes, aluminium is lighter than steel; an aluminium frame may deliver a harsher ride, but it will accelerate fast and respond sharply. It is often coupled with carbon-fibre forks and sometimes carbon seat stays (the frame sections completing the ‘triangle of the frame’ that houses the rear wheel) to soften the ride. Aluminium may have a ‘shelf life’ of only ten years or so as the alloy can corrode, fracture and break down with constant wear and stress. It is reasonably priced, light and rustproof, however it doesn’t absorb shock as well as steel, titanium or carbon fibre.


Titanium


In some eyes titanium is perhaps the ultimate frame material – a legacy from the world of supersonic aircraft and the space age, it absorbs shock and gives a comfortable ride as well as being light and stiff. Non corrosive, it is impervious to damage by water, is highly workable, and has many of the positive characteristics of steel, but is lighter and with greater stiffness. Titanium is now seen as a niche material because it is used by specialist frame builders and is expensive; however, as a long-term investment it may make a great deal of sense.


Carbon Fibre


There is little doubt that if you ask most sportive riders, they would say that their goal is to own and ride a ‘top-end’ carbon-framed bike. Ultra-light, nowadays straightforward to mould (or weave, to be more accurate), a carbon frame delivers a responsive and comfortable ride with most of the desired characteristics in a sportive machine. Again, however, its down side is that carbon fibre can deteriorate under repeated stress, and lower priced, lower quality frames may be less durable. Having said that, most manufacturers have now achieved significant progress in the manufacture or ‘weave’ of carbon fibre, so this is less of an issue than say, ten years ago.


Carbon fibre is the stuff of jet fighters, Formula 1 cars and the Space Age; it is stiffer laterally than it is vertically, so the frame doesn’t flex when you pedal strongly, but it delivers a good degree of cushioning while still being responsive. And of course to most eyes, it looks great. One word of caution: carbon frames are not easy to repair and are prone to snap in the event of a major impact.


Our Recommendation


Materials selection is a matter of individual choice, but if we were to make a recommendation we would probably advise starting out on a relatively low-cost aluminium-framed bike, and upgrading to a carbon frame when you are sure that sportives are something that will continue to motivate you. The first machine can then be used as a training or winter bike. We would probably aim at a budget of between £500 and £1,000 for the first bike, moving up to anything from £1,500 to £3,000 for a second, higher specification event bike.


We are often asked for guidance and advice on buying a second bike in particular, and the most common mistake we encounter is when a rider upgrades to a new machine that offers very little enhancement over the first. There has to be a ‘step change’ in the quality of the overall components, otherwise it may be better just to upgrade a specific items such as the wheels, group set or handlebars.


The Hierarchy of Spend


So how much should you spend, and what should you spend it on? For a newcomer, and even for experienced cyclists who haven’t focused on the technicalities of cycling, the choice of bike can be bewildering, and with online buying becoming more prevalent, expert advice isn’t always available.


Remember, the bicycle is the second critical component in the equation after the rider, and making the wrong choice can have serious physical, performance and financial consequences. So get it right first time: seek advice and follow the guidelines in this book.


Most manufacturers have a range of sportive-specific bikes available with a wide range of specifications, but for most riders budget will be the first criterion to consider. At the ‘bottom end’ it should be possible to buy a basic sportive bike for around £600; at the top it’s perfectly possible to spend £6,000. For the purposes of this book we’ll focus on the ‘average’ rider, for whom the purchase of a sportive bike is a major expenditure and who has a budget of £850. For this budget we would recommend buying a fully specified, complete bike from a recognized brand – you can find them from their advertisements in cycling magazines. For the latest bike tests we would direct you straight to the pages or online areas of the magazine Cycling Weekly (www.cyclingweekly.co.uk). Most major, and many specialist manufacturers and brands are covered in their extensive programme of road tests.
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