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To everyone who is about to discover the joy, beauty, and practicality of cycling.













Chapter 1



OBTAINING A BIKE


So you’ve decided to get a bicycle.


Congratulations!


If you feel confused and overwhelmed by the vast and bewildering bicycle marketplace, don’t worry, because admitting you need help is the first step toward becoming a cyclist. Before we go any further, it will help if you have a basic understanding of the history of the bicycle.


IN THE BEGINNING


In the 1870s, buying a bicycle was easy: You went to Ye Olde Velocipede Shoppe, picked out a nice high-wheeler—known as the “penny farthing”—and maybe took a header into a pile of horse manure on the way home. Done. Shopping was easy. The hardest part was riding the thing. First, in order to get started, you had to give the bike a push from behind. Then you had to scramble on top of it while it was rolling, which would have been like climbing onto the roof of a Volkswagen Beetle. Once you were up there, you had to stay up there, which was not easy, thanks to the fact that you were essentially sitting on top of a giant wheel. It’s hard to stay upright on a bicycle when your center of gravity is way up on the third floor. If you were able to mount and ride the bike successfully, you still had to climb back down when the ride was over.


Seems like a lot of work, right? Why was that front wheel so gigantic anyway?


Because the penny farthing was propelled by means of a “direct drive,” which means the pedals and cranks were attached directly to the front wheel. So, the diameter of the wheel is what determined how fast and far the bicycle would go when your legs turned the pedals. If the wheel was small, you’d have to pedal frantically in order to get anywhere. (Think about how long it would take you to travel a mile on a child’s tricycle and you’ve got the idea.) Therefore, the front wheel was laughably huge.


Even so, people went crazy for the penny farthing, and the world experienced the very first bike boom.


Then, two big things happened.


The Two Big Things




1. In 1885, John Kemp Starley began manufacturing a rear-wheel, chain-drive bicycle with more or less symmetrical wheels.


2. John Boyd Dunlop founded the Dunlop Pneumatic Tire Co. in 1889.




Equal-size wheels? Air-filled tires? This was cycling’s chocolate-in-the-peanut-butter moment. Fitting a bicycle with a chain drive meant that you no longer had to change the wheel’s diameter in order to optimize the system’s mechanical advantage. Instead, the gear ratio was determined by the size of the chainring and cogs, which were mounted on the hub of the rear wheel. And presto, a rear-wheel-driven bicycle that could be designed for comfort. Starley’s bike, with its diamond frame and two symmetrical wheels, was vastly more stable than a penny farthing, and it was far easier to straddle and ride. As you can imagine, riding a bicycle with symmetrical wheels wrapped in cushions of air was a much more attractive proposition than bouncing around high above the manure-strewn streets on solid tires. It was also a lot safer, for the simple reason that you were much less likely to fall off your bike. In fact, this new design was marketed as the “safety bicycle.” By the end of the nineteenth century, pretty much all bicycles were rear-wheel-driven safety bicycles rolling on pneumatic tires. The machine became so popular that cities and municipalities began paving the roads with macadam in order to accommodate the growing legions of cyclists.


So you can thank bicycles for paved roads, and you can also feel free to tell any impatient driver who says “roads are for cars” that they should be thanking you for the pavement they’re driving on.


[image: image]


Penny farthing.


[image: image]


Penny farthing fail.


TODAY


Now we’re well into the twenty-first century, and here you are looking for a bike. The good news is that fundamentally not much has changed about the bicycle since the turn of the last century: We’re still (mostly) riding diamond-framed safety bicycles with pneumatic tires. (Yes, there are recumbents and other rethinkings of the upright bicycle, but we’ll address those later.) Sure, bikes have gotten a lot lighter, and yes they have much more sophisticated gear changing and braking systems, but if a late nineteenth-century cyclist were to ride through a time wormhole into today, he or she would have no difficulty riding any of my bikes. (Apart from dodging all the cars of course, but we’ll address that later as well.)


The bad news is that a century of constant refinement, endless marketing, and incessant hyperspecialization means that shopping for a bicycle can be as vexing as trying to see the UFO in one of those Magic Eye paintings. In fact, you may be so frustrated you’re ready to say, “Screw it, I’m leasing a Hyundai.” Don’t give up. The problem is more with the twenty-first century than it is with cycling. Bikes are simple machines, and unfortunately the simpler something is, the easier it is to ascribe all sorts of mystical attributes to it. That’s why people take classes in order to learn how to drink wine, but when they go to lease a Hyundai they’ll make their decision based on the location of the cup holder.


DOS AND DON’TS OF CHOOSING A BICYCLE


Ultimately, the secret to choosing a bicycle is avoiding confusion, so here are some basic dos and don’ts to keep you on track, starting with the don’ts.


Don’t…



[image: image] ASK ADVICE FROM YOUR NEIGHBOR, ACQUAINTANCE, OR COWORKER WHO RIDES A LOT


First of all, no matter how good-natured this person may seem to be, every cyclist thinks they know everything. Because of this, they’re vexed by the notion that they could possibly pour their ocean of knowledge into the tiny, thimble-like vessel that is your brain.


Second, although they think they know everything, what they actually know pertains only to themselves and their experience. Ask, say, a competitive cyclist what kind of bike you should get, and you’ll find yourself on the receiving end of a lecture about frame materials and rotating wheel weight that will make you want to puncture your own eardrums. Eventually you’ll find yourself either backing away while nodding politely or simply asleep on your desk in a puddle of your own drool.


Talking to a cyclist is like Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Any answer from a cyclist starts at the beginning of time, and unless you hit them in the head, it won’t end until the sun implodes.



[image: image] CONSULT THE INTERNET


The Internet is useful for finding pictures of bikes, prices of bikes, locations of bike shops, and even gathering basic information about the pros and cons of various types of bicycles, but for the love of [insert your favorite deity here] do not engage anybody on it! At least your competitive cyclist coworker is only one person. When you ask the Internet for advice, you’ll get the opinions of one person times a million. When it comes to opinions on bikes, consulting the Internet is learning in a vacuum of stupidity.



[image: image] CONSULT GLOSSY CYCLING MAGAZINES


“Okay, so the Internet’s a great big open source of cluelessness,” you’re thinking to yourself. “I’ll stick to good old-fashioned print. It has integrity.”


Sadly, this is not true. Haven’t you heard? Print is dead. That’s why magazines that are still alive are more beholden than ever to their advertisers for survival. I’m not saying this is a bad thing; magazines contain interesting stories and pretty pictures, and it’s advertiser dollars that make this possible. After all, writers don’t work for free (though it can sure feel like it).


I’m just saying, never trust a gear review in a magazine (or an online magazine for that matter). Enjoy it, but don’t trust it. It’s like believing a climate change study funded by the energy lobby.


Do…



[image: image] ADOPT IF POSSIBLE


Bikes are like pets. A fancy purebred might cost you a fortune. Moreover, if you make a decision to purchase one based purely on aesthetics or cachet, that fancy purebred can wind up being a huge and costly mistake. That border collie seemed like a great idea, until you find out that if you don’t give it sheep to herd it will dig its way through your living room floor and into the basement. Similarly, that shiny new road bike may capture your fancy, but what happens when you realize you can’t carry anything on it and your crotch is numb for six hours after riding it?


It’s precisely because so many people make this rookie mistake when buying their first bike that so many countless bikes have been cast aside and are in desperate need of a home. More often than not, you can pick up a cast-off bike for free or close to it.


Talk with friends and neighbors. Check with your building superintendent to see if there are any abandoned bikes in the bike room. Ask your aunt and uncle if that mountain bike your cousin never rode is still sitting in the garage. It may not be perfect. In fact, it may be an utter hunk of crap, but spending no money on crap is a lot better than spending a lot of money on a bike that turns out not to be right for you, and that you in turn wind up abandoning.


Once you find a bike, it’s important to ride it. It won’t take you long to figure out what’s right and what’s wrong with it. You may be able to change it into the right bike for you just by swapping some parts, or at the very least you’ll realize what kind of bike you do need so that when you do go to purchase a brand-new bike, you can spend your money effectively.


Most important, don’t get too hung up on how the bike looks. The only way to look good on a bike is to learn how to ride it well.



[image: image] SHOP FOR A BIKE SHOP, NOT A BIKE


If you’re either unable or disinclined to scrounge up a hand-me-down, then, by all means, go to a bike shop. In fact, you’d think if you’re looking for a bike that “go to a bike shop” would be the first step on the list, but it’s not that simple anymore. First, there are so many different kinds of bike shops now (we’ll go into the different kinds in a bit), that it’s hard to know where to begin, which can make you just want to give up before you even try. Second, prices at bike shops can be intimidating. Sticker shock may tempt you to shop online instead. Don’t. Finding a bike shop you can trust and rely on, and building a relationship with the people who work there, is as important as finding a bike you love to ride.


Pick a few shops in your area, take a deep breath, and go inside. Look around. Strike up a conversation. If you get a good feeling from the staff at one of them, let them sell you a bike. Don’t get hung up on whether you can get a slightly better price elsewhere or if the place across town will throw in the upgraded SL Wonk-tronik shifting system for the same price. None of this matters. What matters is how well you get along with the shop and its staff, because that’s where you’re going to be going when the SL Wonk-tronik shifting system starts getting balky.


The bike is almost immaterial, whereas the right bike shop can be the foundation for your entire cycling life ahead.



[image: image] PULL THE TRIGGER ALREADY


You’re not getting married. You’re not having a kid. You’re not taking out a mortgage on the house where you’re going to spend the next fifty years of your life. You’re buying a freaking bicycle. Chances are that if it’s your first, you’re going to want a different one next year. That’s okay. Don’t shop yourself into a state of indecision or paralysis. Just get a bike between your legs and start riding.


STYLES OF BIKES


Bike companies come up with new types of bicycles as quickly as people figure out new places and ways to ride them. Some bikes go out of style, others come back in. Still others are just old bikes with a new name and a flashy set of decals.


Let’s start with the road bikes.



Road Bikes


You know those riders who float effortlessly along like they’re one with their machines, their immaculate drivetrains whirring like whisks in batter?


Those riders are on road bikes.


You know those riders with the big grease smudges on their calves who careen along the bike path yelling “On your left!” and then fall over at the stoplight because they can’t extricate their special shoes from their special pedals?


Those riders are also on road bikes.


No bicycle can be wielded as deftly or as awkwardly as a road bike. It’s like a high-quality chef’s knife: In the right hands, it’s making sushi; in the wrong hands, it’s making sushi out of fingers.


So what makes a road bike a road bike? The obvious characteristic is the “drop” handlebars, the primary purpose of which is to allow you to position your body for speed. Riding with your hands in the drops lets you get flat-backed and aero, though many road bike owners lack the flexibility necessary to do this, which leaves them looking like a cabbie at a tollbooth rooting around under the seat for loose change.


Road bikes also tend to have narrow tires for aerodynamics and minimal rolling resistance, as well as saddles that aren’t so much for supporting your body weight as for gently reminding you where to position your posterior. You don’t really sit on a road bike saddle so much as you lean on it, as you would upon a rattan bench you suspect might give way. In fact, the key to riding a road bike is to distribute your weight evenly across it. If you’re doing it right, you’re sort of splayed out on top of it like someone trying to crawl across a frozen pond without falling through the ice.





Good things about road bikes





[image: image] You probably live on or near a road, which means you’ll get plenty of use out of your road bike.


[image: image] They’re more or less the default sporting bicycle, so it’s unlikely you’re going to come across a shop that doesn’t understand them.


[image: image] Deal$! The used marketplace is full of used road bike stuff, which means lots of bargains for you.


[image: image] They’re fairly versatile and designed to be ridden all day so long trips are no problem. Yet with some modifications they’re perfect for city use. (You might not want to carry your dog on one, but there’s no reason you can’t use it to get to work or to the bar.)


[image: image] They’re responsive machines, and therefore they will teach you a lot about riding. If you can handle a road bike in a variety of situations, you can handle pretty much any type of bike. If you’re interested in recreational cycling and you can have only one bike, it should be a road bike.


[image: image] They’re light and minimal, and while this is mainly to enhance performance, it’s also practical for the apartment dweller who has to schlep a bike up and down stairs or store it in the foyer. (Assuming you’re one of those Rockefeller types who can afford an apartment with a foyer.)





Bad things about road bikes




[image: image] They are not “comfortable,” at least in the sense that your TV-watching sweatpants are comfortable. Riding one means “assuming the position,” which may not be ideal for those quick jaunts to the store.


[image: image] There’s a limit to their versatility, which you will discover if you need to carry heavy loads on your bike.


[image: image] They’re relatively easy to pilfer or steal. You can dismantle a road bike in minutes using about three tools, all of which can fit on a keychain. This is great for a race team mechanic, but not so great for you when you emerge from the shop to find that your handlebars, saddle, and both wheels have been stolen.










Myths about road bikes



“They’re delicate.”


This is not true. Road bikes are built to withstand the punishing torque and tube-twisting wattage generated by some of the most powerful athletes on Earth. Sure, in practice they’re mostly subjected to the saddle-crushing weight of sedentary Americans who have taken up road cycling as part of a midlife crisis, but they’re generally sturdy machines just the same.


“They’re not versatile.”


Attempting to ride a downhill mountain biking course on a road bike is going to destroy the wheels, possibly the frame, and certainly most of the bones in your skeleton, but extreme use aside, you can do lots of stuff on a road bike. You can even ride them on dirt trails, despite the name “road bike.” Although most bike companies would rather sell you another bike specifically for this purpose, you don’t need that. Road bikes work well in both town and country, and if you want to put on a pair of flat bars and turn it into a more casual cruising machine, there’s nothing stopping you from doing so.


“They’re expensive.”


Road bikes have never been more expensive, but they’ve also never been cheaper.


Strictly speaking, road bikes aren’t expensive. The truth is they can be expensive, and absurdly so. Thanks to carbon fiber, electronics, clever cobranding, and the fickle whims of the 1 percent, road bike manufacturers are managing to tickle the undercarriage of the $20,000 barrier.


At the same time, though, you can buy a perfectly decent road bike for under $1,000.


Best of all, a bike depreciates in value the moment it gets straddled, which means the fickle whims of the 1 percent often become the deep discounts of the 99 percent once the original owner gets bored and moves on to golf or wingsuit flying.





If all of this sounds wildly impractical, that’s because it is, but if your primary reason for wanting a bike is pleasure and speed and not utility, a road bike is a good place to start. Here’s why.


[image: image]


Road bike.


ROADS ARE EVERYWHERE


A bike’s no good if you don’t have somewhere to ride it, and unless you live in a hut in the rainforest you’ve probably got access to a road of some kind. Even if that road isn’t paved, you can still probably ride your road bike on it. In most cases, all you really need to do is change the tires.


ROAD BIKES ARE EFFICIENT


Once you get the hang of a road bike you can ride it for a really long time. In fact, you’ll have no problem taking off on it for the better part of a day. To all outward appearances, you’re not doing much besides pumping the pedals, but as you ride, your body is interacting with the bicycle to an extraordinarily nuanced degree. You’re in tune with the road surface and unweighting ever so slightly to account for irregularities in the pavement. You’re shifting your body fore and aft on climbs and descents. You’re leaning into turns, countersteering and generally engaging in all sorts of complex physics without even thinking about it, for hours at a time.


At the same time, because your rides are getting longer and longer, you’re building your strength and endurance. You’re also learning about your body—how and when to feed and water it, how it functions on different types of fuel, and how to recognize the first signs of exhaustion and breakdown.


These are the things that make you good at riding a bike. And yes, you’re doing this stuff on any type of bicycle, but on a more comfort-oriented bike you’re not so much becoming one with the road as you are sopping it up like it’s tomato sauce and the bike is a big hunk of semolina bread.



Other Types of Drop-Bar Bikes


CYCLOCROSS BIKES


The sport of cyclocross has become increasingly popular and so have the bikes. Cyclocross bikes are basically road bikes that have been optimized for riding through grass, dirt, sand, and mud, and this makes them particularly versatile.


It can be difficult for the novice to tell a cyclocross bike from a road bike because both have drop bars and share many common components, so here’s a quick guide.


If the bicycle has knobby tires and cantilever or disc brakes, it’s probably a cyclocross bike.


If the bicycle has slick tires, sidepull caliper brakes, and an extremely uptight rider on top, it’s probably a road bike.


Caution: The recent advent of disc brakes on road bikes makes visual diagnosis more difficult, so to be absolutely sure simply rub dirt on the bicycle. If the owner freaks out, it’s a road bike, and if the owner doesn’t notice (or if the bicycle is already soiled), it’s probably a cyclocross bike.


At this point you’re probably wondering, “I’m a filthy slob. So does this mean I should get a cyclocross bike?”


Well, it depends.


While you can’t go too wrong with a cyclocross bike, you may not need one either. The extra tire clearance and ability to ride more rugged terrain are good features, but the geometry and gearing may be less than ideal for the road, so if you’ll be spending most of your time on pavement, then you should probably opt for a road bike. Also, note that true cyclocross racing bikes forgo extras like fender eyelets and occasionally even water bottle mounts, and this can cancel out a lot of the versatility you’d get from a road bike. Lastly, road bike brakes are generally a bit easier to adjust.


But if you think you’ll be spending most of your time in the dirt yet you still want a fast bike, go ahead and try a cyclocross bike.






[image: image]



STUFF TO KEEP IN MIND WHEN SHOPPING


[image: image] FIT


The frame should fit you as well as possible. It’s possible to compensate for a centimeter or two here or there, but you’re going to get the most use and pleasure out of a well-fitting bike.


[image: image] TIRE CLEARANCE


Some road bikes have more tire clearance than others. If you can find a bike that has room for 28mm or even 32mm tires, then a simple tire swap can open up a whole new world of terrain to you. If there are clearance and eyelets for a set of real fenders, that’s even better. Staying dry can make the difference between riding through the winter and succumbing to seasonal affective disorder. Remember: You don’t need to use fat tires or fenders if you don’t want to, but you might as well have the option.


[image: image] GOOD CLOTHES ARE WORTH MORE THAN GOOD COMPONENTS


When you’re looking for a road bike you’re bound to get hung up on all sorts of mind-numbing questions, like “Are the Super Attack shifters good enough or do I need to upgrade to the Super Attack Plus?” Forget it, it’s not important. Your clothes, however, are hugely important. Remember, you’re going to be spending hours at a time in a variety of weather conditions on this contraption. Your fingers aren’t going to care how many grams your shifter weighs, but you better believe your crotch will care what’s between it and the saddle.







[image: image]


STUFF YOU DON’T NEED TO WORRY ABOUT


[image: image] ELECTRONIC SHIFTING


Save your money. You don’t need it. Don’t you have enough things to plug in and charge already?


[image: image] DISC BRAKES


I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with disc brakes on road bikes; I’m just saying you don’t need them. There are few components that are easier to adjust and maintain than rim brakes. Plus, when you consider that your wheel is essentially a great big rotor, you realize that rim brakes are disc brakes anyway.


[image: image] A REALLY LIGHT BIKE


Can you lift the bike easily off the ground? There you go. The bike is light enough.









TOURING BIKES


Does the countryside call out to you so loudly that you not only want to ride through it but also sleep in it? Are you perfectly comfortable using strange bathrooms, or even holes when proper facilities are not available? Do you scoff at the notion that cyclocross riders are “dirty” when you regularly forgo baths for several days? If you’ve answered yes to most of these questions, then the Wagon Queen Family Truckster of drop-bar bikes, otherwise known as a touring bike, is something to consider.


Touring bikes vary in wheel size and other specifications, and indeed they don’t need to have drop bars at all—although they often do, as drop bars afford the multiple options for hand positions you’ll want during hours upon hours in the saddle. They also have lots of eyelets for the racks and panniers you’ll need to carry all your gear for day after day on the road.


These same features also make touring bikes potentially practical bikes for daily around-town use, and certainly there’s no law that says that every time you hop on a touring bike you need to wind up in a tent beneath the stars. They’re also inherently stable, which they need to be in order to carry all that stuff.


So if speed and maneuverability are less attractive to you than the prospect of escape, and if you regularly wear Birkenstocks, a touring bike may be for you.


[image: image]


Touring bike.



MISCELLANEOUS “ADVENTURE” BIKES


It’s hard to imagine a long-distance cycling situation in which you wouldn’t be covered by a road bike, a cyclocross bike, or a touring bike.


Nevertheless, bike companies are constantly adding new types of drop-bar bicycles for increasingly specific uses. To wit, the growing popularity of the “gravel bike,” which is essentially somewhere between a road bike and a cyclocross bike, two types of bicycles between which there wasn’t much daylight to begin with.


Conversely, they’re also coming up with drop-bar concepts for less specific uses. These bikes are usually called something along the lines of “adventure bikes,” and they purport to be road bikes you can go touring on but also use in a cyclocross race because why the hell not?


While there’s certainly no reason to avoid any of these bikes if they’re appealing to you and well-suited to your lifestyle, it’s also important to understand they can sometimes be branding exercises that are based on the long-running and well-established types of drop-bar bicycles above. Just make sure you’re getting the features you want and not just some clever decals and an irreverent model name.


TRACK BIKES


Track bikes are specifically for velodrome racing, hence their single-gear ratio, lack of brakes, and inability to coast. This makes them about as ill-suited for road use as it’s possible for a bike to be, because if there are three things it’s handy to be able to do when riding on the road, they are stopping, shifting, and coasting.


Despite this—or, more likely, because of this—sometime around the early aughts track bikes became hugely popular among people who had recently arrived in the city from the suburbs, exurbs, or private colleges and wanted to look like bike messengers.


In the last several years, the track bike trend has largely subsided. Sure, there are die-hard hipsters still riding around the city on track bikes, but as for the rest of the street trackies, they soon realized that “Hey, riding bikes is fun! You know what would make it even more fun? Having brakes and gears!” Then they bought cyclocross bikes.


So unless you actually want to race on a velodrome, skip the track bike—even if someone who has since learned better wants to sell it to you for cheap—because it’s the cycling equivalent of wearing stilettos in a snowstorm.


[image: image]


Track bike.


MOUNTAIN BIKES


Look out your window and survey the landscape. What do you see? Mountains? Plains? Tundra? Whatever your local landscape, at some point you may be compelled to leave the road and venture out into it. If so, you’ll want something called a mountain bike.


The term “mountain bike” is misleading, because only occasionally does off-road cycling involve riding on actual mountains. Mostly you’re just on trails, though “trail riding” sounds far too relaxing and doesn’t make for good marketing campaigns. Also, there’s such a huge variety of mountain bike styles that it’s almost silly to place them all under a single category. Road bikes are very simple in comparison because a road is, more or less, a road. But once you leave the road, it’s a different story, for Mother Nature (or the Omniscient Celestial Bob Ross, as I prefer to personify nature) has painted us an infinite variety of landscapes, all of which call for different tire treads, geometries, suspension configurations, and so on.


Furthermore, nature’s bounty has furnished the bike industry with a limitless canvas onto which it can endlessly paint innovations—some of which greatly improve the off-road riding experience, others of which are overpriced pieces of garbage, and the majority of which lie someplace in between.


Most of all, mountain biking is hard. Not hard in the sense that road biking is hard, but hard in the sense that it can sometimes be very difficult to even stay on the bike. Therefore, mountain bikers are often willing to pay for anything that promises to make riding even slightly easier and that will elicit admiring comments from other riders like, “Wow, how did you clear that?”


All of this is why, more than any type of bicycle, you should first attempt to purchase a used mountain bike. Fortunately you can do so very inexpensively, and here’s why.


Various grizzled folk in California and Colorado have laid claim to the invention of the mountain bike. Some have gone on to reap untold wealth, while others have simply gone on to smoke untold amounts of weed. Regardless, what matters is that by the 1990s, the mountain bike had become the default variety of consumer bicycle. This is because mountain bikes have a rugged appearance, and Americans love stuff with wheels that look rugged.


Of course, while Americans may love rugged stuff, they almost never use it to do rugged stuff. This is why most Jeeps get no farther than the shopping mall parking lot, and most TAG Heuer watches go no deeper than the murky bottom of the resort hot tub.


Similarly, back in the 1990s, many Americans bought mountain bikes due to their robust appearance and promise of adventure, but relatively few of them heeded that call by seeking out trails. They also found that bikes with big knobby tires and flat handlebars are a literal and, therefore, figurative drag to ride on pavement, which is the terrain by which most of us are surrounded.


The upshot of all of this is that pretty much every garage and bike room in North America has at least one unused mountain bike in it—and if you ask nicely, you can probably get it for free. If the person you ask nicely can’t find it, tell them to look behind the Jeep.


The other characteristic of the mountain bike that works in your favor is that the componentry becomes obsolete very quickly. For example, 26-inch wheels were the mountain bike standard for decades. Then 27.5- and 29-inch wheels came along, and suddenly now mountain bikers regard 26-inch wheels as tiny, useless, and diminutive. However, they’re far from useless (as long as a wheel is round it is not useless), which means you can pick up an old 26-inch mountain bike for a song. (Though we are talking mountain bikes here, so it’s probably a really bad song by some scuzzy bro-metal band.)


Suspension is another mountain bike component that’s constantly evolving, which means you can get a bike equipped with older suspension technology very cheaply. Or better yet (because you never know when that old shock fork is liable to explode in a hail of shrapnel and oil), you can even pick up a bike with no suspension at all, often for next to nothing. Contrary to what most bike companies and many mountain bikers will tell you, it is indeed possible to ride off-road without shocks or suspension. In fact, depending on where you live it could be easier. You’d be surprised how many mountain bikers are wasting huge amounts of energy bouncing around on suspension they don’t need. Most of all, riding without suspension makes you a better rider, which means you’ll know exactly what you need when it comes time to buy a brand-new bicycle.


Here, generally speaking, are the main types of mountain bikes and what they’re for.



CROSS-COUNTRY (OR “XC”) BIKES


These bikes are for racing, or at least riding fast, on “cross-country” courses. So what does cross-country mean? Well, generally speaking, it means you might have to hop some logs or ride over some rocks, but you’re not going to have to “catch air” or ride off drops that are taller than you.


If you prefer a spirited ride during which one or both of your tires maintain contact with the ground, then this is the mountain bike for you.


Cross-country bikes are lightweight and they generally have front suspension, though increasingly they have front and rear suspension—partially because technology has allowed bike companies to build dual-suspension bikes that are still light, but mostly because people are willing to pay for it.


[image: image]


Cross-country bike.


TRAIL (OR “ALL-MOUNTAIN”) BIKES


Okay, so you’re not going to be launching yourself off of any cliffs, but you’re also a bit more interested in jumping over and off of stuff than you are in scampering through the forest like a squirrel. You’re also more inclined to wearing baggy shorts and jerseys, calling rides “sessions,” and generally getting “stoked” about stuff with your bros or sisses.


To this end, a trail bike offers more suspension travel than a cross-country bike (that means it moves more, thus soaking up bigger obstacles), and it also has a geometry more conducive to stability than to quick handling.
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Trail bike.


FREERIDE BIKES


The saddle height on a freeride bike is lower, the suspension is more absorptive, and the geometry is more conducive to keeping the bike stable while you’re riding downhill than it is to lending you agility while climbing—which you don’t do anyway, because you’re not stoked on effort that doesn’t immediately result in high-speed radness, dude.


When you go riding (sorry, “sessioning”) you don’t travel too far, and instead linger around forbidding obstacles that you ride or jump off of over and over again (this is called “hucking,” dude), perhaps while one of your bros or sisses shoots videos of you doing so. You’re not terribly interested in going up hills, but you’re, like, totally stoked on going down them, which is why you will ride a chairlift to the top of a mountain if it is available.


Your shorts and jersey are voluminous, and you probably wear shin and elbow protection too. You don’t wear a lightweight vented racing helmet; instead you wear one of those solid ones that looks like a batting helmet. Generally speaking, you look like a hockey goalie.


[image: image]


Freeride bike.


DOWNHILL BIKES


Do you have a desire to tear down mountain slopes at terrifying speeds? Because a downhill bike needs to go in only one direction—and that’s down—it has lots of suspension travel and looks like it has been stretched diagonally by pickup trucks driving in opposite directions.


[image: image]


Downhill bike.


FAT BIKES


A few years ago people thought fat bikes were just a fad, but they’re selling these things at discount chains now so it looks like they’re here to stay.


A fat bike is simply a mountain bike with fat tires. Really fat tires, which can be ridden at extremely low pressures. Ostensibly, this allows fat bikes to float over terrain in which other mountain bikes would get mired, such as sand and especially snow.


For the time being, fat bikes are pretty simple mechanically, since the gigantic tires obviate the need for suspension. However, this is the bike industry we’re talking about, so they’re already available in exotic materials, and you can rest assured suspension is on the way.


Basically if you saw Fargo and thought it was a documentary, then you might want to consider a fat bike.
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Fat bike.


City Bikes


The general shape of road and mountain bikes is based not only on function but also on the rules put forth by the governing bodies of the sports in which they are used. You may never turn a pedal in competitive anger on your road or mountain bike, but chances are its general design is based on a racing bike of some kind and, therefore, is subject to the whims of the International Cycling Union (Union Cycliste Internationale, or UCI).


City bikes, on the other hand, are governed by little else than what works in a particular city. They are unique to their riders and tempered by various style guidelines and rules of thumb that come in and out of fashion as the years go by. In fact, there really is no such thing as a “city bike,” besides the fact that lots of people ride bikes to get around cities—so if you’re riding a bike in the city, then it is ipso facto a city bike.


Nevertheless, if you want to ride around your city or town and don’t know where to begin, here are some of the city bikes you’re most likely to come across and/or cobble together on your own.


STRIPPED DOWN


City bikes live a hard life. Locked to poles, pilfered, neglected, they’re alumni of the School of Hard Knocks, and the stripped-down city bike is the valedictorian with a BA in Not Giving a Damn. Its tone is clipped; its physique is lean. Fenders? Yeah, right. Gears? Please, who needs ’em. Paint? Maybe three owners ago, but between the stickers and the scratches the color is now indeterminate. At most, the stripped-down bike might have a pair of grips for comfort (be sure to say “comfort” condescendingly and then spit afterward), but just as likely the rider is now simply holding on to bare metal.




A note on wheel sizes


As I mentioned, larger wheels have mostly taken over on mountain bikes, and with good reason: The larger a wheel, the more capable it is of rolling over bumpy stuff, which is what mountain bikes are made to do.


If you’re shopping for a new mountain bike, depending on the style, you will most likely be deciding between 27.5- and 29-inch wheels. So which is better? Well, the short answer is “Yes.” I have my preferences, but I also don’t live where you do. Your height is also a factor. This is why it’s good to have a relationship with a bike shop.


As for those sad, diminutive, all-but-forgotten 26-inch wheels, you should absolutely not hesitate to buy a used bicycle equipped with them, provided it is cheap. We made 26-inch bikes work for years, and you can too. The worst thing that will happen is that in a few years you’ll get a bike with bigger wheels and you’ll totally be “stoked” about how easily it rolls over stuff.


Lastly, many fat bikes technically have 26-inch wheels, but the tires are so damn fat they don’t count as 26ers.





Bikes like this are generally made and not bought, in that they’ve been ridden for years and now all that’s left are the barest essentials—but if you want to make one, here’s how to do it:


1. Get a bike. Any bike.


2. Ride it a lot.


3. If a part breaks, falls off, or gets stolen and the bike becomes unrideable, replace that part as inexpensively as possible.


4. If a part breaks, falls off, or gets stolen but you can still ride the bike, just say, “Screw it” and keep going.


5. Before you know it you’ll have a real stripped-down city bike… because it’s been stripped down by life.


Still, plenty of companies will happily sell you a bare-bones street bike right off the rack. So if you like the idea of prosaic and utterly defrilled urban transport, but you don’t have the time and patience to ride a bike into the ground in pursuit of authenticity, then you can certainly go the ready-made route. However, just know that a true urchin bike will see your store-bought model coming like “Ratso” Rizzo did Joe Buck.


GENTEEL


Okay, so the stripped-down bike isn’t for you. You want a bike that’s nice to look at. You want some extras. When you go to the farmer’s market you want to be able to throw your canvas shopping bag into a basket. You want some fenders to keep dirt off your clothes, and maybe even something to cover the drivetrain so you don’t have to worry about your leg getting greasy.


Nothing wrong with a little dignity.


Fortunately, as cycling for transportation becomes more popular, so do nicely designed yet inexpensive and practical bicycles. These will generally have features like fenders and chain guards, as well as tasteful aesthetics that will ensure the bike looks good when parked inside your open-plan office. They may or may not have multiple gears, which you may or may not need depending on where you live. They’ll also have swept-back bars for comfort, yet still offer a degree of sporty maneuverability for weaving your way through all that gentrification.


If you’ve ever said, “I don’t know what kind of bike I want. I just want a bike,” then this is probably the bicycle for you.


SPORTING


Way back in the late twentieth century the bicycle industry came up with something called the “hybrid bike,” which was basically a cross between a road bike and a mountain bike. Hybrids had the large wheels, light weight, and taller gearing of a road bike, yet they had the flat bars, wider tires, and the increased frame clearance of a mountain bike. These bikes were aimed squarely at the suburbanite who wanted something to ride on the bike path while wearing noncycling-specific workout gear, and in a way they’re the quintessentially American bicycle.


Today, most companies have abandoned the term “hybrid.” However, the idea of the hybrid—a sporty, go-anywhere bike that is neither full-on roadie or all-terrain bike—is still going strong, and most bike companies offer one under some contrived-sounding category like “x-road” or “path” or “multi-use.”


The reason the hybrid not only still exists but also remains very popular (albeit under various rebranded guises) is because the idea is sound: They’re comfortable, they’re versatile, and they can do pretty much anything, provided it isn’t racing or super-aggressive riding. Throw on some workout clothes and you’re ready for that charity ride; fit a rack and some fenders and you’ve got a solid commuter. Or strip it down and you’ve got a pretty lean city bike.


Of course, today’s hybrids have more modern features, such as disc brakes and shaped frame tubing, but thanks to their fin de siècle ubiquity you can probably pick up a used one at a yard sale for about what a new helmet costs these days.


[image: image]


Sporting bike.


DUTCH


The trickiest thing about choosing a bicycle is not knowing exactly how you’re going to wind up using it. Maybe you like the idea of cycling, but you don’t know if you’re going to end up doing it for fitness or adventure or commuting or maybe even all three. Therefore, you’re likely to opt for something sporty and versatile.


If, however, you know precisely what you want out of a bike, and that’s getting around your relatively flat city at a comfortable speed without making any kind of a fuss about it, then what you want is a Dutch bike—or, as the Dutch call it, a bike.


Netherlands is sort of a strange parallel universe where people embrace something called “common sense” when it comes to transportation, and so they use bicycles to travel short distances. These bikes are simple, comfortable, and robust. Quite often they are black. They have racks for carrying both inanimate objects and human children. (Yes, you can carry a human child on a rack, just like groceries.) They also have chain guards and skirt guards, and internal gearing to keep your clothing from getting stuck—that’s your regular, everyday clothing, because common sense dictates that you don’t need special clothing just to pedal a bike for a couple of miles at a time.


If you’re dressed appropriately for the weather, that doesn’t change just because you hop onto something with wheels. Also, changing your clothes at the office negates all the time you saved by riding a bike in the first place, doesn’t it?


Another thing you don’t do when riding a Dutch bike is bring it inside your home afterward. Keeping a Dutch bike inside is like a farmer keeping a milking cow in the living room instead of in the barn. Also, Dutch bikes are heavy, because when it comes to bikes, there’s an inverse relationship between “light” and “practical.” What good is saving a few grams if your pants get caught in your chain because of it? Therefore, should you attempt to carry your Dutch bike up the stairs in the evening after having a few drinks with friends, your neighbor might find you the next day trapped underneath it, your lifeless fingers just a few inches shy of your smartphone.


Unfortunately, the Dutch bike isn’t a viable choice in certain parts of the world, such as much of North America. This is partly an issue of geography (hills and Dutch bikes don’t go well together), but mostly because we’ve worked very hard over the years to design any sort of accessibility out of our cities and roadways and to cram as many cars into them as possible. Therefore, the fussless inertia of a Dutch bike may not work where you live, because Dutch bikes work best when you have amenities like bike lanes and racks for parking.


Sadly, when it comes to transportation, sporting bikes still have the edge in many places simply because they make it a bit easier to quickly maneuver your way out of a jam.


The other issue with Dutch bikes is that they’re not always readily available in North America, and because they’re not all that common here, they’ve become something of a luxury item.


If, however, you have the convenience of both flatness and bike infrastructure in your city or town, the Dutch bike could be the purposeful bike of your practical dreams.
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Dutch bike.


CARGO BIKES


If you want to carry a few things, it’s fairly simple to equip most types of bicycles with accessories like baskets or racks or kiddie seats.


If, however, you want to carry the kid and the kid’s bike and three bags of groceries, and you want to stop at the wine store too—all without worrying about where you’re going to put everything—what you need is a cargo bike.


Cargo bikes can be life-changing, because they allow you to dispense with the planning that riding a bicycle for transportation and errand running can sometimes require. Now, you can just buy whatever and throw it right in the bike, just like you would with a car. This is good because it’s convenient, but if you’re not careful it can also be bad, because now your car isn’t the only place you’re liable to find a six-month-old half-eaten box of doughnuts.


There are lots of different kinds of cargo bikes, but here are two of the most common:


1. LONGTAILS. These look like regular bikes that have been stretched, and they usually feature some combination of platforms and bags for cargo behind the rider. The advantage of longtails is that they ride more or less like regular bikes, which can be an advantage in less bike-friendly cities where you don’t want to dispense with maneuverability. They’re also fairly well suited to longish rides. The disadvantage is that carrying large loads can require a bit of creativity. Also, it’s harder to keep an eye on what you’re carrying or to carry on a conversation with an inquisitive child passenger when the load is behind you.


[image: image]


Longtail.


2. BAKFIETS. These are basically great big tubs on wheels. Storing human and nonhuman cargo alike is as easy as just throwing it in the tub—a child can even curl up in one and go to sleep. The advantages here are simplicity and stability. The disadvantages are extra width and more deliberate handling. If you live in a crowded city without bike lanes you will have a tough time threading a bakfiets through traffic. Also, if there are any hills around you and the bakfiets is not fitted with some sort of motor assist, you will soon want to kill yourself, or at least lease a Hyundai.


[image: image]


Bakfiets.


FOLDING BIKES


Folding bikes make a lot of people uncomfortable—and not only because riding a bike with tiny wheels makes you look a little like a circus bear.


No, folding bikes make people uncomfortable because they obviate pretty much every excuse people make for not using bikes as transportation.


“I’d ride a bike, but I have nowhere to park it.”


“I’d ride a bike, but I don’t want it to get stolen.”


“I’d ride a bike, but I don’t want to get stuck in the rain.”


And so forth.


With a folding bike, you don’t have to worry about any of that stuff. No room at home? A folding bike fits in a closet. Worried about bike theft? Tuck it under your desk. Not interested in braving foul weather? When the storm clouds start gathering just fold the thing up and hop on a bus.


You can even throw your folding bike into the trunk of your car if you want, because there’s no rule that says you can’t combine cycling with driving.


In fact, despite their disparate sizes, folding bikes and cargo bikes are very similar in that they both take a lot of the thought and planning out of riding a bicycle. You don’t really have to worry about carrying tools or spare inner tubes or water bottles or a raincoat when you ride a folding bike, because if anything goes wrong all you really have to do is fold it up and become a pedestrian again.


And while folding bikes do handle a bit differently than “normal” bikes, they’re still quite capable and can do pretty much anything “normal” bikes can. And what they may lack in handling, they make up for with the fact that you can bring them pretty much anywhere.


Indeed, when you press people on why they object to folding bikes, it almost always comes down to matters of aesthetics. Sure, some are “cooler” than others, but yes, if you admire and covet the sleek design of full-size bicycles, then a folding bike—what with its unsightly hinges and accessory-like personality—can have all the appeal of a set of nail clippers.


But once you actually use a folding bike for a while, you come to appreciate its utility, and the fact that all that dorkiness can fold and unfold itself into something resembling elegance.


[image: image]


Folding bike.


Recumbents and Other Rethinkings of the Bicycle


So far, all of the bikes I’ve described are based on the same principle: two in-line wheels and an upright rider. There’s a reason for this, which is that this design works. In fact, apart from the bakfiets and the folders, pretty much all of these bikes have a diamond frame and two same-size wheels in common, and the differences between the various bike styles mostly come down to geometry and accessories.


Still, there are those for whom the tried and true is not appealing. They tried it, and they deemed it false. We all know people like this. They prefer the new Star Wars movies to the old ones. They keep ferrets instead of cats. They’re willing and eager to wear Google Glass in public.


For these people, there exist… alternatives.


The best-known alternative bicycle design is the recumbent—that’s the one that looks like a bobsled on wheels. Why ride such a bike?


Recumbent bicycles do have their advantages. They dispense with the upright seating position that causes some riders much crotch discomfort. They’re very efficient, which is why they’re used in pursuit of the human-powered land speed record. You’re also highly unlikely to go over the bars and land on your head while riding one, for the same reason you’re probably not going to fall on your face while you’re lying in bed.


And, of course, for those with disabilities, a three-wheeled recumbent can be the difference between riding and not riding.
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Recumbent.


E-BIKES


We’re now officially living in The Future, which means pretty much all the bicycles above can be outfitted with some sort of electrical assist.


Cyclists have strong feelings about putting motors of any kind on bikes, because not only is human power one of the defining characteristics of the bicycle, but it’s also the source of almost all rider smugness. This is why cyclists get annoying piston tattoos on their calves and brag about the size of their freakish quads. Therefore, to many cyclists, a motorized bicycle is as inherently self-contradictory as a veggie burger with bacon.


Nevertheless, there’s no denying we’re living in a time of great technological advancement. So why shouldn’t you let it help you along a bit?


There are all different kinds of e-bikes, and they range from “normal” bikes that offer a little help to great big landspeeders you barely have to pedal and that look like a personal mobility scooter crossed with a Vespa. (You may have dodged one of the latter on the sidewalk recently, as they’re often used for delivering food.)


It’s probably inevitable that e-bikes will become more and more popular, because if there’s one thing true of humanity, it’s that we’re always looking for ways to expend less effort. In the meantime, while ethics require I urge you to partake of your velocipeding unassisted if at all possible, here is a list of scenarios in which you might consider an e-bike, from most to least justifiable:


[image: image] Physical considerations. E-bikes make it possible for people to ride who might not otherwise be able to, such as the elderly. If you’ve almost been hit by a ‘76 Buick with Florida plates and an invisible driver I’m sure you’d agree that a world in which the elderly have ready access to bicycles is preferable.


[image: image] Food delivery professional. If your livelihood depends on delivering food by bicycle, then certainly you should be entitled to augment that with a little mechanical help—as long as you stay the hell off the sidewalk.


[image: image] Adverse environment. So you want to get around by bike, only you live on the edge of a mountain or in a desert or some other kind of forbidding hellscape where gravity or heat or some combination thereof makes riding for transportation nearly impossible. If it’s the difference between riding and not riding, then why not?


[image: image] Giant cargo bike. There are cargo bikes so big that sometimes the chief limiting factor is your ability to propel it up a tiny incline. If you’re regularly carting three children, the family groceries, and a bullmastiff, then people should look the other way if you opt for a little mechanical tailwind—especially when most people are riding around in four-wheeled recumbents with two-hundred-horsepowered gasoline assists, satellite radio, and air-conditioning.


[image: image] Recreational cycling. This one’s the least defensible—and maybe even indefensible—if you are an able-bodied human. I mean, come on; you’re supposed to be doing this for fun! The least you could do is pedal the bike! Do you want someone to spoon feed your lunch to you after the ride too? If you want to ride a bike with a motor, then just take up motorcycling.


Probably the most alarming development has been the advent of the mountain e-bike. Ethical considerations aside, do unfit riders really need help getting higher up mountains or deeper into the woods? Lousy riders don’t need their lousiness amplified. It’s like giving a crappy guitar player a Stratocaster and a Marshall stack—at least with an acoustic you can shut the door and tune them out. You don’t want an e-assist mountain bike for the same reason you don’t want a surfboard with a motor on it—paddle out to catch a wave and before you know it you’re marooned on an island somewhere.


STUFF


One of the more intimidating aspects of cycling is that you need a lot of stuff—or at least that’s what your coworker who does triathlons is always telling you.


The truth is that you don’t really need all that much stuff to ride a bike. In fact, thanks to bike share programs in many cities you don’t even really need a bike anymore. (In New York City it’s now five times easier to find a bike than a public restroom.) What you need and how much you need really depend on how you’re using the bike, and a lot of this is subjective anyway, because while most people would agree that you should invest in a proper pair of cycling shorts if you’re going to ride a century, I’m sure there are plenty of hardy, reptilian-crotched souls who are more than happy to tackle one hundred miles while going commando in a pair of jorts.


Anyway, Mr. or Ms. Leathercrotch notwithstanding, here are some basic items you really should purchase along with your bike. For simplicity’s sake, I’m categorizing them under “fun riding,” “practical riding,” and “all riding.”


Fun riding: This is riding simply for the sake of riding. Whether it’s competing in the Masters National Road Championships or lighting out for a three-day bike tour, you’re doing this for you and your own personal satisfaction.


Practical riding: Going to work. Going to school. Going shopping. Yes, even making a social engagement. The point is you’re moving your life forward, however slightly, and once the ride is over you’ve accomplished something.


All riding: You put a bike under you and you pedal it somewhere.


By the way, it’s important to remember that practical riding can (and should) also be fun, while so-called “fun riding” can totally suck, which is why roadies always scowl.


Fun Riding


TOTALLY NECESSARY


[image: image] HELMET. We’ll have “the helmet talk” later. For now, let’s just say that cycledom and our culture in general have probably invested more stock in bicycle helmets than is warranted.


Frankly, I don’t care if you wear a helmet or not. Nevertheless, if you’re going to be riding for recreational purposes—by which I mean wearing special clothes and cycling for hours at a time o’er hill and dale—you really should have one. If nothing else, you never know when you’re going to cross into some park or municipality where there’s a rule in place requiring you to wear one, and haggling with law enforcement is a poor use of your riding time.


Also, sooner or later you’re going to want to take part in some sort of organized cycling event, and whether it’s a charity ride or a race, pretty much all of them require participants to wear a plastic hat.


[image: image] SHORTS AND JERSEY. If you’re new to cycling, you might be self-conscious about wearing stretchy bike clothes. I don’t blame you. Putting on cycling clothing for the first time feels like bringing your college boyfriend or girlfriend home to meet your parents: You don’t know whether to be proud or embarrassed, though the look on everybody’s face usually says it all.


Nevertheless, whether you plan to ride on- or off-road, you should at least own a jersey as well as a proper pair of cycling shorts with a padded “chamois,” which are to be worn without underwear. The jersey will keep you cool and comfortable by wicking sweat away, and you’ll have three handy pockets in back so you can reach for a banana without stopping. As for the shorts, if you’re grinding away on the bike for hours at a time, you don’t want your cotton underwear grinding away at your inner thighs.


You don’t have to wear them if you don’t want to, and if you prefer to ride around in a T-shirt and jeans, then by all means go right ahead. In fact, a lot of the time that’s all you need. Sooner or later, though, you’ll be tempted to ride farther and longer, and when you do you’ll be grateful for the Lycra in your drawer.


[image: image] WATER BOTTLES. When you’re cycling, dehydration doesn’t announce itself. What happens is that you’re riding along enjoying the summer sunshine, and then you start seeing stars, and then it’s too late.


Your brain is dried out.


If you’re able to make it home, you’ll spend the next twelve to twenty-four hours nursing what feels like a hangover, which is especially unfair since you didn’t even get to enjoy being drunk first. If you don’t make it home or get picked up by an ambulance, you’ll eventually die, and buzzards will pick at your eyeballs and flesh.


Therefore, if you’re going to be spending multiple hours at a time on your bike outside of a city or town, you need to have water with you at all times. So be sure you have a convenient way to carry it. At the very least, make sure you leave the shop with a couple of water bottles and cages.


If you’re going mountain biking, you might consider opting for a hydration pack instead. Perhaps you’ve seen them and wondered why people use these things, since they look like those Dune suits that recycle your bodily fluids for drinking. Well, here are the advantages:


[image: image] Large fluid capacity


[image: image] Allows you to drink without taking your hands off the bars


[image: image] Keeping stuff in the backpack


[image: image] Nozzle stays clean because it’s far from the mud and dirt that gets thrown up by your tires


The main disadvantage is maintenance—specifically that the bladders require frequent cleaning or else they get moldy and disgusting. (Handy tip: Store bladder in the freezer.)


Also, if you’re wondering why people don’t use hydration packs for road riding, it’s partially because it’s nice not to have any extra stuff on your body when you’re climbing up hills, but it’s mostly a fashion thing. Still, there’s no reason not to do so if the idea appeals to you and if you find it comfortable.


TAKE IT OR LEAVE IT


CLIPLESS PEDALS. If you’ve been thinking about taking up cycling for sport, you’ve almost certainly had somebody talk your ear off about the importance of foot retention, and about how all “serious” cyclists use clipless pedals.


Next time this happens, tell them to shut up.


What are clipless pedals? They’re special pedals that attach to your special shoes. Basically your shoe has a cleat on its sole, and your pedal has springs that allow it to grip that cleat, and when you step on the pedal in just the right way the pedal grabs the cleat. We call this “clipping in.”


If you’ve ever gone skiing you’re familiar with the concept.


Why are they “clipless” if you “clip in” to them? Because before they were clipless, racing pedals had metal baskets screwed onto them, called “toe clips.” You stuck your foot into the metal basket and then lashed it to the pedal with a leather strap. Imagine muzzling a dog and you’ve got the idea.


The reason behind clipless pedals (and the toe clips that preceded them) is that when your feet are stuck to your pedals, you’re transferring as much energy as possible from your legs to the bicycle’s transmission during every part of the pedal stroke.


It is true that most “serious” cyclists (or at least the ones who take themselves seriously) use clipless pedals, and it’s also true that they can be quite helpful when it comes to riding quickly. Moreover, when you’re riding a mountain bike, it can be much easier to hop the bike over obstacles when your feet are connected to the pedals.


As time goes on you will probably want to get yourself some clipless pedals.


But, really, you don’t need to care. The simple fact is that bikes work just fine when you pedal them in your sneakers. Furthermore, it can take a while to get the hang of clipless pedals, and you are guaranteed to fall over with your feet still attached at least once or twice while you’re learning how to use them. Given all the other stuff you’ll be learning as a new cyclist, there’s absolutely no reason to bother with clipless pedals until you feel like it—assuming you ever feel like it.


Much more important, don’t let any of these foot-retention doofuses talk you into using toe clips, which still exist. The only way toe clips offer you any foot retention is if you wear special shoes with notched soles and lash your foot to the pedal so tightly that you have to bend down and release the strap in order to remove your foot again. Otherwise, all you’re doing is wiggling your foot in and out of a stupid shoe muzzle completely unnecessarily. It’s basically like wearing decorative suspenders. The awkwardness of toe clips is why they invented clipless pedals in the first place. It’s like skipping the safety bicycle and going back to the penny farthing.


Practical Riding


TOTALLY NECESSARY


[image: image] A LOCK. If there’s even the slightest chance you’ll be parking your bike on the street, the second-most important thing after learning to ride your bike is learning how to lock it. I’ll tell you how in detail later on in this book.


For now, let’s just say get a lock right away—and not just any lock, either. Ask someone at the bike shop (that’s bike shop, not bike department of your local big-box department store) for the best lock they sell, and then buy it. Don’t even look at the price, just pay whatever it costs.


Again, buy the lock from a bike shop. Even if you bought your bike mail order or secondhand or three aisles over from the gardening supplies. Why? Because every day your local shop hears tales of woe from bike theft victims, and they’ve got a sense of what works in your area and what doesn’t.


Even a tip offered in passing by a kid in a bike shop can be the difference between keeping your bike and losing it.


[image: image] ANOTHER LOCK. But wait, you’re not done! Now you need another lock. Don’t worry, this one doesn’t have to be too expensive. In fact, ideally this second lock will be a cable lock, and those are generally pretty cheap. This auxiliary lock will serve two purposes:


1. It lets you secure stealable items, such as wheels or your saddle, in addition to the frame.


2. It requires more work on the part of the thief, which makes it that much less likely that the thief will go for your bike, because when you’re committing a crime, every second counts.


Using two locks may sound like a pain, but it’s still a lot more convenient than walking outside and finding your bike gone.


[image: image] LUGGAGE. Obviously if you’re going to work or school, or if you’re running errands, then you’re going to need to carry stuff from time to time. There are two ways to do this: with your body or with the bike.




With your body:


The noncycling world calls this technique “carrying a bag.” No fancy artisanal handmade-in-a-Mission-District-basement messenger bag necessary; pretty much any backpack will do.


—Advantage: Simple, cheap, less time loading and unloading bike, just hop on or off and go


—Disadvantage: Possible discomfort, limit to how much you can carry safely, big sweat stain on your back







With your bike:


Saddlebags, panniers, handlebar bags, baskets, and racks all allow you to load up the bike instead of yourself


—Advantage: Leaves your torso unencumbered and free, more load-carrying capacity, you show up at work with a clean shirt


—Disadvantage: Futzing around at the bike rack, bike tipping over while you’re loading it, requires racks and attachments that may be difficult or impossible to fit to your bike depending on what you’re riding


Of course, if you think you’ll be carrying stuff regularly, you should make sure to buy a bike that allows you to fit racks and bags to it; if it’s too late and you’ve got some sort of racy bike with limited braze-on and clearance, then you may be limited to the bag.


Whichever you choose, if you’re commuting regularly it’s also a good idea to fit some kind of simple rear rack, which even a road or track bike will generally accept, though you might need some p-clamps if your frame doesn’t have any eyelets preinstalled, or else one that bolts onto your seat post. This way there’s always someplace to strap that unwieldy item that unexpectedly comes into your possession, like the leftovers from dinner.





[image: image] STRAPS OR BUNGEE CORDS. For the rack, of course! Always keep one or two in your bag or wrapped around your rack. You’ll be thankful for them when you decide to swing by the wine store on the way home, and so will your dinner partner.


[image: image] A JACKET. If you were brought up right, then whenever you leave the house you should always hear a nagging voice in your head asking, “Did you bring a jacket?”


“But it’s like ninety degrees!” you shout to nobody, eliciting stares from passersby.


Doesn’t matter. Bring something—a Windbreaker, a sweater, a sweatshirt, anything. What if it rains? What if you stay out later than you expected? What if a bird craps all over your shirt when you’re on your way to a social engagement and you need something to salvage your dignity?


Plus, a jacket has all kinds of additional uses, like sitting on in the park or padding the bottle of wine you’re about to strap to your bare metal rack. You can even use it to tie stuff to your rack with the sleeves.


You’re a cyclist; be resourceful!


[image: image] A BELL. I know what you’re thinking: “I’m going to be ‘sharing’ the road with two-ton sound-insulated vehicles with blaring horns and roaring motors. What good is a dainty, diminutive bell?”


Well, for one thing, in many places you’re required by law to have a bell on your bike, and if nothing else, you don’t want to give the police any excuses to ticket you.


For another, yes, you’re right—the typical motorist can’t hear a bell over the stereo or the scraping of their own nose picking. However, where the bell is useful is in communicating with pedestrians.


Consider, for example, the shared path. Let’s say you want to pass a group of pedestrians walking three abreast. Well, you could shout, “On your left!” thus consigning yourself to the ranks of all the other impatient doofuses zigzagging through crowded spaces and otherwise annoying people. Or you could emit a delightful Zen-like chime from the bell on your handlebars, thereby simultaneously gaining the pedestrians’ attention and totally blissing them out. Then, as you pass, you give a friendly wave, and—hey, look at that—you’ve made a friend!


All Riding


TOTALLY NECESSARY


[image: image] LIGHTS. Drivers aren’t attentive enough to avoid running into each other let alone cyclists. You are invisible to them until you’re under their bumper, at which point they tell the police you “came out of nowhere,” which probably comes as a surprise to you as you were at work all day and not in a state of Schroedinger-esque quasi-nonexistence in some alternate reality.


And that’s just during the day. At night, without lights on your bike, even drivers looking for you (and, let’s face it, like quarks, such drivers only exist in theory) have a hard time seeing you.


Therefore, lights are the most important thing you can put on your bike—besides tires (obviously) and a saddle (ouch). Moreover, you need the right lights—specifically a white one in the front and a red one in the rear, just like on cars.


Lots of people say screw it and put the red one on the front or vice versa, but when you do that, nobody can tell which way you’re going, and the effect on drivers and other cyclists is psychedelic, disorienting, and, most of all, annoying, like watching a mime pretend to walk against the wind.


If you don’t have lights permanently installed on your bike (which you may not want to do because people like to steal them) then you should always have at least one pair in your bag at all times, ready to fire up. This is much easier nowadays, since lots of companies sell USB-rechargeable lights, so all you need to do is plug them into your computer while you’re pretending to work.
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