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“I love riding my bike. But I really love riding my bike with Roy Wallack, a pleasure I’ve enjoyed a few times over the years. Sure, we fall into rhythms and enjoy the scenery. But riding with Roy is really about listening to stories, and he has a million of them. That’s what sets Bike for Life apart from any other bicycle book. Roy Wallack is the most entertaining writer on two wheels you’ll ever have the pleasure of reading. Enjoy the training tips and the sage advice and the inspiration. But also settle back and enjoy the ride. Read about Roy’s honeymoon on a tandem, his ride with a kick-butt, one-armed mountain biker, his ride up the world’s steepest sea-to-summit mountain, his encounters with legendary cyclists—and cyclists who deserve to be legends. Roy fits that latter category. He’s a legend in my mind—the rare writer who can convey tons of practical information along with a deep appreciation for what makes cycling the ultimate pathway to fitness. It’s the same thing that makes Bike for Life a great read: It’s just plain fun.”—ROBERT EARLE HOWELLS, former Editor-at-Large of National Geographic Adventure and 2009 Lowell Thomas Travel Journalist of the Year Silver Award


“True, the bike industry is made up of many strange creatures, but of us all, few are as strange as Roy Wallack. At the start of many a group ride, as the rest of us primp and use carpenter levels to ensure a solidly level saddle, Roy will be over in the corner stretching and breathing loudly through his nose. ‘That dude is bizarre,’ we reassure ourselves as we do our best to catch a reflection of our bikes in the mirror-like surfaces of our shaved legs.


But now here’s a book with verifiable stories of old dudes riding their bikes well into their late 90s. It talks about how diet, stretching, and cross-training regimens will help. Apparently, our steady regimen of leg shaving brings nothing more valuable than group consciousness to our pedaling efforts. Imagine, riding into your 90s—ha, we should all be so lucky. . . .


Maybe Roy is onto something with all that heavy breathing.”—ZAPATA ESPINOZA, Editor, Road Bike Action Magazine, and Mountain Bike Hall of Famer


“Roy celebrated his 50th birthday on a team with me at the 2006 Primal Quest, a weeklong, round-the-clock 300-mile adventure race of mountain biking, white-water kayaking, backpacking, rappelling, rope climbing. He was 10 to 20 years older than the rest of us. We all broke down at one time or another—except him. Now, a decade later, still hammering hard, he lays out his plan here in Bike for Life to keep living life all-out for another 50 years. It involves a lot of hard work and enthusiasm but really comes down to what I call the ‘Wallack Way’: Don’t slow down! Keep pedaling! Keep seeing the world! Keep pushing your limits! This engaging how-to book, suffused with inspirational adventures and profiles of older riders doing amazing things, can change your life, on the bike and off of it.”—STEPHEN REGENOLD, Syndicated Columnist and Editor/Founder of GearJunkie.com
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Roy M. Wallack says he owes it all to cycling. A 5,500-mile Seattle-to-Maine-to-Florida bike trip in 1982 led to his first published article and a career change to journalism. Dozens of bike trips around the world in the 1980s, including Alaska to Seattle, the length of the Mississippi River, and London to Moscow on the first-ever bike tour into the USSR (in 1988), led to his first book, The Traveling Cyclist (1991). His 1994 honeymoon tandem ride from Nice, France, to Rome led to the birth of his son—exactly nine months later. His career as a magazine editor (California Bicyclist, Bicycle Guide, and Triathlete), as a freelancer for national magazines (such as Outside, Men’s Journal, and Competitor), and as a longtime fitness-gear columnist and feature writer for the Los Angeles Times has revolved around fitness and cycling.


A former collegiate wrestler, Roy began focusing his attention on athletic aging after he hit age 40, profiling successful older athletes and seeking out training strategies and studies that can impact healthy longevity. He broke the news on the dangerous link between cycling and osteoporosis; a deleterious training phenomenon called the “Black Hole”; the connection between human growth hormone (HGH) and strength/interval training; the injury-reduction potential of barefoot-style running, and the benefits of “butt-centric” riding form and strength training for cyclists. That research led to the first edition of Bike for Life: How to Ride to 100, published in 2005. A half-dozen books on fitness and running, all keying on fit aging, followed in the next decade.


As he pushed 50 and beyond, Roy pushed it harder than ever on the bike, racking up more epic bike trips—including New Zealand by tandem with his wife, circumnavigating Iceland’s Ring Road, and (almost) tandeming from Portland to Yellowstone National Park with his teenage son. He also competed in some of the world’s toughest endurance cycling, running, and adventure events: the 1,200-kilometer Paris-Brest-Paris randonnée, the 24 Hours of Adrenalin Solo World Championship, the weeklong Eco-Challenge and Primal Quest expedition races, the Badwater Ultramarathon and Himalayan 100 running races, and numerous mountain bike stage races, including the three-day La Ruta de los Conquistadores ride across Costa Rica (seven times) and the weeklong TransAlp Challenge, TransRockies Challenge, BC Bike Race, and Breck Epic races. In 2004, at the age of 48, he finished second in the obscure World Fitness Championship (only three people competed, and one guy couldn’t swim). He was inducted into the 24 Hours of Adrenalin Hall of Fame in 2008.


Roy’s goals, he says, are simple: Keep writing about how we can all stay fit and healthy, and keep seeing the world in the best way he knows how, by bike. He lives next to a bike path and a vast trail network in Irvine, California.
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The Traveling Cyclist: 20 Five-Star Cycling Vacations


Run for Life: The Injury-Free, Anti-Aging, Super-Fitness Plan to Keep You Running to 100
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Healthy Running Step by Step: Modern Methods for Injury-Free Running, Injury Prevention, and Rehab with Robert Forster, PT


Fire Your Gym! Simplified High-Intensity Workouts You Can Do at Home with Andy Petranek


Barefoot Running Step by Step: Barefoot Ken Bob, the Guru of Shoeless Running, Shares His Personal Technique for Running with More Speed, Less Impact, Fewer Injuries and More Fun with Ken Bob Saxton


Be a Better Runner: Real World, Scientifically Proven Training Techniques That Will Dramatically Improve Your Speed, Endurance, and Injury Resistance with Sally Edwards and Dr. Carl Foster
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To Marc, Martin, Bob, Larry, the Rev, Dad, Elsa,


Kennedy, Matta, Bell, Ed, and Joey—


Our epic bike adventures changed my life.
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INTRODUCTION


“Russell—push it, man!” I yelled. “Come on, dude—you can do better than that! I can’t do it alone! Give me some of that Olympic leg power!”


Suddenly, Russell Allen, the stoker on my tandem, kicked it into gear—and it was like a jet engine roared to life. Suddenly, he was that 19-year-old track rider on the 1932 US Olympic Team again. We stood up out of the saddle. I shifted into the big ring. We hit 25, 27, 30 mph. We passed hundreds of riders and hammered through the finish line of the 2006 LA Marathon bike ride, 22 miles long, in exactly one hour flat.


Russell was 93 years old.


“That was goddamn fast!” the last surviving member of the ’32 team whispered to me when it was over, beaming like he’d won a gold medal. Halfway into his tenth decade of life, surrounded by photographers and gabbing away with three-time Olympic rider John Howard (1968, 1972, and 1976) in the VIP area afterward, he looked as happy as a 10-year-old kid.


Doing the tandem ride with Russell that day and seeing the childlike joy on his face was one of the greatest moments of my life. For me, it was also a testimony to the life-affirming and life-extending power of this magnificent machine, the bicycle—and validated the promise of my 2005 book, Bike for Life: How to Ride to 100. It was another vivid example of how the bike literally can be a time machine—a fun, thrilling vehicle for anyone who wants to stay fit and functional at any age. Russell, an Olympic, professional, and lifelong cyclist, fitness buff, family man, car salesman, and professional gambler—whom I actually met because of Bike for Life (as you’ll read in a couple of minutes)—was proof of that.


[image: (l to r) Author Roy Wallack, 93-year-old Russell Allen, Jan and Bill McReady of Santana Tandems, John Howard, and Audrey Adler at the 2006 LA Marathon bike ride.]


(l to r) Author Roy Wallack, 93-year-old Russell Allen, Jan and Bill McReady of Santana Tandems, John Howard, and Audrey Adler at the 2006 LA Marathon bike ride.


Russell and other older riders have convinced me that the driving mission behind Bike for Life is completely realistic and doable. Yes, you can get fitter as you get older. At the very least, you can slow down and even stop the natural deterioration that hits everyone after about age 35.


And if everything goes as planned, you will indeed be able to, as Bike for Life promises, “Ride a century when you turn a century.”


It’ll just take lots of work—on and off the bike.
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If you like riding bikes and love life, you are very lucky. Because cycling is simply one of the best—maybe the best—activities for functional, fit, and fun longevity.


Living to 100 used to be rare, but more and more, it will be common for those with good genes and healthy lifestyles. Tens of thousands of Americans will reach the century mark in the coming decades—advances in medical science will make sure of that. The question is: Do you want to be functional when you get there? Do you want to do the same stuff that you like doing now? If you’re a cyclist, do you want to experience the triumph of conquering a steep hill, the thrill of the wind blasting your face on a winding descent—at age 80, 90, or 100? Wouldn’t it be great to ride 100 miles at age 100?


Enter Bike for Life, a blueprint for longevity, health, and well-being. Cycling is a sport uniquely suited to long life, as it provides the potential for physical and mental challenge, superb cardiovascular fitness, adventure, relaxation, and social interaction—all at the same time. It works for all abilities, both sexes, and every age and demographic, so it’s a great equalizer that can unify generations in fitness and fun.


Unfortunately, like all sports, cycling is not perfect. It does little for upper-body muscular strength, can wreck posture and bone density, and can unwittingly get you additcted to a destructive sugary/processed food habit that can leave you disease-prone and old before your time. Those issues are exacerbated in cyclists over the age of 35 or 40 as a result of the natural deterioration caused by aging. So cycling both giveth and taketh away—unless you train smart.


If you want to ride a century when you turn a century, you have to make two significant changes to your routine:


1. Add intensity to your rides: Shorter, more strenuous training sessions will help you maintain and build muscular power without wearing you out.


2. Get off the bike: Do some weight training, cross-training (run, swim, skate, play tennis, etc.), and flexibility/yoga exercises to protect your muscle mass, bone density, and posture.


This revised edition of Bike for Life is about 50 percent new content. It updates groundbreaking information about cycling-related osteoporosis, wrecked relationships, impotence, knee and back preventive care. It adds new, cutting-edge research about diet and training—both cardio and strength—that will have huge effects on achieving peak fitness, staying injury-free, and fighting the deterioration of aging. You’ll get happy reading two colorful new chapters on cycling role models and ways to stay motivated. We don’t skip the small stuff, either. In Bike for Life, you’ll learn how to fight off a mountain lion, avoid and manage a car-bike accident, survive a bike-jacking, and deal with a dozen other “it-only-happens-to-someone-else” subjects that can throw your long-life plan off track.


Proudly, Bike for Life addresses some crucial topics largely ignored in the cycling press:


       [image: ][image: ]  Bone loss: Want to make sure you don’t break a hip when you’re 70? See Chapter 9: Cycling and Osteoporosis. Bike for Life broke the news on this crucial issue in 2005, and too many cyclists still are not paying attention to it. They should. If you only ride a bike for fitness, you are at risk—male or female. You’ll learn why you need to hit the weight room, do some jogging and jumping jacks, and consume more calcium if you want to keep your skeleton as fit as your heart.


       [image: ][image: ]  Back pain: Read Chapter 8: Prehab, long before you visit your chiropractor. Its unique Symmetry body-straightening, a leader in postural therapy, will save you time, money, and years of anguish.


       [image: ][image: ]  Power and endurance: Want to be faster and go farther at age 40 than at 30, at 60 than 50? Check out the radical new “Maximum Overload” weight-training method in Chapter 2 and discover “butt-centric” riding in Chapter 8. These sections will help you hold power and form until the end of the longest rigdes and help you utilize the much-ignored—and highly powerful—gluteal muscles.


       [image: ][image: ]  Yoga for cyclists: Cycling’s unusual, not-found-in-nature position leads to imbalances that can cause on- and off-the-bike pain and poor performance. Renowned cycling and yoga coach Steve Ilg provides a 10-position yoga routine in Chapter 2 that will get your posture back in line.


       [image: ][image: ]  Reviving your reaction time: Getting older, and afraid to ride because your reaction time has slowed so much that you can’t avoid road hazards like you used to? Get back up to speed by reading Chapter 2, which describes explosive, rapid-contraction weight lifting, the only thing proven to resuscitate your invaluable fast-twitch muscle fibers. A bonus: Doing so will also raise your flat-land speed, increase your fatigue-resistance on the hills, and restore youthful bulges to age-flattened muscles.


       [image: ][image: ]  The 5-to-1 relationship ratio: Cycling is a demanding lover. Reconciling your significant other’s and the sport’s significant demands on your time will be a lot easier with the help of a mathematical plan from some of the world’s foremost and fittest relationship psychologists. Find it in Chapter 12: Rolling Relationships.


       [image: ][image: ]  Staying motivated: 90 percent of the challenge of staying fit is just getting up off the couch and doing it. The nine stories from the field in Chapter 11 will show you how to stay excited about cycling, including taking on crazy challenges, joining (or starting) a club, and turning a work trip into a memorable cycling vacation.


Cycling has a leg up on most other sports when it comes to long-term fitness and health. It’s easier on joints and muscles than running. It’s way more fun and far less monotonous than swimming. Unless your backyard backs up to a dock, it’s a lot more convenient than paddling. With a $200 training stand, it’s one of the rare workouts you can do while watching the evening news. And, best of all, cycling is one of the few sports you can do alone or in a group at any age. Some people start cycling in their 60s (see the first story in Chapter 10). Ever see a group of 60-year-old men play pickup football or basketball? Never. But on a century ride, a weekend charity ride, or a 24-hour mountain biking event, you’ll see plenty of silver-haired men and women pursuing active retirement into their 70s. Riding is the best social security.


While pedaling into your seventh or eighth decade is commendable, why stop there? Why should age be a barrier to health? With a good strategy, age doesn’t matter. Just take a look at hard-training cycling legends like John Howard and Ned Overend, who are deep into their 60s and 50s, respectively, as I write this. They have no intention of stopping—ever. Because the longer you do, the harder it is to get going again. If you are inactive now, don’t wait another minute.


“It’s not the older you get, the sicker you get, but the older you get the healthier you’ve been,” said Dr. Thomas Perls, a geriatrician at Boston University, who was quoted in a Time magazine story entitled—get ready for this—“How to Live to Be 100.”1 The Time story confirmed my notions about longevity, but it also left me with one big question: Why stop there? A better tale, told in these pages, is “How to Ride to 100—and Beyond.” I believe that the information compiled in Bike for Life can help you radically slow the deterioration that starts in your 30s and 40s and push the cycling odometer far into triple digits.


One of the best things about using cycling as your longevity tool is that it makes you part of a supremely positive culture that cuts across all racial, age, language, occupational, and socioeconomic groups. Being a cyclist makes you part of a team that celebrates adventure and goal achievement. If you’ve climbed the same hill as another cyclist, you’re automatically bonded for life, even if you’ve barely met. I saw this phenomenon firsthand when the first edition of Bike for Life helped reunite two cyclists who hadn’t seen one another in 74 years: my LA Marathon tandem partner Russell Allen and his 1932 Olympic teammate, John Sinibaldi.


[image: John Sinibaldi and Russell Allen with one of their 1932 Olympics–era bikes]


John Sinibaldi and Russell Allen with one of their 1932 Olympics–era bikes


A year before that tandem ride, the original Bike for Life featured Sinibaldi, a member of the 1932 and 1936 US Olympic cycling teams, which competed in Los Angeles and Berlin, in a lengthy oral-history interview (which remains in this book). He was still riding, as was Allen. But they never met again after 1932, so each assumed he was the last survivor of the team.


Four months after the book came out in May 2005, a year before Allen and I rode the tandem together, I got a call out of the blue from Audrey Adler, a Los Angeles indoor-cycling instructor, who was also profiled in the book for her efforts to found a cycling-based charity.


“I just met Sinibaldi’s teammate,” she said. “His name is Russ Allen. He’s handsome and fit, with sparkling blue eyes. We need to take him to Florida so he and Sinibaldi can meet.”


Allen had walked into Adler’s Los Angeles cycling class that day and asked if he could join. Noting his age, she mentioned that the class was very intense and that he might enjoy one of the club’s senior classes instead.


“Oh, I can keep up,” he said. “I ride on the beach bike path all the time. In fact, I even rode in the 1932 Olympic Games.”


Adler was dumbstruck. “What? What’s your name?” Upon hearing the name Russell Allen, she said, “Wait a minute. Do you remember John Sinibaldi?”


Allen got teary-eyed and sadly waved his hand in front of his face in a gesture of resignation. “Yeah, but he’s gone,” he said. “They’re all gone. I’m the only one left.”


“No you’re not,” said Adler, “I know for a fact that Sinibaldi is still alive. And I’m going to take you to see him.”


[image: Allen and Sinibaldi, both in their 90s, take seats of honor at the 2005 “Ride with the Legend” in Florida.][image: ]


Allen and Sinibaldi, both in their 90s, take seats of honor at the 2005 “Ride with the Legend” in Florida.


Allen took her class (and had no trouble keeping up). A month later, Allen, Adler, and I flew to St. Petersburg, Florida, to meet his old teammate, Sinibaldi.


More than 500 other people from 15 states also showed up, joining us for a 25-mile ride officially dubbed “Ride with the Legend,” which Sinibaldi’s son and riding buddy, John Jr., had organized in his honor. Allen and Sinibaldi signed specially made “Legend” T-shirts for two hours. They signed books at my Bike for Life lecture. And the two Olympic teammates, who’d known each other—barely—for two weeks as 19-year-olds over seven decades earlier, were inseparable, posing for pictures, poring through photo albums, and talking non-stop. Joined at the hip for two straight days, both still sharp, they traded names and places like human Rolodexes.


It was amazing to see them go at it like two old pals, when in fact they had not seen each other since the Olympics. While Allen turned pro, traveled the globe, and made big money doing six-day races until the start of World War II, Sinibaldi stayed amateur, went to the Berlin Olympics in 1936, and had then gone to work in a factory. After years off the bike, both continued cycling for decades. But they also credited their remarkable fitness and the spring in their steps to cross-training. Russell began lifting weights several times a week in the gym as a trainer during the war; Sinibaldi spent three hours a day digging and planting in his enormous garden.


Three weeks after Ride with the Legend, John Jr. called me. His dad had died. Sinibaldi Sr. had been diagnosed with terminal lung cancer right before I’d initially contacted him, a month before the party. “He was supposed to die in a week, the doctor told me,” his son said. “What kept him alive was knowing that he was going to see Russell.”


At the end of the phone call, John Jr. gave me instructions: “You must celebrate Russell, do for him what I did for my dad,” he said.


So I did. I wrote a couple of big articles about Russell, did the LA Marathon tandem ride with him, and arranged to have him get a special “Legends” award at the Competitor Endurance Sports Awards gala. Adler and I would get together with Allen several times a year. His daughter started inviting us to all his birthday parties, and we became part of his large extended family.


At his 99th in March 2012, Russell looked frail but was excited to be flying to New Zealand the following week, where he was going to attempt to reclaim his record (originally set when he was 94) of being the oldest person to bungee jump off the famous bridge in Queenstown. He didn’t make it. He died in his sleep the day before the flight.


Russell would be mad at himself for that. He was looking forward to being in my book as real proof that you actually could ride to 100. But 99’s not so bad; it’ll motivate the rest of us.


This edition of Bike for Life keeps the original book’s interview with Sinibaldi and adds a large profile of Allen. You’ll also find interviews and stories about venerable cycling champions and industry stalwarts, from three-time Olympian John Howard and mountain bike pioneer Gary Fisher to Specialized bike boss Mike Sinyard, all in their 60s, as well as reigning off-road endurance queen Rebecca Rusch and 1990s’ mountain bike superstar Juli Furtado, both in their 40s. The book also profiles two notable age-80-plus riders: Don Wildman, fitness industry icon, 10-time Hawaii Ironman, and Malibu mountain bike legend; and UC–Berkeley professor emeritus Gerd Rosenblatt, who did 38 double-centuries after age 70 and was inducted into the California Triple Crown Hall of Fame.


Between the personality profiles and the technical chapters on training, diet, and technique, you will find a wealth of valuable lessons that you can apply to your own cycling longevity plan. A reminder: Strength, flexibility, hard training, and recovery are the key threads. Going shorter is fine, as long as you go hard. The Golden Rule: Follow a hard day with a recovery day, as your body strengthens by adapting to the stress that you put on it. Any opportunity you get, challenge yourself, then rest. Most of all, just get on the bike and ride it.


A key: Goals. Weekly ones, yearly ones, and lifetime ones—they become self-fulfilling prophecies that force you to get on your bike when you don’t feel like it, and remind you to do all the extra stuff that’ll keep you riding. As a sport, nothing beats cycling for goal-setting, as it’s replete with events that can keep you motivated year after year (see Chapter 14).


In my case, although I’m no mega-miler, it’s endurance events. Since Bike for Life was first published in 2005, I’ve done six weeklong mountain bike stage races (TransRockies, BC Bike Race, Breck Epic, and three 3- and 4-day La Ruta de los Conquistadores races); half of the 1,200-kilometer Paris-Brest-Paris randonnée; hundreds of bike tours, century rides, one-day hill climbs; plus a mountain bike ride every Sunday with my buddies Kennedy and Matta. Although I was never a speed demon, I honestly can say I have not slowed at all from my 40s through my 50s, despite riding less. For that, I credit my ramped-up strength training, stretching, intervals, cross-training, a better diet—and the subtitle of my book. Because when you decide to tell the world “How to Ride to 100—and Beyond,” it keeps you pretty motivated.


Do I really think you can ride to 100? Absolutely! In fact, I’m counting on it. See you in 2056 at the Bike for Life century ride.


Roy M. Wallack (age 58)


September 2014
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THE CYCLING ANTI-AGING GAME PLAN


To stay young and injury-free at 40, 70, or 100, cycling’s not enough. You also have to strength-train, cross-train, and stretch.


September 2008,


Death Valley Inn, Death Valley, California


I’m lying face down on the massage table in an air-conditioned room after a 100-mile ride through the hottest place on Earth. This is Day 5 of the annual Specialized Bicycles ride to Interbike—a six-day bike trip from Specialized headquarters in Morgan Hill, California, 30 miles south of San Jose, to Las Vegas, Nevada, for the bike industry’s giant yearly trade show. The 670-mile route traversed the Central Valley, Yosemite, the Sierra Nevada, and today Death Valley. The route, which I’d never done before in a lifetime of touring, is a beautiful, challenging tour of California. For me, however, it’s more like a Tour de California—not a tour as I know it, but a race. Specialized executives, managers, and dealers, including some top age-group racers and company president Mike Sinyard, hunker down into pacelines the whole way, absolutely hammering.


It’s their way, their culture; they ride every day at the Specialized lunchtime ride and after work. By contrast, I only ride on the weekends and do other stuff—running, swimming, yoga, CrossFit—during the week. Since I hate riding in pacelines and like to shoot pictures, I usually finish a good hour or two after the peloton. Other slowpokes were picked up by the van on this day, but I kept pedaling in the 120-degree heat. I do lots of crazy endurance events and have no hang-ups about finishing in the back of the pack, as long as I finish. No surprise—I’m the last one into the massage room in Death Valley on this afternoon.


As I sprawl out on the table for my well-earned massage, the masseuse is astonished. “Wow, that’s amazing,” she says. “You can lay flat!”


“Huh?” I grunt. “What do you mean?”


“None of the other riders I’ve been working on this entire trip could do that,” she replies. “They can’t lay flat. Their backs and shoulders are sort of permanently hunched over—like crabs”


Crabs? Permanently hunched? That doesn’t sound good.


[image: ]


January 1998,


Los Angeles, California, my bathroom mirror


Startled, I freeze at the sight of something so unexpected, so scary, that every thought is suddenly dominated by one haunting image: the desperate, dying Wicked Witch of the West in The Wizard of Oz, shriveling into nothingness while screaming “I’m m-e-l-l-l-t-t-t-i-n-g!”


It’s my 41-year-old body. In the three months since I separated my shoulder at La Ruta de los Conquistadores—the crazy-hard, three-day, 200-mile Pacific-to-Atlantic mountain bike race across Costa Rica—it has morphed from “young” to “middle-aged.” Former squared pecs have become shadow-casting man-breasts. A once-flat stomach now drips over my belt. With no upper-body exercise—the swimming, rowing, racquetball, and push-ups that have preserved my old college wrestler’s physique—gravity has attacked. Daily Lifecycle-riding (all I can do) isn’t enough; my torso is reverting to its true self, like a butterfly going back to a caterpillar. It’s more than a blow to my vanity; it’s a visual warning: For lifelong fitness, cycling isn’t enough.


Fact: After age 35, flexibility naturally decreases, VO2 max shrinks, and muscle mass shrivels—even in a cyclist’s legs. Shoulders slump and posture corrodes. At any age, periods of inactivity cause a pronounced “detraining” effect. If you don’t fight back with almost-daily aerobics and regular weight lifting and stretching, you might become one of those superfit 72-year-old cyclists who falls and breaks a hip because you lack the quick reaction time you need to avoid a car that has cut you off. Add the risk of osteoporosis (see Chapter 9), and your plan to roll into the sunset might be done in a wheelchair.


That image in the mirror was a wake-up call. Ever since, I’ve been cross-training, stretching, working on my posture, and lifting weights for 45 minutes in the gym at least twice a week. It’s a hassle; you have to work harder to stay fit as you age. But it has paid off. Now pushing 60, I feel almost as fit as I was in my 20s. But I know I can’t stop if I want to keep riding to 100.


By the way, the guys at Specialized got a wake-up call about flexibility. A few years ago, Mike Sinyard put in a gym with daily yoga classes at his company and attends religiously.
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There’s good news and bad news about riding your bike a lot, which the aforementioned stories are meant to illustrate. The good news is that you can stay really, really fit, developing a cardiovascular system that remains far “younger” than your chronological age. The bad news is that the unusual, seated, non-weight-bearing position you take on a bike can exacerbate the normal deterioration of aging, leaving you with a bent-over posture, poor overall flexibility, no lateral agility, thinning bones, poor performance in bed, and shriveling muscle mass.


If you want to use your bike to stay young and ride to 100 and beyond, your strategy must maximize the good and minimize the bad. And that means you’ll have to do a lot more than ride your bike.


Let’s talk about the good news first: There are a lot of “old” people out there riding bikes, quite impressively.


On the aforementioned ride to Vegas in 2008, Specialized president Mike Sinyard was 62, easily hanging on in the middle of the pack, and he’s still doing it as I write this six years later. In 2013, Tinker Juarez, two-time US Olympian and member of the Mountain Bike Hall of Fame, won his fifth 24-Hour Solo national championship; he was 52. Senior Games champion Don Wildman, 81, who kicked my butt mountain biking a couple of years ago (see Chapter 10), keeps up with serious athletes half his age; he’s competed on two Race Across America teams in the past few years. John Howard, three-time Olympian and 1981 Ironman Triathlon winner, told me in late 2013 that he is as fast at 66 as he was a decade earlier, when I interviewed him for the first edition of this book.


“I have to work darn hard—and I might have lost a little snap, my explosive sprint,” admits Howard. “But I am not slower. I can hang with hard-core unemployables in their 30s and 40s in a 70-mile race. It is fast. We’re topping 30 mph on the flats.”


You might be thinking that guys like Howard, Tinker, and Wild Man are freaks, but they aren’t alone. Today, thousands of people over 40 are proving that high-level fitness is no longer merely the province of the young, and that longevity isn’t simply based on lucky chromosomes. For the most part, the path to a long, fit life seems simple: You can stay amazingly fast at an “old” age—if you push it. Keep training—and training hard. This rule is not cycling-specific, but a baseline for anyone trying to stay young.


Researchers are finding that years of hard training in aerobic and strength activities can keep you young. They’ve discovered that the old rule of thumb—that we annually lose 1 percent per year in aerobic capacity (VO2 max) and muscular strength after age 30 or 35—only applies to the sedentary; active people who maintain high training levels can cut the decline by half, or two-thirds, or more.


“What we thought was aging was really just inactivity,” said athletics-and-aging researcher Joel M. Stager, PhD, professor of kinesiology and director of the Human Performance Laboratory at Indiana University, in a 2004 New York Times article.1


For average folk like me, who learn how to train better over the years, cycling is a true fountain of youth, as you can actually get faster. Today, at 58, I am actually faster on the bike than I was 20 years ago, a textbook example of the motivating effect of youthful mediocrity: We mediocre types can actually improve as we age, whereas the greats, with rare exceptions, such as Tinker Juarez and John Howard, can only get worse. That principle applies even more to non-athletes who get into cycling and other endurance sports later in life. Gerd Rosenblatt, University of California at Berkeley professor emeritus (see Chapter 10) and California Triple Crown Hall of Famer, never rode a bike seriously or did a century ride until age 67, or a double century until age 70. For the next seven years, until he crashed and broke a hip, he racked up 38 doubles and kept getting faster.


Does this mean that if you keep working out, you’ll stay 25 forever? That if you just keep doing it—if you stay off the couch and keep riding, keep running, keep skating, doing Zumba, and whatever else makes you feel fit and healthy, and don’t stop—blowing through 100 will be as easy as blowing out the candles on a birthday cake? That it all comes down to “use it or lose it”?


To a point. When you move, a host of good things happen that slow and delay the age-related deterioration of your body and brain, from enhanced circulation, hormone production, and calorie burn to all the basic cellular functions. And because cycling is far easier on your body than, say, running, a cyclist can tolerate year after year of hard training without injury far more easily than runners, who often end up with destroyed knee and hip joints. Cycling’s so easy on the joints that it’s often the preferred rehab for injuries from other sports. And it’s so fun and exciting, unlike lap swimming, that it motivates you to get out there. Those facts alone are a big reason why it’s such a great longevity sport—if you can minimize its bad aspects.


That’s a big if. Every sport has gaps in its fitness benefits, due to the particular repetitive motion of the sport. Running’s impact can wreck your knees; tennis’s swing can wreck your elbows. The bad news is that cycling is not only deficient in many areas, but that those areas exacerbate the same deterioration that is linked to aging: declining VO2 max, postural integrity, bone density, sexual function, and muscle mass.


Because of these issues, keeping “young” as a cyclist must involve more than time in the saddle. It involves a time-consuming, carefully balanced strategy that supports, protects, and replenishes those systems and structures of the body that deteriorate with age and neglect. “By your mid-30s, most people still look young, but are already experiencing the Big Three of aging: deteriorating lean muscle mass, worsening posture, and crumbling joints,” physical therapist Robert Forster told me one day at his Santa Monica office, which is the unofficial meeting hall for West L.A.’s broken-down cyclists, triathletes, adventure racers, and gym rats. “Age-related decline hits sooner than you think.”


Way sooner. Robert Wiswell, PhD, associate professor and expert on aging and exercise at the University of Southern California’s Department of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy, told me that the typical man starts experiencing osteoarthritic changes (loss of smoothness) in his joints by his 20s, loses half a pound of muscle per year by the age of 35, and has been shrinking in height since he was 18 years old due to postural changes.


“The bad news is that you can’t stop the decline,” said Wiswell. “The good news is that you can slow it down and get injured less by thinking long-term.”


A long-term anti-aging workout plan is part physical therapy and part cutting-edge exercise research. It is heavy on weights, hard aerobic workouts, stretching/flexibility drills, and recovery. Initially, it would baby your knees and shoulders with a lengthy, joint-lubricating warm-up. Next, it would keep your heart strong and your VO2 max (ability to process oxygen) high, with hard efforts in your cycling and other aerobic activities at least a couple of times a week, and active recovery or cross-training in between. Finally, you hit the weight room twice a week, avoiding extreme range-of-motion exercises to protect connective tissue, building up vulnerable and neglected muscle groups, and then hammering your muscles with heavy weights and a blistering pace. The result: You revive flagging fast-twitch muscle fibers, snap a slumping spine to attention, expand your capillary and oxygen-processing network, and flood your bloodstream with youth-maintaining hormones. The workouts use jumping jacks, stretches, and the same weight machines and free weights you know and love, but require you to think—to protect your body with restraint and discipline before pushing it. No more winging it. All workouts fit into a logical, never-ending plan.


“Of course, it takes a lot more time to do all this stuff—time a lot of people with active social and work lives don’t have,” said Wiswell. “On the other hand, don’t wait until you’re 45 or 50 to integrate some of these elements. By then, you may have already done irreparable damage to your body and will be functionally much older than you ought to be.”


In other words, if you want to ride a century when you turn a century, start now. Here’s a guide on how to maintain and protect the five main problem areas of aging: VO2 max (the body’s maximum ability to take in and use oxygen), strength, joint integrity, flexibility, and posture.


PROBLEM 1: DECLINING VO2 MAX/AEROBIC FITNESS


Solution: Train frequently and rigorously, lift weights, cross-train, and integrate cycling into normal life activities.


Fitness guru Jack LaLanne, who died at age 96 in 2011, wasn’t a cyclist. He was better known for chair push-ups and swimming handcuffed across San Francisco Bay on his birthday, not cycling. But the overriding message he promoted since the Depression remains the same and applies to anyone seeking longevity and fitness. “Don’t stop working out,” he told anyone who’d listen. “Inactivity kills your body.”


It’s a fact: The more you do nothing, the more you fall apart.


Past age 30 or 35, the heart and the other elements that contribute to VO2 max start slipping about 1 percent a year in sedentary people. The muscles’ oxygen-processing ability slips as muscle mass shrinks, the blood-carrying capillaries become less numerous, and mitochondria, the tiny intracellular engines that convert glycogen and fat into energy, become less numerous and powerful. The aging heart is socked two ways: declining maximum heart rate (its highest possible beats per minute, or bpm) and declining maximum stroke volume (the amount of blood in one pump of the heart). The result is a monstrous double whammy: A reduced volume of blood is pumped to shrinking muscles that are less capable of transporting oxygen, nutrients, and lymphatic waste products. The effect: You produce less energy than before, so you can’t ride as fast or as long—or recover as quickly. If you want to slow or even reverse the VO2 max decline, think of Jack. Jack up the intensity, lift weights, and don’t stop, ever. Also, eat better. Natural foods and supplements (no sugar, refined grains, or processed food) mop up free radical and hormonal damage much better than processed ones, allowing better recovery and performance. Here are some details:


Solution 1a: Keep training—hard.


Message read on www.cyclingforums.com: “I’m 40, started riding almost 3 years ago, and always finish in the top 5–10 percent of any event I ride in regardless of age. I attack every hill and pass a lot of younger riders regularly. On flats I can hold my own and can sprint up into the 32- to 39-mph range. Since I’m older and closer to death I take every ride seriously. I train like there’s no tomorrow. How many 23-years-olds can say the same? —Rickw2, Arlington, Texas.


Rickw2 is doing the right thing. Hard workouts can limit your deterioration to half the rate of the average person. Or more.


Numerous studies of runners and swimmers (there are few of cyclists) have found that older athletes who maintain vigorous endurance training experience a VO2 max decrease of 0.05 percent per year—half that experienced by sedentary adults. That’s an average; some see almost no ill effects of age at all. A landmark 1987 study by Dr. Michael Pollock, director of the Center for Exercise Science at the University of Florida, studied two dozen Masters champion athletes in several sports in 1971 and 1981. His findings: The VO2 max levels of hard trainers barely declined at all in a decade (just 1.7 percent), but the results for those who slacked off in intensity declined an average of 12.5 percent. Low-intensity training did not increase capillary density.2


A study in Swim magazine that tracked Masters swimmers over a 15-year period reported similar results: The onset of VO2 max decline was delayed from age 25 to the mid-30s, deterioration was almost “imperceptible” into the swimmers’ 40s, and it didn’t reach 1 percent per year until they hit their early 70s. Non-athletes lost 25 percent of their physical capacity by age 50, and 50 percent by age 75, but competitive age-groupers who swam an hour a day declined only 3.5 percent by age 50, and 19.1 percent by age 75. “Another way to look at it,” said study author Phil Whitten, PhD, “is that a 70-year-old competitive swimmer will have the strength and vitality of a ‘normal’ 45-year-old.” The key, he said, is to never let yourself get out of condition.


Question: Why the decline at all? Why can’t you maintain the same VO2 max with hard training? Answer: Unfortunately, training apparently has no effect on one factor: the decrease in maximum heart rate. However, the other factors—declines in heart-stroke volume, density of capillaries and mitochondria, and even the production of creatine phosphate (an organic compound in muscle fibers that provides them with a quick source of energy when they need to move fast), can be reversed quickly with high-intensity exercise, with levels eventually potentially matching those of similarly trained younger athletes.


Bottom line: In theory, an older adult who trains at the same volume and intensity as a younger adult should be capable of very similar performances. Only the natural decrease in heart rate and consequential reduction in VO2 max stands in the way of letting you stop time in its tracks.


Solution 1b: Lift weights.


Strength training boosts more than your strength, reflexes, and vanity. Bigger muscles expand your aerobic engine by processing more oxygen. Studies have proven that strength training builds up VO2 max by increasing the density of capillaries and mitochondrial enzyme activity. See the next section (“Problem 2: Deteriorating Muscle Mass”) for the strength benefits of weight lifting and the ideal lifting strategy.


Solution 1c: Cross-train like crazy.


Daily high-intensity riding is hard on any body—young or old, if you somehow have the time to do it. More likely, you don’t—and fitness fades fast. If you skip several days in a row, a “de-training” effect starts to set in; skip three weeks, and your hard-won aerobic fitness is largely lost. By twelve weeks, you begin to lose musculoskeletal resiliency—the strength of your joints. By six months, so much joint strength, muscle tone and strength, and aerobic capacity is lost that you’re back to being as unfit as someone who’s been sedentary for years. The point: Avoid long periods of inactivity—whether caused by busy lives, bad weather, and injuries—at all costs.


The easiest way to keep active is by broadening your athletic portfolio. Mix in running, swimming, rowing, the elliptical machine, jumping rope, salsa aerobics, VersaClimbing, or aerobic dance. Try the Trikke, the radical three-wheeled sensation that delivers a total full-body aerobic workout (I did the 2004 Long Beach Marathon on one in 2 hours, 13 minutes). Water-run in the pool with a flotation waist belt and resistance boots. Play your nephew one-on-one in basketball and win on pure hustle. If it gets your heart rate up and keeps it there for a while, it qualifies as cross-training.


You see, your VO2 max isn’t particular about which aerobic activities you do to develop it. Cross-training helps your body tolerate hard workouts, and it can’t be beat for convenience. Two straight days of hard cycling is tough on your body, and one day of hard cycling followed by a hard swim session lets your legs recover while it works your upper body, but both blast your heart and lungs. Going on a business trip? Running shoes and swim goggles tuck into a suitcase. Tweak your knee on the bike? Kayak for a couple of days. Can’t ride due to early nightfall or a January blizzard? Snowshoe or cross-country ski. Mixing up different activities—including road cycling and mountain biking—keeps you motivated, breaks up your routine, and helps maintain wintertime fitness. As Ned Overend proved in his long, successful career (see interview on page 103), other sports not only don’t hurt cycling, but provide variety that keeps you from getting bored with it.


[image: Cross-training: swimming]


Cross-training: swimming


[image: Cross-training: running]


Cross-training: running


Cross-training shouldn’t be seen simply as a welcome off-season break from the saddle, to be set aside when springtime rolls around. Because it works all the muscles of the body rather than just a specific group, cross-training yields a smaller chance of chronic injury over the long term than any one single sport. And in the big picture, cross-training makes you fitter, enhancing VO2 max by developing the oxygen-processing ability in all the muscles of your body, not just the ones in your legs.


“The definition of fitness is that it takes less effort for your body to do the same amount of work,” said Dr. Herman Falsetti, an Irvine, California, cardiologist and consultant to the 1984 Olympic cycling team. “And if your body is fit all over—not just one part of it—your body’s work goes that much easier.”


Solution 1d: Integrate cycling into work and family time.


If playing with the kids, spending time with your spouse, and a thousand other things eat into your riding time, get creative. Do errands on your bike. Commute to work. Ride to family get-togethers. Buy a trailer, a Trail-a-Bike, or a kid-friendly tandem to combine babysitting and riding. With these items fairly cheap (I bought a Raleigh Companion tandem for $700—what some triathletes will pay for a wheel), you are shortchanging yourself without them.


PROBLEM 2: DETERIORATING MUSCLE MASS


Solution: Pump weights fast and heavy. Then recover.


Weight lifting is underutilized by cyclists, and even scorned by some. “My legs get plenty of work already,” some say. “Bulky arms and a big chest will hurt me on the hills,” say others. But from a pure health and longevity point of view, big, strong muscles are more functional and safer than smaller, weaker ones. They help aerobic performance by increasing your oxygen-processing capacity and provide the strength to push through headwinds and up hills. Which is why it is mildly upsetting to discover that muscle mass, like VO2 max, also disappears at an average rate of 1 percent a year beginning in your 30s. And why it is downright scary to find, as researchers from Johns Hopkins and Boston universities did in 2002, that power naturally falls off far faster than strength as you age.3


The rapid drop-off in power is a big deal. It can cost you your life.


That’s because power is defined as the ability to use your strength quickly—to respond to changing situations fast. Power gives you that instant reaction, the ability to make the microsecond adjustments that often mean the difference between success and failure—avoiding a fallen tree branch on a backcountry road; jumping a rock on a 30-mph downhill; swerving out of the way of cars that suddenly turn in front of you. Power is a key to survival.


Trainers have known for years that explosive weight training is necessary to keep pro athletes at the top of their game. Michael Jordan observed a rigorous explosive lifting program after age 30, as do many of this era’s older pro athletes. What we didn’t know until recently is that this power training is vital for average folks who want to maintain their speed and power—especially as they age. In other words, there is a very good argument for all of us to be weight training like professional athletes—especially after age 30 or 35.


A 40-year-old racquetball player, for example, might still be able to bench 250 pounds like he did a decade ago, but because his power is down 5 percent, he might lack the instant acceleration that allows him to retrieve that shot in the dead corner he used to get to. Further along the age continuum, the power loss accelerates. A 50-year-old man may still be able to climb the same hills on his mountain bike about as fast as he did 20 years earlier, but wipes out more on the descents, because his slower-reacting muscles can’t avoid obstacles as quickly. A 75-year-old man might still give you an iron-grip handshake, since his strength still may be 80 percent of what it was decades earlier. But since his power is down by 50 percent, he might just lose his balance when he gets up from a table, falling and breaking his hip.




 






THE ANTIOXIDANT “COCKTAIL” TO THE RESCUE


VITAMINS C AND E CAN HELP REDUCE ILLNESSES RESULTING FROM HARD TRAINING


There is a downside to regular, hard exercise that you can easily minimize. In 2004, Dr. David Nieman and colleagues at California’s Loma Linda University verified what marathon runners and endurance cyclists have long suspected: A long, arduous event or a day of sudden, hard training puts them at increased risk of illness and infection. Immune cells aren’t weakened for a long period of time—21 hours in the case of Nieman’s study—but that window is enough if you catch a chill or interact with someone who has a cold. An earlier study by Nieman of 2,000 Los Angeles Marathon runners found that those who trained 60 miles per week were twice as likely to get sick in the two months before the event than those who trained 20 miles per week. Conclusion: Your immune system, like your muscles, adapts to hard training, but also is initially weakened by it. So take care immediately following a hard workout.


Besides covering up and resting, taking antioxidant vitamins can help mitigate the short-term effects of hard workouts—and the longer-term damage some think may be caused by hard exercise. Dr. Kenneth Cooper of the Cooper Aerobics Center in Dallas, who invented the term “aerobics” in the 1970s and was the leading advocate of “the more, the better” school of thought, now believes that more than an hour per day of aerobic activity increases production of “free radicals,” substances that can “oxidize” (damage) muscle tissue, particularly that of the heart. According to Cooper, the solution to this is regular doses of an “antioxidant cocktail” of vitamins C, E, and beta-carotene.


IT’S LIKE RUST-OLEUM FOR YOUR BODY


Free radicals are natural by-products of oxygen processing that, under normal circumstances, the body holds in check. Technically, they are unstable oxygen molecules (unstable because they lack some electrons in their outer core) that are constantly shooting about crazily in your body, crashing into, sticking to, and “oxidizing”—sort of rusting—other particles and tissues. This oxidation eventually can cause cancer, coronary artery disease, and other problems. Before excess free radicals get out of hand, however, the body dispatches built-in “antioxidant” enzymes to mop up the “oxidation” they cause. Unfortunately, your body can get out of whack; the antioxidants can be overwhelmed when free radicals multiply in response to pollution, cigarette smoke, food contaminants, depression, or excessive exercise. “They begin to run wild,” said Cooper, “successfully attacking healthy as well as unhealthy parts of the body.”


Since the publication of his 1994 book The Antioxidant Revolution, Dr. Cooper has advocated the use of a supplementary therapy based on consumption of vitamins C, E, and beta-carotene, antioxidants that bolster the body’s natural free radical fighters. Vitamin C promotes cell growth, healing, and immunity; builds collagen (the main component of connective tissue such as tendons, ligaments, and skin, and abundant in cartilage, bones, blood vessels, the gut, and spinal discs); reduces the risk of some cancers and cataracts; and may lower cholesterol levels and increase immunity. Vitamin E is a blood-thinner that helps form red blood cells, reduces damage in muscle cells, protects against heart disease, and boosts immunity. Beta-carotene, the best known of the substances that make the yellow and orange color in apricots, sweet potatoes, and carrots, lowers the risk of cataracts, heart disease, and lung and other cancers. Taken together as a group, this “cocktail” protects muscles by keeping cell clumping, vessel clogging, and plaque formation in check; repairing cell membranes; and preserving them from rotting. Cooper claims the cocktail should be your main weapon in a war against a host of other age-old afflictions: cholesterol, heart attacks, strokes, cataracts, and some cancers. It even fights premature aging, he said.


If you regularly work out hard for an hour or more a day, the latest research indicates that you need to take in far larger amounts of antioxidants than you can probably get from diet alone. Fifteen or 20 servings of fruit and vegetables per day may get you enough vitamin C and beta-carotene, but E is another story. It would take eight cups of almonds to get 400 IU (International Units) of E, the amount Cooper recommends for a moderate male exerciser in his 60s. It would take more than 15 oranges to get 1,000 milligrams (mg) of vitamin C and two or three carrots to get 25,000 IU of beta-carotene.


Dr. Cooper promotes a four-step antioxidant plan that includes supplements, moderate—not extreme—exercise, a low-fat diet, and limited environmental exposure:


1. Take a daily antioxidant “cocktail,” which includes, for an active 50-year-old woman, 600 IU of vitamin E, 1,000 mg of vitamin C, and 50,000 IU of beta-carotene. If you are male or a more active woman, increase these amounts to 1,500 mg of vitamin C and 1,200 IU of E. A Tufts University study found that 800 IU of E reduced the amount of exercise-induced free-radical damage in muscle cells; there is evidence that higher doses fight cancer, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and heart disease. Nobel Prize winner Linus Pauling went to his grave at age 93 believing we should take 200 times the RDA (Recommended Dietary Allowance) of vitamin C (12,000 mg per day).


2. Limit consecutive days of hard-core, high-endurance training, which produces an abundance of free radicals. Cooper and other researchers have found a correlation between those with a history of marathon running and cancer and heart attacks.


3. Eat a natural-food diet, featuring whole (non-sliced) fruits and raw or steamed vegetables, lean meats, and limited processed grains and sugar. Sliced fruits lose vitamins when they are cut open and exposed to air; veggies lose vitamins when cooked or canned.


4. Limit exposure to radiation, electromagnetic fields, and pollution, all of which expose you to free radicals.


While not alll researchers agree on the efficasy of antioxidants, most are overwhelmingly positive. Some studies have even shown that making the antioxidant “cocktail” a daily habit may be a good idea whether you exercise hard, easy, or not at all. One study showed that antioxidants helped preserve mitochondrial density. Another indicated that they can have an immediate protective effect against a fatty meal, making your task literally this simple: Before you pig out on a Big Mac and fries or a couple of slices of double-cheese pizza, knock back a vitamin C and E cocktail—or at least a couple of oranges and a swig of wheat germ oil. That’s advice derived from a study conducted by Dr. Gary D. Plotnick, a professor of cardiology at the University of Maryland School of Medicine, who subjected 20 test subjects to a combination of vitamin supplements, low-fat meals (Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes, skim milk, and orange juice), and high-fat meals (McDonald’s egg-and-sausage McMuffins and hash-brown patties). He found that pretreatment with vitamins C and E may indeed be akin to temporarily spraying Teflon on your tubes.


“Maybe McDonald’s should serve McVitamins, too,” he said.


While Plotnick warns that taking C and E is “no magic bullet”—a meal high in fat has other detrimental effects, such as increasing the risk for obesity and diabetes—his findings were clear: Protected by the vitamins, the inner lining of blood vessels stayed unchanged. By contrast, the vessels of test subjects who did not take the vitamins became “impaired” (and therefore open to a fatty buildup) for a full four hours, the length of time it takes a fatty meal to digest.


Incidentally, the finding that high-fat meals impaired vein-wall function for four hours raised Dr. Cooper’s eyebrows when I told him about Plotnick’s study. “That may explain why heart attacks and angina often occur just after a meal,” he said.











 






AEROBIC TRAINING EXERCISES YOUR MIND, TOO


Aerobic fitness does more than strengthen your heart, increase your lung capacity, build your coordination, and prevent heart disease, diabetes, and other killer diseases. It can also help you handle stress better and ward off infection. It can even make you smarter—or at least keep you from getting dumber.


In two studies described in a 2004 issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association, mild exercise was found to trigger the release of naturally produced chemicals that both protect brain cells and keep them performing at top speed, helping to delay onset of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.


Harvard School of Public Health researchers found that older women who walked at a leisurely pace for two to three hours a week performed much better on tests of memory and cognitive thinking ability than inactive women. And there were greater benefits for those who like to work out longer—like cyclists. Women who walked at least six hours a week had an additional 20 percent reduced risk of performing poorly on the same tests.


A second study showed that exercise could help protect against Alzheimer’s. A University of Virginia group found that sedentary elderly men who walked less than a quarter of a mile per day were twice as likely to develop Alzheimer’s as those who walked over 2 miles per day.


As for other benefits of aerobic fitness, some speculate that it may help us cope better with stress because the rapid circulation of blood nutrients nourishes the brain, allowing it to function on a higher level. And it’s generally accepted that fitness also enhances our ability to ward off infections and improves our sex lives.






 





In a nutshell, lifting weights is good for everyone, and at every age. But for maximum benefits—to stay on top of your game—you’ve got to hit heavy weights fast and frequently. Here’s how to stop muscle mass decline as you age.


Solution 2a: Hit fast-twitch fibers with fast contractions.


You may have heard of “superslow” weight lifting, whose proponents touted amazing health benefits from short sessions of agonizingly slow lifts; hundreds of copycat magazine articles promoted it in the early 2000s. Well, forget it. To restore size and power, do what every pro and college trainer tells his athletes: Go “superfast.” The aforementioned 2002 Boston–Johns Hopkins Universities study, led by Roger A. Fielding, PhD, found that rapid contractile movements, such as a speedy upstroke on a leg extension, will quickly bring back your thick, powerful “fast-twitch” muscle fibers. These short, bulky fibers, unlike the smoother, longer, more aerobic-oriented “slow-twitch” fibers, will wither substantially by age 50 and can virtually disappear in old age without stimulation. On the bright side, the lack of fast-twitch fibers doesn’t hurt you as much in pure endurance activities as in speed-based events, which is why many marathon runners and cyclists have done well into their late 30s—and even 40s. On the flip side, the rapid fall-off in fast-twitch fibers severely impacts reaction time. That’s why you’re a step slower on the basketball court at 35—and can fall and break your hip while vacuuming at age 70.


Among his test group of 73-year-old women, Fielding found that superfast contractions and regular speed contractions brought similar strength gains, but the superfast contractions stimulated far greater gains in fast-twitch fiber volume and peak power output. “But why wait until 73?” he told Bike for Life. “In younger people, they’ll come back even faster.”


Note: Don’t forget to hit the triceps, the muscle on the backside of the upper arm, as it is predominantly (90 percent) composed of fast-twitch fibers, said Michael Bemben, PhD, director of the Neuromuscular Research Lab at the University of Oklahoma. Also, pound calves and forearms, which wither quickly for another reason: They’re routinely stressed less than muscles nearer the body’s core.


Solution 2b: Spike growth hormone levels with heavy, no-rest training.


Human growth hormone (HGH) is the body’s fountain of youth, promoting lean muscle mass, body-fat reduction, youthful skin, thick bones, strong connective tissue, and deeper sleep. Unfortunately, your body’s production of HGH tumbles after your mid-20s, some say by as much as 24 percent per decade. Your body produces about 500 micrograms of HGH a day at age 20, 200 at age 40, and 25 at age 80. Beginning in middle age, men lose 5 pounds of muscle per decade. Result: You may weigh the same at 48 as you did at 18, but your body composition is more fat, less muscle.


The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved injections of artificial HGH in 1996, but slowing the slide that way is controversial due to the numerous side effects that HGH in this form can have (see sidebar on “Artificial HGH: High Price for Eternal Youth”). Fortunately, however, you can increase the frequency and amplitude of HGH “spurts” naturally through lifting weights. The method is simple: Perform three sets of 8 to 10 reps to failure (the point at which you can’t maintain form), with no more than a minute’s rest between sets.


This intense sequence of lifting may seem difficult, but it is doable by structuring the workout in pairs of non-overlapping exercises, such as push-pull or upper-lower. An example of push-pull is following a bench press, which works the chest, with a complementary, oppositional exercise like a seated row, which works the back. The chest rests as the back is worked, eliminating downtime.


“This method floods your muscles with lactic acid, which cues the pituitary gland to secrete growth hormone,” said William Kraemer, PhD, of the University of Connecticut, a leading HGH researcher. “Just cut out the talking and work out for at least 15 minutes to maximize the spurt.”




 






ARTIFICIAL HGH: HIGH PRICE FOR ETERNAL YOUTH


Hoping to reverse the muscle-mass shrinkage and body-fat increases associated with the drop-off in human growth hormone after the teenage years, researchers first harvested HGH from cadavers, then, 20 years ago, began manufacturing a synthetic variety for clinical use. To build strength and recover faster from training, competitors in a variety of sports began to use it instead of anabolic steroids, which do the same thing but are readily detectable in drug tests. Because HGH is produced by the pituitary gland at the base of the brain, it’s difficult to prove whether it has been taken artificially. At the 2004 Tour de France, cyclists were not yet being tested for HGH, because the requisite blood test had not yet been given full World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) approval. Athletes were first tested for artificial HGH (which is banned by WADA) during the 2004 Athens Summer Olympics, and a first “positive” was recorded in North America in 2010.


Today, injecting human growth hormone is a thriving industry in the United States. A Harvard Medical School report said that by 2013 anywhere from 40,000 to 100,000 Americans were using HGH therapy for anti-aging, athletic, and cosmetic reasons, each of them spending up to $1,500 a month on the latest fountain-of-youth dream. But does it actually delay aging? And is it safe? Although 8,000 physician members of the American Academy of Anti-Aging Medicine now treat Back to the Future–minded patients with HGH, the Food and Drug Administration only approves its use to treat severe hormone deficiencies in children and adults. There are associated risks if taken by healthy aging adults, according to a study on aging recently published in the Journal of the American Medical Association. Researchers discovered that men who received HGH injections had a higher risk of developing signs of diabetes or glucose intolerance than men who did not receive the injections. Other side effects included fluid retention, joint pain, and symptoms of carpal tunnel syndrome.









Solution 2c: Ease into it and build in recovery.


Ironically, although you need more intensity with age (to produce HGH and fast-twitch fibers), safety requires you to take it easier: Use lighter weight on your first set (to warm up), take more recovery time (rest and sleep) between workouts, and gradually build up to heavier workouts over time. Since muscle fibers need at least 48 hours to recover from a hard workout, don’t lift two days in a row. In fact, alternate heavy and light workouts. “If you’re 35 or more, make every second workout a ‘recovery workout’ (below 80 percent of max), and every fifth week an easy week,” said Dan Wirth, president of Sierra Fitness Health Clubs of America and a former University of Arizona strength coach.


Solution 2d: Periodize your weight lifting.


To prevent gradual decline, Wirth and many other coaches promote cross-training and “periodization”—working muscles with different weights and reps every couple of months.


Ironically, while the periodization program Bike for Life describes in Chapter 2 applies the same principles to aerobic cycling training, Romanian coaching guru Tudor Bompa actually developed the periodization concept for strength training. He noticed that muscles “learn.” As you get stronger, a movement that initially took 10 muscle fibers to move soon takes 9 fibers, then 8. To keep firing all the fibers, you need to change your routine. At a macro level, lift heavy weights with low reps for a month, then switch to light weights and higher reps. At a micro level, change technique. Do bicep curls, but change your grip from underhand to overhand. Instead of a military press machine, find a wall and do handstand push-ups. Change brands of machines; the Universal incline-press machine involves slightly different biomechanics than the incline press on an Icarian.


PROBLEM 3: DETERIORATING JOINTS


Solution: Warm up, cool down, avoid risks, build up weak spots.


Muscles can be rebuilt, but joints aren’t so lucky. Micro-thin synovial membrane, already a tissue-thin lining that covers bone ends with lubrication slicker than wet ice, gets thinner and more worn with age. Meniscus cushions in the knees get ripped. The humerus bone dangles precariously from the cavity of the shoulder blades, making the shoulder prone to impingement and rotator-cuff injuries. Blood, barely able to penetrate joints due to lack of capillaries in tendons and ligaments, delivers fewer healing nutrients with age. What to do?


[image: Strength training is essential. Use both body-weight and weighted exercises.]
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Strength training is essential. Use both body-weight and weighted exercises.


Solution 3a: Do an extensive warm-up.


Do you really have the time to do a 15-minute warm-up?


“The question is, do you have time not to?” asks Rob Bolton, a certified strength and conditioning coach at UC Santa Barbara, who advocates “functional” fitness, the popular movement advanced by Vern Gambetta, the New York Mets director of athletic development, who sees muscles as links in a “kinetic chain” that must be worked out together, not in isolation. “No matter if you’re young or old—but especially if you’re old—you need that long to gradually increase your heart rate, get synovial fluid lubricating knees, elbows, and shoulders, and work up a light sweat, indicating your body is ready for action,” Bolton says. “Don’t lift or run or ride without lubing the joints.”


Bolton’s warm-up includes body-only moves and light weights. It starts with five minutes of jumping jacks, then systematically hits all joints from top to bottom: neck rolls, shoulder shrugs, alternating arm circles, hip circles, trunk rotations (hands on hips, rotating in circles), leg swings (side-to-side like windshield wipers, and forward and back, like kicking a soccer ball), knee bends (put hands on quads, to avoid overloading them), and “old-school” knee circles.


Next up are core-focused single-leg balance exercises. Reach forward, back, sideways, and to a 45-degree angle with one leg while balancing on the opposite foot, then do the same thing with arms extended straight up. Follow that with five minutes on the Lifecycle or elliptical, and quick stretching to avoid cooling down. Then proceed to a regular weight-training program.


Solution 3b: Strengthen two high-risk areas: Rotator cuff and lower back.


Rotator-cuff exercises: Since injuries to the shoulder are the most common injuries in sports, strengthening the four rotator-cuff muscles that stabilize it is critical. “Unfortunately, it’s not so easy,” said physical therapist Robert Forster. “The cuff gets little blood flow, and is invisible to the naked eye, so it’s ignored, understrengthened compared to the glamour muscles, and subject to tears.”


Three exercises in particular strengthen the rotator cuff. Starting with 2- or 3-pound weights in each hand, do three sets of 10 to 15 reps, twice a week.


To work the supraspinatus, which helps the deltoid raise the arm to the side, raise both your arms straight out. Hit the infraspinatus and teres minor, which pull the arms downward (as in a pull-up), by lying on your side with your elbow on your hip, then pivoting your arm upward. To work the subscapularis, which assists with inward arm rotation, pull surgical tubes sideways across your body, like windshield wipers.


Lower back and transverse abs: A lifetime of sitting tightens the lower back’s spinal erector muscles and weakens the transverse abdominus, the deep abdominal muscles that draw the belly button to the spine. Strengthening and stretching both can improve posture and eliminate back pain. Three exercises do this:


Back extension: lie belly down with your arms at your sides and raise your head and upper back to work the spinal erectors.


Dying-bug: To work the core from both sides, lie face-up with your arms at your sides and your legs stretched out straight, press the small of your back to the mat, and tighten your core by making a “pssst” sound. Then raise and lower your opposite legs and arms at the same time without moving your spine. Then reverse.


Transverse abdominus (TA): stand up, holding light dumbbells at chest level with arms either bent or straight (depending on your preference), and twist side-to-side as you draw a sideways figure eight. Then do cross-crunches: Lying on your back with your legs raised and your knees bent, fold your left leg over your right knee and cross over the midline of your body with your elbows in a slow, controlled motion. That hits your TA muscles, intercostals, and obliques.


Solution 3c: Avoid extreme ranges of motion in at-risk joints.


Many trainers and therapists nowadays warn against extreme ranges of motion for all weight-training exercises, regardless of age, due to potential joint injuries and lack of functional benefit. At extreme ranges, dips, push-ups, and flys can jeopardize the humerus/shoulder joint, which is supported only by tendons and ligaments. General rule: To avoid rotator-cuff injuries, keep your elbows visible in front of the body. Many trainers have banned the military press for its injury risk and lack of function. If you have knee pain, avoid deep squats that take your butt lower than your knees.


Rob Bolton even warns against the apple pie of the weight room, the bench press. “You can’t avoid pinching your shoulder joint on the bench press because it inhibits the scapula [shoulder blades],” he said. “The scapula is pinned between the bar and the bench, causing the humerus [upper arm bone] to grind into and overload the glenohumeral joint. Besides that, it doesn’t train you for anything in real life.” He favors pulling exercises in general and replacing the bench with a standing cable-machine press, which frees the scapula and uses the hips, stomach, and lower back to stabilize the body.


Solution 3d: Cool down with a recovery spin and stretching.


“After lifting, your capillaries are dilated and pooling with lactic acid,” said Bolton, “so jump on an easy cardio machine to pump it out. The bike allows you to slowly take your heart rate down to 90 bpm.”


Elasticity of tissues drops with age; instead of bending and stretching, they break. “So stretch more and avoid injuries that are hard on these tissues,” adds Forster.


Solution 3e: Baby your knees by changing your running form.


Running is a fantastic cross-training activity for cyclists, a quick and convenient way to maintain and even ramp up your cardiovascular fitness between rides that can be very important for preventing osteoporosis (see Chapter 9) and restoring good posture. But it can also injure knees and ankles—when done incorrectly. That’s due to the harsh impact of a heel-strike landing, which, ironically, is made possible by thickly cushioned running shoes. The solution: Try a more minimalist shoe and an injury-reducing “soft” running form that lands you on your forefoot with a bent knee, not on your heel with a straight leg. A shorter stride, with touchdown directly under your body (not out ahead), and a faster cadence keeps you off your heels.


Over the past decade, there has been a strong emphasis on this soft running form, which is how ancient man ran in moccasins or when barefoot. I believe in the concept, wrote the first big national story about soft running for Runner’s World magazine (“I Will Learn to Run Better,” October 2004), run barefoot myself and followed Bike for Life with several running books, including Run for Life, Barefoot Running Step by Step, and Healthy Running Step by Step, that advocated a soft landing. It works, turning running into a fun skill-based activity that can improve performance and virtually eliminate injuries—if you gradually adapt to the new form and learn to match shorter strides with faster turnover.


I put “gradually” in italics because I can’t emphasize it enough: Many newbie barefooters and minimalist toe-shoe wearers tend to do too much too soon, and end up straining their calves and Achilles tendons. You see, while soft running restores natural biomechanics and is much easier on your knees, it is new for calves and Achilles foreshortened by decades of wearing high heels and running shoes with lots of heel cushioning. In 2014, the Vibram company, makers of the FiveFingers “barefoot” toe shoe, settled a large class-action lawsuit because it claimed that injuries would disappear with their shoes. What they forgot to mention is that you need to start slowly. Start with 5 minutes of the new form and slowly work up to 20 minutes over the period of a month to give your legs time to adapt. If you do, you may be able to run to mile 100 as well as ride to age 100. Add swimming, and you’re looking at doing a triathlon at 100.


PROBLEM 4: LOSS OF FLEXIBILITY


Solution: Stretch a lot.


If you wonder “Why stretch?” you may need a different perspective. “The real question,” said Bob Anderson, is “Why get old?”


Anderson is the author of Stretching, widely known as the bible of flexibility. “Stiffness really has nothing to do with age,” he said. “If you keep stretched, and keep active, you feel young—no matter what it says on your driver’s license.” Anderson lives his words. On the day I caught up with him, he had just returned from a “typical once-a-week” mountain bike ride of 5.5 hours, 52 miles, and 6,500 feet of climbing. He said he rides 25 to 30 hours a week in Pike National Forest trails near his Colorado home. He packs 138 pounds of “pure muscle” on his 5-foot-9 frame, looks and feels far younger than his 67 years (as of 2014), and has a resting heart rate in the 40s. “Most of all,” he said, “I try not to whine, because no one listens.”


The world has listened, though, as Anderson has spread the stretching gospel. Two key points to remember: Tightness is the rare malady of aging that anyone—athlete or couch potato—can completely reverse. And for cyclists and other athletes, the immediate benefits of stretching, and ridding yourself of this tightness, are too good to pass up:


1. Faster speed, due to more efficient biomechanics


2. More force, due to the increased leverage of lengthened muscles


3. Faster post-ride recovery, due to speedier outflow of waste products and correct muscle shaping


For an example of flexibility’s benefits, look at one pair of muscles: the hamstrings. Flexible hams yield more power by (1) allowing further extension of the quads, and (2) allowing a dropped-heel pedaling position, which allows for fuller use of the powerful glutes.


The Connective-Tissue Skeleton


Flexibility is defined as the ability to move joints freely through a wide range of motion, according the American College of Sports Medicine. It may be best illustrated by those who don’t have it: the elderly. “They walk like they are old—totally stiff,” said Anderson.


That’s because their connective tissue—the white, glistening sheaths of collagen that surround and shape bundles of muscles and, when condensed, become tendons—is tight, which makes their muscles tight. For that reason, the real focus of stretching is not the muscle itself, but what Bob Forster calls “the connective-tissue skeleton” that gives shape to our bodies.


“You stress this ‘soft skeleton’ every time you work out, and your body then lays down more connective tissue haphazardly, making you tight and imbalanced,” Forster said. “So the goal of stretching is to remodel it into a functional pattern—to remodel your infrastructure.”


Cycling, given its unnatural position, lays down connective tissue in such a way as to leave your biomechanics inherently imbalanced, according to Forster. The bent-over riding position shortens the hip flexors. The abductors become weak because of the lack of lateral movement—what you’d get from playing tennis or basketball. The quads and hamstrings get short, squat, pumped, and tight from working so much. The neck muscles get tight from holding up the head at an unnatural angle.


“Chronically tight muscles, left unstretched, will adapt to this position,” said Forster. “That will alter joint mechanics and increase the potential for injury.” To lengthen, relax, and ultimately strengthen the muscles and correct the body’s biomechanical imbalances, you must stretch them.


Stretching Rules


If possible, stretch “passively”—while lying down on the floor. Generally, it’s harder to relax a muscle while stretching under tension.


1. Easy in, easy out: Be in a position where you can breathe properly.


2. Use the “subsiding tension principle”: Move slowly into the stretch and allow for tension to register before adjusting the intensity.


3. Never reach over to touch your toes from a standing position: The lower back is concave; this move makes it convex. “Your back ligaments are already stretched out by cycling, and they don’t need to be stretched more,” said Forster. “A guy with a discectomy isn’t finding enlightenment.”


4. Go slow: Rapid stretching can stimulate the muscle to tighten up.


When to Stretch


1. Before: As part of your warm-up—within 45 minutes of a workout or race. Use a five-second “release” to prepare the muscle to perform in its normal range of motion. Don’t hold it any longer. You do not need permanent elongation at this time.


2. After: Within 45 minutes after a workout, while warm. At minimum, do a release. A longer session aids circulation and recovery, flushes lactic acid out of the system, corrects gross imbalances and contracture, and effects permanent architecture changes.


3. Nighttime: Before bed, to promote a functional remodeling of connective tissue to create a stronger infrastructure.


Bob Anderson’s Top 10 Stretches for Longevity


The latest edition of Bob Anderson’s Stretching is 223 pages long and filled with drawings of nearly 1,000 stretches. The author recommends that you find 4 or 5 that “really help you” and do them several times a day, including before bed. Bike for Life asked him to recommend 10 basic stretches to start with that will help maintain range of motion from toe to head. Here goes:


1. Ankle Rotation


The ankle is important for overall flexibility. “Nothing says ‘old’ like a stiff-ankled walk,” said Anderson. To keep it loose, sit on the floor with legs spread, then grab one ankle with both hands and rotate it clockwise and counterclockwise through a complete range of motion with slight resistance provided. Rotary motion of the ankle helps to gently stretch tight ligaments and improve circulation. Repeat up to 20 times in each direction. Do both ankles.


[image: Stretch 1: ankle rotation]


Stretch 1: ankle rotation


[image: Stretch 1: ankle out]


Stretch 1: ankle out


2. Sitting Calf and Hamstring Stretch


This movement stretches the lower leg’s rear muscles and the area behind the knee.


Sit upright with one leg straight ahead and the other leg bent at the knee, with the bottom of the foot flat against the other leg’s inner thigh. If you are not very flexible, point the toes toward your body and lean at the waist toward the extended foot until you feel a stretch in the back of the knee. Hold this position for 10 to 15 seconds.


If you are flexible, assume the same position but reach out with the same-side hand, grab the back of the toes, and pull them toward you. Keep the head up and back as straight as possible.


“People say, ‘Oh God, I can feel that one!’” said Anderson. “They’re surprised that they feel that tight.”


[image: Stretch 2: calf and hamstring]


Stretch 2: calf and hamstring


3. Opposite-Hand/Opposite-Foot Quad Stretch


Lying on your side, hold the top of your right foot with your left hand and gently pull your heel toward your buttocks. The knee bends at a natural angle when you hold your foot with the opposite hand. This is good to use in knee rehabilitation and by those with problem knees. Hold for 30 seconds, each leg.


[image: Stretch 3: quad stretch]


Stretch 3: quad stretch


4. Spinal Twist: Lower Back and Hamstrings


Although Anderson warns that this stretch is difficult for the average person to do, it is highly beneficial for cyclists’ backs, which are subject to very little movement.


Sit on the floor with your right leg straight ahead. Bend your left leg and cross your left foot over to the outside of your upper right thigh, just above the knee. During this stretch use the elbow to keep the left leg stationary with controlled pressure to the inside. With your left hand resting behind you, slowly turn your head to look over your left shoulder, and at the same time rotate your upper body toward your left hand and arm. This should stretch your lower back and the side of the hip. Hold for 15 seconds. Do both sides.


[image: Stretch 4: spinal twist]


Stretch 4: spinal twist


5. Groin and Back Stretch


This comfortable stretch is an easy, safe way to stretch an area that is often tight and hard to relax: the groin. It also flattens your lower back, helping to counteract a hump. Lie on your back with knees bent, soles of the feet together, and hands resting at your sides. Let the knees hang down toward the floor so that the pull of gravity will be stretching your groin. By contrast, people often sit up and perform a groin stretch by leaning forward with a rounded-back torso that is hard on the back ligaments.


[image: Stretch 5: groin and back]


Stretch 5: groin and back


6. “Secretary Stretch” for Lower Back and Hips


Great for cyclists and people with sciatic pain, this stretch begins with you lying on your back with your knees up in a sit-up position. Interlace your fingers behind your head and lift the left leg over the right leg. From here, pivot your left leg to the right, pulling your right leg toward the floor until you feel a good stretch along the side of your hip and lower back. Stretch and relax. Keep the upper back, shoulders, and elbows flat on the floor. Hold for 20 to 30 seconds. Repeat on the other side.


[image: Stretch 6: secretary stretch]


Stretch 6: secretary stretch


7. The “Saigon Squat”


“If I had one stretch to do, this would be it for keeping overall muscle and joint flexibility,” said Anderson. “It’s the most natural position in human history—squatting to relieve yourself in a floor-pit toilet.” The squat stretches everything from the midsection down, including the ankles, Achilles tendons, groin, lower back, and hips. Anderson is fond of pointing out that it taxes humans much more than the seated position Western toilet, which is why countrified Asians often have better postures and livelier steps than their occidental counterparts.


The squat is simple to perform: With your feet shoulder-width apart and pointed out to about a 15-degree angle, heels on the ground, bend your knees and squat down. Hold for 30 seconds. If you have ultra-tight Achilles tendons, can’t balance with flat feet, and generally have trouble staying in this position, hold onto something for support. If you have knee problems, discontinue at the first sign of pain.


[image: Stretch 7: Saigon squat]


Stretch 7: Saigon squat


8. Williams’ Flexion Hamstring Stretch


Considered very relaxing and safe after a ride or a run, this easy stretch is great for pelvic flexibility, the hip flexors, the back, and the circulation (since it gets the foot above the heart).


Lie on your back, keeping your back flat, and draw one knee into your chest by pulling it in from the back of the knee. Repeat with the other leg. For variation, pull the knee toward the opposite shoulder.


[image: Stretch 8: Williams’ flexion]


Stretch 8: Williams’ flexion


9. Elongation Stretch/Total Body Relaxer


This nearly flawless post-exercise stretch feels good, stretches many muscles—abdominals, intercostals, top of the foot and ankle, back, and more—and is particularly good for cyclists because of the way the sport bends them over. “No one’s ever criticized it,” said Anderson.


Lying down flat on your back, make yourself as “tall” as possible, straightening your arms and legs in opposite directions, pointing your toes, and extending your fingers. Stretch and then relax. Hold for five seconds. For variety, stretch diagonally, extending your opposite arm and leg, then repeat, stretching the opposite sides.


[image: Stretch 9: elongation]


Stretch 9: elongation


10. Triceps and Tops of Shoulders


Anderson calls the upper body “a storehouse of mental and physical tension.” The tension can be caused by cycling as well as non-athletic pressures, such as getting yelled at by the boss at work.


In a seated or standing position with your arms overhead, hold the elbow of one arm with the hand of the other arm, then gently pull the elbow behind the head and push it down, creating a stretch. Do it slowly. Hold for 15 seconds. Do not use drastic force to limber up. Stretch both sides. You can also do this stretch while walking.


Anderson suggests that cyclists take the stretch further by placing the back of the head against the bent elbow and bending to the opposite side. “This counteracts the cycling position and keeps cyclists standing straight up as they age,” he said. “It’s especially helpful for men, as we tend to get tighter with age than women.”


[image: Stretch 10: triceps]


Stretch 10: triceps


PROBLEM 5: SLUMPING POSTURE


Solution: Straighten yourself out before you ride or lift weights.


Let’s pull no punches here: Cycling is simply not good for your posture, morphing your back from concave to convex as it freezes you in an unnatural, crunched-up, bent-over position for hours at a time. Frozen in an imbalanced, crab-like position off the bike, you’ll be compromised and injury-prone in normal life and other athletic activities designed to complement the sport, such as strength training. That’s why postural therapist Patrick Mummy, founder and CEO of the Symmetry pain relief clinic in San Diego and Sacramento and the designer of the back-straightening exercises described in the “Biker’s Back” section of Chapter 8, says that lifting weights with bad posture is “like building a Ferrari on a bent chassis.” His 12-exercise routine (starting on page 186) is an antidote to the slumping, hunching posture that he said is often first apparent by age 35. The exercises will stretch the hip flexors to restore the correct pelvic tilt, reposition the shoulders, and equalize the hips to restore bilateral symmetry.


“Step One of any anti-aging maintenance program, by definition, must be posture,” Mummy said. “Otherwise, everything you are doing to build yourself up is reinforcing the problem.” Perform the exercises twice daily in order, especially before doing any weight training or aerobic exercise. At 1 to 2 minutes each, the exercises should take 10 to 15 minutes total.




 






PROFILE: VIC COPELAND AND THE FOUNTAIN OF YOUTH


THE SECRETS OF THE WORLD’S GREATEST OVER-55 BIKE RACER


When the first edition of this book was published, then-62-year-old Vic Copeland, an optometrist from Rancho Santa Fe, California, was officially the world’s greatest old track cyclist, with a treasure trove of age-group time-trial records. From 40-plus to 50-plus, in distances ranging from 200 meters to 3 kilometers, he was the US record holder. His victories included a world’s best 500-meter in the 60–64 age group (35.654 seconds, set in 2004). At the 2003 world track championships in Manchester, England, when he won the 500, the 2K, the points race, and the match sprint (the same four events he had swept six years earlier with slower times), the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI, cycling’s governing body) named him “Outstanding rider in the world over age 35”—at age 60.


Well, over a decade later, nothing’s changed. He added more world records in the 500 in the 65–69 age group (37.034, in 2007), and the 70-plus age group (37.855, in 2012).


What’s his secret? Good genes, good training, and an off-the-charts will to win, according to his coach, Eddie Borysewicz. “He could have been another Greg LeMond if he had started the sport in his teens,” says Eddie B (profiled in an interview starting on page 212), who also coached the three-time Tour de France winner. That’s a pretty good comparison for a guy who only got into cycling because it was easier than doing triathlons.


A natural athlete, Copeland had excelled in football, basketball, and track in school and proved to be a fast learner in triathlon. In 1982, as a recreational runner who rode his wife’s clunker bike and dog-paddled on the swim (“I grew up in Kansas,” he explains), he finished dead last in his first tri, the United States Triathlon Series (USTS) San Diego race in Torrey Pines. Two years later, he won his age group. But after doing five Hawaii Ironman triathlons from 1983 through 1987, including setting a personal record (PR) of 11:00:09 in 1986 at age 42, Copeland walked away from the sport he loved. In 1988, with his kids entering their teens, he and his wife, Joyce, concluded that triathlon training was taking too much time away from the family.


“I had to get into something less all-encompassing,” he said. “I thought cycling was something I could do to keep in shape.” Talk about an understatement.


One day, while Copeland was riding with the same bike club he’d trained with during his triathlon years, they challenged him to do a cycling race. He finished fourth . . . and the rest is history. He hired Eddie B when the legendary coach moved to nearby Ramona. At the 1988 Masters nationals, he won the criterium and took two second places and a third place on the track. By the mid-1990s, Copeland was known as the Mark Spitz of age-group cycling, scorching the record book with 14 national records in events ranging from the kilo to the road race. At age 49, going against 20-year-olds, he placed eighth overall in the kilo at the Olympic trials. At 50, he set a record for the 35-year-old age group.


How does he explain his success on the bike?


“Besides good genes, the Ironman,” he says. A naturally fast sprinter, Copeland believes his long-distance Ironman training taught him how to hold his sprint speed longer than most—a theory he says is borne out by the exceptional performances of Australian track sprinters, who do a lot of long-distance work earlier in the season.


The result? “The younger guys would be ahead of me in the first half of the kilo, but their speeds would drop off the second half,” he said. “My speed stayed the same, so I’d win in the last half.” Records that Copeland set range from the shortest to the longest: the flying-start 200-meter time trial (11.5 seconds) in 1995; the standing-start kilo (1:07) and flying-start kilo (1:02), both in 1993; the standing-start 3K (3:38), and the tandem 40K (48:18), both in 1996.


Initially, winning against younger men got Copeland a lot of attention, but that soon was a non-issue to his opponents. “Occasionally, somebody would come up and joke, ‘Hey, I’ve got 20 more years to get as good as you.’”


Cycling success became a family affair for the Copelands. Son Zack won a national junior championship on the track one year and was on the national team; father and son both competed for match-sprint slots at the 1992 Olympic trials, but never met head-to-head because Vic didn’t survive his qualifying round. (Zack barely missed the Olympics, finishing fourth). Daughter Joannie, then 16, set a world junior record in the 1K in 1992 and won the junior criterium nationals the next year; she finished high school in Colorado Springs because she was a member of the US national junior team. Both gave up cycling in college and haven’t looked back.


Told that Eddie B said he was born with as much talent as LeMond, Copeland said he has never dwelled on what might have been. But it might have been impressive: His record 1K time in 1992 (though done on a smooth indoor velodrome with high-tech equipment not available 30 years earlier) would have won him the Olympic gold medal in Tokyo in 1964. “If I did it at age 49, certainly I could have done it age 21,” he says.


Copeland’s greatest challenge was a scare that came after the US national championships in Colorado Springs in August 2004, when he won four gold medals and set two world records in the 60–64 age group. At the US road nationals, he got faint as he went into atrial fibrillation, a rapid-heartbeat condition that prevents blood from circulating through the upper chamber of the heart.


“It was caused by my training—and is triggered by riding hard,” he said. “I can go to 87 percent of my maximum heart rate of 160, but can’t go anaerobic. At 90 percent or above, which is what you have to do to win races on the track, that will be trouble.” For several years, he kept his efforts down to 85 percent, but that couldn’t hold him back. He won the 70-plus category again at the 500 meters at the worlds in 2013, and has no plans to slow down.


TRAINING TIPS: HOW COPELAND DID IT


1. Hammer and recover: Coach Eddie B only lets Copeland do two days of intensity a week. “Eddie holds me back,” he said. “He says that high intensity raises the acid level in the blood, and that you need longer, slower rides to renormalize.” Copeland rides two hours a day, indoors on a trainer and outdoors at the track at San Diego’s Balboa Park.


2. No mega miles: “It becomes comfortable to take long, slow rides—but that only trains you to go long and slow,” he said. “And they leave you too tired to go fast.” During his triathlon days, while his competitors were biking 500-mile weeks, Copeland logged only 150 miles.


3. Specificity: “I break an event down into each segment. If a bike course is hilly, I’ll train by doing hill repeats over and over and over.”


4. Visualization: Psychologically, Copeland begins his preparation the day before the race. “I try to act as if I’ve already won the race, in the way I talk to people and act. It creates a winning attitude.” Additionally, he visualizes important moments of the race itself, so that his race reactions and strategy will be automatic.


5. Resistance training: Copeland does not lift weights, but for two years has used a one-of-a-kind bike trainer invented by his son in which the pedals turn backward with resistance. “It increases the stress on my muscles in a cycling-specific motion, yet doesn’t stress me cardiovascularly.”


6. Mind of a champion: “I always had confidence, and Eddie B liked that,” he said. “Eddie is not interested in you as a rider unless you’re highly motivated already. I’ve never seen Eddie once push people to ride harder. He wants a mental champion who he can mold.” So regardless of your level of talent, think of yourself as a champion. Every day, every ride, can be a race against yourself that you can win.
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John Howard


THE MAN WHO CAN DO ANYTHING
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Many people have called John Howard “Greg LeMond before there was a Greg LeMond,” but that characterization is far too limiting. A monster talent who blew out of the backwoods of Missouri at a time when few Americans raced a bike and even fewer had tried their luck in Europe in decades,* Howard has pushed the envelope in every imaginable sphere of cycling. He won a national championship (in 1968) before he could vote, added three more in the 1970s, and so stunned the US Olympic Committee with his 200K win at the 1971 Pan Am Games that it restored financing to a sport it had planned to let expire. The three-time Olympian saw Black Power fists raised in Mexico City in 1968, heard terrorist bullets in Munich in 1972, and competed again in Montreal in 1976. He was still America’s top road cyclist in 1979, when he was unceremoniously booted off the US Pan Am team for, as he remembers it, not being a “team player.”


Seeking new challenges outside mainstream cycling, Howard won the Hawaii Ironman Triathlon in 1981, finished the first Race Across America in 1982, and risked his life in 1985 in setting an astounding bicycle speed record of 152.2 mph behind a custom-built land rocket. Since then, he’s built and sold pedal-powered water bikes; accumulated scores of Masters road- and mountain-bike championships; broken dozens of bones; authored hundreds of articles about form, training, and bike fit; acquired a taste for antique cars; and, of course, been inducted into the US Bicycling Hall of Fame (in 1989).


Infinitely curious and open-minded about unorthodox technologies and fitness regimens (don’t get him started about lung trainers and belly breathing), Howard lives in a house in North San Diego County that includes a self-designed indoor-cycling studio and a cycling museum. He runs one of cycling’s best-regarded coaching clinics, the John Howard School of Champions and the John Howard Performance Sports FiTTE Clinics. And, by the way, as he mentioned during his Bike for Life interviews in March 2004 and October 2013, he claims to have ridden 800,000 miles. That’s about 31 times around the circumference of the Earth.


A COMIC BOOK changed my life. When I was 16, I saw Schwinn Bike Thrills at the local Schwinn shop in my hometown of Springfield, Missouri. I was fascinated. It told the story of Alfred Letourneur’s world record—108.92 mph on a Schwinn Paramount drafting a racecar in 1941. Letourneur, known as “the Red Devil,” was the most famous six-day bicycle racer in French history and one of the most famous in the world. I thought, God! I’ve got to do this.


I went to the library and found a book called The Big Loop, a story about the Tour de France. I thought, God! What a wonderful sport. So I went back to the bike shop and bought the first ten-speed in Springfield, Missouri—a Schwinn Continental, a high-end race bike.


Trouble was, nobody in Springfield knew anything about bike racing. The closest I could find was the AYH—American Youth Hostels. They’re into touring—the kind with panniers. I wanted some organization, to ride with a group, to find a connection. But after I rode with them, I realized quickly that they were way below my level. Some were serious, but not many. I was just this young stud. . . .


I was a good intramural athlete in baseball, football, and basketball, but the only varsity thing I did was running. I did the mile and would call myself mediocre, even though I won the Ozark Conference mile-championship race. But from the beginning, cycling was my forte. I always seemed to be able to outdistance the rest of the kids in the neighborhood. And I was always into the lightweight equipment; got a three-speed at 12 or 13, a big step up from the cruiser bikes. Then came the move up to the Continental with its derailleur gears—pretty hot stuff back in 1963. My brother and I prided ourselves on being on the cutting edge. He’s about a year younger than me—my competitor and best friend.


I always rode more than he did. I loved the blue sky and fresh air. Even on my three-speed, I was traversing hills in the Ozark Mountains—some of the toughest little climbs anywhere to be found in the country. As soon as I got the Continental, I would take that thing down to the Lake Country, a 70-, 80-, 90-mile ride, alone. There was nobody else who would do it. Why’d I do it? [Long pause.] Because it was there. Because I saw the potential. Everyone wants to be good at something. In my case it was covering ground.


I had good cardiovascular, but cycling was different. With a bike I could make progress more rapidly, because the sport itself was on such an infantile level back then. The true competition in the United States in the ’60s was in the velodrome. And right away, I found that it didn’t take much to get to the top of the sport. By the time I was 19, I was there.


I would literally ride away from the field and cover 50 miles on hilly courses under two hours, which was unheard of. So I knew this is what I am good at. This is what I can do. At 19, I won the 1968 national championships. The top guys—Parsons, Hiltner, Butler, Van Boven. I beat all of them.


Religion, RAAM, and 152 MPH


PEOPLE DON’T LET me forget that I once called my bike my “Iron Mistress.” Metaphorically, it means it was a tool. I won’t say that I hadn’t discovered girls, but the girlfriends I had were short-term. I can’t believe I was ever this way. But back then, I was more focused on the bike. It gave me much more than another person could—particularly a spirituality.


I found myself practicing a very profound, personal form of worship when I turned those pedals. On a bike, passively covering ground for two or three hours, I would experience a wonderful sense of self-discovery, of being a part of a universe that was much more powerful than myself. I say passive for a reason. I can remember covering 20 to 30 miles and having no recollection of being anything but in a complete form of perfect bliss.


Growing up, I was religious—did go to church quite a bit. Being of the Bible Belt, my parents were fairly religious Presbyterians. It was what I did, who I was. But the bike replaced that. It brought me into a whole different landscape. The spirituality of the bicycle was a self-discovery that went much deeper than the four walls of a church. The feeling of being in control of my own destiny, as opposed to having it scripted through the organization of religious doctrine.


To go there by myself, with no training partners, these journeys into the spiritual world, into a separate universe, were powerful motivators. The spiritual focus changed as the world became more complex and competition came into the mix. But it came back as I got older.


Today, I practice kind of a mix of optimism, Taoism. I believe we are what we practice. I really put more emphasis on the positive nature of things. I feel like that’s really the essence of it—coming back to just feeling good about yourself and practicing exactly that. I meditate on this; meditation has been a profound step. I learned to do this during the Race Across America.


For me, the Taoist view of life was extremely profound during RAAM. In 1982, John Marino, Lon Haldeman, Mike Shermer, and I did the first RAAM, the true cycling ultra-event: L.A. at the Santa Monica Pier all the way to the Empire State Building in New York City. It took me 10 days, 10 hours. Tough ride. Headwinds all the way from Kansas through Illinois clear into West Virginia. It was a tough, tough ride.


The sleep deprivation had an impact on me. Going into a trance state, some of my visualizations were extremely powerful. I really didn’t associate them at the time with what reality was or should be, but over time I could see that it was an experience that shaped me as an individual. I really understood a lot more about my limitations. My inflexibilities. My temper. All the things I didn’t like about myself, I had to come to grips with. In a real, powerful way, I realized what I needed to discard and what I needed to work on and where I needed to go with my life. I would never do RAAM again for anything—it was so grueling. Yet it was a unique time for me—a self-analysis that lasted 10 days; I saw myself at my best and I saw myself at my worst. Where do you have an opportunity to do that?


Since RAAM, I’ve been better able to control my anger and channel that into more positive progressive experiences. I’ve been able to use those experiences to understand what I need to do to advance in business, to make a living—what works, what doesn’t, what to discard, what to keep. I realize that a lot of the anger that was directed at my crew was really a reflection of my own insecurity problems. I’m still working on it, but I think I’ve come a long way since 1982.


I clearly see one of my [RAAM] visualizations even today. I was standing by the motor home, waiting for the fog to clear so we could get back on the bikes. Freezing cold. It was in West Virginia, probably less than two days out of New York. Three in the morning and no traffic. Appalachian Mountains. It was so foggy on the descent, it was actually dangerous. I so badly needed sleep. I didn’t want to take a risk. While somebody was gathering up something—I don’t remember if it was food or what—I was leaning against the motor home. Then this black Lab came up from out of the ditch and started nuzzling me. I remember the cold snout of his nose against my warm palms. And I thought that was great. I played with that dog for a while. Then it was like my eyes were like shutters on a camera. I clicked and the dog was lying down at my feet. Here I am, so tired. I looked around. And when I looked back down a second later, the dog was a pile of bones. Road kill.


I could feel that warm snout. I can feel it—even today. But that experience, God, I get cold chills every time I think about it.


I’m not sure I can apply any meaning to it. Maybe I just chose not to. But there were four or five experiences like that that happened en route at various times during the ride. Through sleep deprivation and lack of good, consistent diet, I just put myself over the edge. But I look back and, like I said, I’d never change anything. But I’d never want ’em repeated.


Although I didn’t win, RAAM was the hardest thing I’d ever done, much harder than winning the Hawaii Ironman Triathlon the year before. Then I had to face something even harder: the third act in my four-year post-bike-racer plan, the new bicycle world speed record.


By 1985, I wasn’t at my peak anymore—nearly 40 years old, I had been spiraling down since 35. So I had to develop something else: mental fortitude. I was heavily into meditation then, and that was my key to getting over the incredible pressure of the speed record, a confluence of stress I’d never experienced. There was training stress, the monetary stress, the stress of organizing everything—building the supercar, building the super-bike, hiring all the people, getting the Sports Illustrated article, the sponsorship deal with Pepsi and Wendy’s and Specialized, the training, the worrying about the weather conditions on the Bonneville Salt Flats, the fear of death—a very real fear at the speed I’d be going. I didn’t want to push the safety envelope, but I had to push it to get the ink we needed to pay off the sponsors, to sell the show to That’s Incredible. Total pressure—far more than anything I’d ever done. More than winning the Tour of Baja [the first win ever of a big international stage race by an American], scoring high in the Milk Race [the Tour of Britain], taking third in the Tour of Ireland [then the best-ever placing by an American in Europe], winning the Ironman, and doing RAAM.


This speed record was half terror, half exhilaration. I badly needed an edge. It would either bring me to a new realm of self-discovery—or a nightmare that could leave me permanently broken. So as I meditated, I came to my method of dealing with the pressure: visualization. It’s the deepest I’ve ever gone. The image replays like a video camera in my brain. I visualized it—streaking above the vast, endless ribbon of salt flats, a mirage on top of a mirage, the image above me flashing in giant red numbers in the sky: 152. I saw it before it took place. And that day, it was 105°F. I’m covered in my leather suit. Three years of putting this all together—for five minutes of action. No mistakes possible. No do-overs. And when it was over. I looked at the number: 152.2 mph. Didn’t just beat the old record (140 mph), but did what we said I’d do: Shatter it.


Fitness, Aging, and Wives’ Tales


IN THE EARLY ’70s, I had a VO2 max of 82 milliliters per kilogram, up there with all the best pros today. Now, 30 years later, I’m 18 percent lower. I’ve done my best to counter it, and think I have done quite well.


There is a popular belief that decline is bullshit and we don’t deteriorate. But it is very much a genetic issue and it can happen to the best of athletes anytime. We all reach a point where we diminish in terms of vital capacity. You can accept it or just deny it.


I’ve tried to fight it. One way is that I’ve vastly improved my range of motion, using specific stretches to gain maximum utilization of my lung capacity. Some of it is Pilates-based. Some of it is yoga. I’ve used a number of sources to create a program that is the nucleus of our training school. Because I feel like my career has been a guiding point for us and I’ve used that to help other athletes. I’m very proud of the fact that we’ve had over 130 national championships won by people I’ve worked with.


Much of coaching in cycling is steeped in tradition. Old-school stuff. And some of it’s good, most of it isn’t good. We really believe in following technology as much as possible. Without naming names, let me say that the old way of bike fitting that the French taught us 25 years ago is backward. It doesn’t take into consideration the biomechanics, much less the aerodynamics. Christ, I back-test everything I do using the most sophisticated programs available anywhere in the world. We have access to the Allied Aerospace wind tunnel, the most sophisticated low-speed wind tunnel in the world. What the hell. I love [name withheld by request] like a brother. But the bottom line is he’s not a coach and all he knows is what the French told him 25 years ago.


It’s frustrating to be so clear on the way to improve performance and yet this kind of bogus crap is being pitched out there in [cycling publications]. Old wives’ tales. That is exactly what it is. There is very little scientific documentation. On the other hand, my coaches have done a thousand fits a year, and we have an understanding of the way it should be done. We have the electronics to back up what we do. To see it done so wrong is kinda frustrating.


Example: The age-old formulas for saddle height don’t take into consideration a lot of important factors. Overall, the traditional bike-fit seems to have absolutely no scientific basis whatsoever.


Everybody should be different with regard to saddle height. It’s based on trochanteric leg length. It’s based on hamstring flexibility. It’s based on the tilt of the saddle. It’s based on the amount of hip rotation you have. It’s based on how the IT [iliotibial band, the tough muscle sheath on the outside of the thigh running from hip to knee] is lined up. It’s based on bone configuration. All of which can be systematically tested. Our work we do is like dyno-testing a racecar. We can show minute changes in performance in terms of torque and wattage. The average guy just can’t do it on his own. But we can use our principles to show the simple way to do it—to make somebody comfortable and fast.


People typically have their saddles too low and too far back. You can change the pivot point of the cleat and change torque and watt output for optimal performance. In many cases, the cleat is jammed all the way forward—or too far back. You should be on the ball of your foot, absolutely, for optimal power.


There’s an optimal way to do everything—even falling. I’ve gotten hurt way more mountain biking than road biking. But you can minimize breakage by developing a strategy for going over the bars—essentially a tuck and roll. Very difficult to do, but effective. It needs to be second nature, which means you need to practice it. Throw your shoulders back and try to stay off the collarbone. Stay off the shoulder. Or let the bike absorb the crash. Don’t put your hands straight out to break the fall—that breaks the collarbone. I dunno one in a hundred people who’ll practice that sort of thing. But if you have the presence of mind to tuck and roll, you’re always going to come out of it better. You may lose a lot of skin on your back and shoulders. But believe me, that grows back a lot faster than a collarbone.


My diet hasn’t changed appreciably over the years. I eat a lot of vegetables. A lot of good solid protein. Basic food groups. The essence of it is to try to get the macro levels to supply as much of the nutrients as possible. Failing that, or to supplement that at harder levels, you need some micronutrients. Generally, as you age, think about prevention issues. In males, think prevent prostate cancer. Eat roughage. Leafy vegetables.


On the bike, I still try to put in the miles and do the training—100 to 160 miles per week. But it’s smart training. It’s what I can do to stay at the top of my game without being competitive. My emphasis has changed. After a life of competition, I no longer compete. Riding for me now is therapeutic. It’s beautiful. I go out and experience the bicycle the way it should be. I don’t see that [feeling] with retired European pros—they sit back, get fat. Not all of them, of course. But generally, they don’t see the bike as I see it: a life tool.


More Than a Wheelman


YET A BIKE’S not the only tool. Even though people may raise their eyebrows at this, I resent being labeled a “cyclist.” I think in the human body there are generative vital spirit energies; while cycling brings those out, the ultimate manifestation of energy is not to be tied down to one medium or one source—that is risky. For example, cyclists tend to be stoop-shouldered as they get older, because they are not balanced.


The last thing I would want for somebody to say is, “Oh, there’s a cyclist.” I don’t want to be labeled that way. I want to have balance. To me, that balance is more than physical. It’s mental as well. And I look now at the Masters cyclists who are really the ultimate manifestation of what I do, and I think, you know, I don’t need that racing anymore. Racing doesn’t do it anymore. I don’t need to prove that. I’ve been there. Done that. I have all the titles I’ll ever need. And I don’t want the degenerative break in what is important physically, you know? I want to have good muscle control. I don’t want my low back to be compromised by sitting in the saddle for hours and hours. I came to a conclusion that sort of relates to one of the most important things I learned from the RAAM—that all of us are geared for x-number of miles at effort. When you use that up, it’s probably going to be gone and you’re going to have to find something else to do.


I really believe in it. I’ve tempered my whole life with the idea that I don’t want to use this energy up. Now I understand that there’s a yin and a yang. But I choose on my own now not to race; to me, that’s wasteful dissipation of the energy. I’m not saying I’ll never race again. But I see it better spent in using it to prolong my feel for life and just enjoying the body shell until it eventually wears out and dies and it will be gone.


I’ve reached a point where I know that there is no immortality. What’s important for me is to prolong, elongate the process of life and to experience it on a positive, blissful level. Play with it. Use the pattern that is set up in a positive way. Move out of this belief that we have to express it in a competitive realm. Because to win something, to win a race, means to make other people lose; in and of itself, that is a hypocritical way of looking at things. I really feel I have evolved beyond the point where I have to compete anymore. It’s not the same. It’s not international competition. Where are we getting? We don’t get on TV anymore. Why do we need to express it that way? I just feel like there is so much more I can impart in terms of coaching, from all of the millions of things I’ve learned. That, to me, is the real importance of what I do and where I’m going. I want to be the best coach in the world. I want my other coaches to experience what I know so that we collectively can be the best at what we do.


One of my campers said something that really clicked. He’d been to the Carmichael program, and said it pampers you. It lets you experience just what it’s like to be a pro cyclist. “But you guys,” he said, “you show us how to be a pro cyclist.” To me, that was the ultimate compliment. It told me that after all these years, I’ve learned how to do my job right.


Update


BIKE FOR LIFE checked back with John Howard in October 2013. At age 66, still sprinting at 30 mph on group rides with young “hard-core unemployables” (as he calls them), and competing in events like the El Tour de Tucson (where he typically finishes in the top 15, and suffered a horrible crash in a 40-mph sprint finish in November 2012 that tore half his face off and required major plastic surgery), he reports that his VO2 max is down 22 percent from his prime.


“I might have lost a little snap—my explosive sprint—but I am not slower,” he asserted. “I can stay in my 53x12 and hang with guys in their early 40s. I just have to work damn hard to do it. When you lose 22 percent of your oxygen-carrying capacity, you have to search for other areas to make up the gap.”


For Howard, that includes lots of stretching and strength training, particularly for problem areas like the external rotators, tensor fascia latae (TFL), the IT band, and the lower back stabilizers. He focuses especially on three areas: the glutes, the core, and the upper body. “If the glutes are weak and have poor range of motion, you can’t generate force,” he said. He does lots of pull-ups and push-ups, which allow him to stand out of the saddle and leverage the bike better by pulling up on the climbs more than he used to.


“I’m stronger than I was at 35—because I need to be,” he said.


Howard is dead-set against long, slow, distance (LSD) training. “Going out and logging big miles is a mistake,” he said. “An older cyclist will just get slower and slower by focusing on longer events. It’s better to go shorter and faster. Limited time is not limited progress. It’s more fun riding fast, anyway. Find younger friends—and push it hard.”


[image: ]


       * Note: Joseph Magnani from Illinois competed in Europe during the 1930s and ’40s, and even raced the Giro d’Italia and world professional road championship in 1947.
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