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I wrote my first book on cycling nutrition in 1988. At the time, I was training for a 200-mile double century and searching for reliable information on how to eat for long-distance riding. There were no books written for the regular recreational cyclist, and there was no internet for them to consult. If you wanted answers, you had to dig through medical physiology texts or piece things together through trial and error.

What I discovered then still holds true today: most cyclists do not struggle because they lack motivation or discipline. They struggle because they misunderstand fueling.

Over the years, I have watched countless riders either eat too little, eat too late, or assume that certain foods or supplements could somehow magnify their abilities beyond their level of training. Some under fuel out of habit. Others overcomplicate things by chasing the latest trend. Very few truly understand the basic physiology that governs endurance performance.

As a practicing internal medicine physician, I had the advantage of an understanding of human physiology. That foundation, along with my experience as a serious cyclist, allowed me to translate nutritional science into practical advice for riders. My goal then - and now - has been simple: to provide information that is medically sound, easy to understand, and directly applicable on the bike.

When the internet emerged, much of that early work provided the basis for the website Cycling Performance Tips. Over the years, I’ve updated that content as new research became available and as real-world coaching experience refined what works and what doesn’t. But the core principles have remained remarkably consistent.

Much of the deeper physiology and supporting research behind these concepts is explored in greater detail on my website, Cycling Performance Tips (www.cptips.com). Over the years the site has allowed me to expand on topics, review new research, and provide references for readers who want to explore the science more deeply. This book distills those ideas into a clear and practical guide focused specifically on fueling endurance cycling.

This new book reflects decades of riding, coaching, studying, and observing what actually limits endurance cyclists.

It is written for the serious recreational rider - the cyclist preparing for century-level events, long training rides, or multi-day tours. It is also for the motivated beginner who wants to understand what proper fueling can and cannot do. Nutrition will not replace training. It will not create fitness where none exists. But it will determine how fully you can ride at the potential you have trained to achieve.

My philosophy is straightforward. Nutrition advice should be based on physiology, not anecdotes. When you understand how your muscles produce energy, how intensity shifts fuel use, and why carbohydrate availability matters, you gain the ability to make informed decisions. You no longer depend on trends. You can tailor your fueling to your body, your goals, and your riding style.

I approach this subject both as an exercise physiologist and as a cyclist. The science matters. But so does practicality. Food has to work in the real world - during a long climb, on a hot afternoon, or on day three of a tour when fatigue accumulates.

This ebook will provide clarity on and remove confusion about nutrition for endurance cycling. And most importantly, it will help you ride longer, ride stronger, and enjoy the sport at a deeper level for years to come.

Cyclists often search for complicated solutions to what is ultimately a straightforward problem. Endurance performance depends on a small number of physiological principles that have been well understood for decades. Once you understand how your body produces energy and how nutrition supports that process, fueling your rides becomes far simpler - and far more effective.
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You’re three hours into a long weekend training ride. The pace has been steady. The group rolls toward a small climb - nothing dramatic, something you’ve handled many times before. But today your legs feel strangely hollow. You try to lift the pace and there is simply nothing there. Your breathing is controlled. Your heart rate isn’t outrageous. Yet your power fades.

Or consider this situation.

You’re on day two of a multi-day cycling trip. You slept well. The weather is ideal. You were excited when you clipped in. But within the first hour your legs feel flat. Not sore. Not injured. Just flat. You begin to wonder if you’re less fit than you thought.

In both situations, your instinctive conclusion is the same: I need better training.

Training absolutely matters. Cardiovascular fitness, muscular endurance, and pacing skills are essential for long rides. But there is another variable that often goes unrecognized: fuel for your muscles.

Endurance cycling is both a metabolic and a cardiovascular challenge. Every pedal stroke is powered by a continuous supply of energy delivered to the muscles. When that supply is mismatched to demand, performance declines - even if your training and cardiovascular fitness are adequate.

Most serious recreational riders structure their weekly mileage, religiously monitor heart rate or power on rides, and schedule recovery days. Yet they often approach nutrition casually - eating when convenient, grabbing whatever is available, or waiting until they feel hungry.

But hunger is a lagging indicator. By the time you notice it, your body’s ability to provide energy to your legs is already compromised.

To understand why nutrition can limit endurance, let’s start with the two primary fuel sources that power your muscles.

Total carbohydrate calories, stored as glycogen in muscle cells and the liver, are limited. Even a well-fed rider carries only enough stored carbohydrate to support several hours of moderate riding. Fat, on the other hand, is abundant. Even a lean cyclist has tens of thousands of calories stored as fat.

At first glance, that sounds reassuring. If fat stores are so large, why worry about running out of energy? Because carbohydrates and fats contribute different proportions of your energy needs depending on riding intensity. 

At lower intensities, your muscles obtain energy from a mixture of fat and carbohydrate. However, fat is more difficult for muscle cells to convert into usable energy than carbohydrate. As effort increases - climbing, riding into wind, responding to surges - your muscles rely more heavily on the energy delivered by carbohydrate. As you approach the highest riding intensities (near VO2max), carbohydrate to power the muscle cells is essential.

Exercise physiologists sometimes refer to the point where carbohydrate becomes the dominant fuel source as the crossover point. This intensity varies between individuals and can shift with endurance training. Well-trained cyclists are often able to rely on fat metabolism at somewhat higher workloads, helping conserve limited carbohydrate stores during long rides.

If you repeatedly draw down glycogen without replacing it, you eventually reach a point where only fat remains available in meaningful amounts. As  fat alone cannot support higher riding intensities, your pace must drop. This is the physiological basis of “the bonk.” It is not weakness. It is not a lack of mental toughness. It is substrate depletion.

Now consider the multi-day rider.

On a single long ride, under fueling may simply make the final hour uncomfortable. On a multi-day trip, small daily deficits accumulate. Inadequate carbohydrate intake on day one reduces available stores for day two. Reduced stores on day two increase fatigue and limit performance on day three. The experience can spiral - not because fitness is lacking, but because carbohydrate replacement has been insufficient.

This is why nutrition is often referred to as the hidden limiter of endurance performance. It does not replace training. It does not override fitness. But it determines how much of your fitness you can actually use.
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