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    INTRODUCTION: FIT FOR CYCLING

    As a cyclist, you already know how wonderful a bike ride can make your body feel. During a good ride, your legs are pumping, your abdominal muscles are engaged, and a wide spectrum of different muscle groups are working hard as you power forward.

    But you can feel even better. When it comes to optimizing performance, avoiding aches and pains, and generally enhancing how you feel while cycling, there is always room for improvement. This book will give you all the tools you need to condition your body to make every ride your best one.

    Whether you are a beginner or a seasoned athlete, you can benefit from stretches that limber up tight muscles, strengthening moves that target your core and lower body, and exercises that improve your posture and hone the sense of balance that is so vital to cycling effectively. The exercises in these pages are designed to work a wide range of muscles that come into play when cycling. They can be performed in your living room, so that in between forays into the streets or along the mountain trails, you will be working your entire body to meet the unique demands of your sport.

  


  CYCLING BASICS

  CYCLING IS AN INCREDIBLY REWARDING activity. With its low impact on the joints and high rate of calorie burn, it is a great choice for anyone wanting to get (and stay) in shape. It is also accessible to enthusiasts of all fitness levels: no matter what your capability when beginning or returning to the sport, cycling allows for all forms of progression, from riding a flat mile in the local park loop to completing your first hilly 100-mile endurance ride.

  One sport, many benefits

  The sport of cycling carries fantastic health benefits. It has been known to boost mental health, decrease the risk of coronary heart disease, and improve coordination skills. Studies have connected cycling to not only the physical effects of decreased waistlines and prolonged caloric burn, but also to heightened emotional health, mental capacity, and even earning potential and productivity at work.

  Getting back on your bike

  If you’re reading this book, you likely already have some level of interest in cycling. Perhaps you’ve seen the enviable chiseled quadriceps and calves of professional cyclists riding the Tour de France or maybe you’re looking for a low-impact transition from running. Maybe you want to try racing and are looking to increase speed and power output. If you’re a triathlete, you may be seeking to transfer your current skills and capabilities to the cycling portion of your racing. Some of you may want to embark on a fitness regimen that also benefits the environment, choosing to bike to work rather than drive a car. Or, you may simply love riding a bike and want to get better at it.

  Whatever the nature of your interest in cycling, this book will help you to get fit and stay fit for the physical demands of the sport. This is accomplished through targeting the muscles predominantly used to bring about forward motion of the bike, as well as through building the powerhouse muscles that will ultimately lead to a toned and balanced cycling body. After all, cycling is not all about the legs, but about core strength, balance, posture, and flexibility too.

  Cyclists should be well-rounded athletes, recognizing that strength on the bike draws from all the body’s major and minor muscle groups. In the following pages, illustrations accompanying the step-by-step instructions will show you exactly which muscles you are working.

  Retool your equipment

  As you start out on a cycling program, it’s likely you’ll experience some muscle soreness, especially in the back, knees, and neck, or even wrists and hands if the bike you’re using was never properly fitted to your body. The good news is that as long as your bike’s frame is the right size (a reputable bike shop can help you determine this), it is possible to adjust your body position so you do not feel aches and pains. Always give as much specific information as you can on what is hurting your body and where; front-of-the-knee pain determines a different adjustment than back-of-the-knee pain, for example.
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  Choose your terrain

  Starting out cycling or returning to the sport you loved as a child can be as simple as getting the bike in your garage tuned up and then heading out for a spin. Nonetheless, we all have different tolerances and capabilities when it comes to riding in vehicular traffic, and if you are not used to cycling, go first to a bike path or some other safe location before riding in the street. It is important to get comfortable with starting and stopping, scanning and signaling, and feeling the leaning and turning effects that come about when you cycle. Initially, if you stay at a reasonably low speed on flat terrain, you are unlikely to experience muscle fatigue; after all, the bike is an incredibly efficient machine.

  GETTING YOUR BIKE IN SHAPE

  
    If you haven’t ridden your bike in a year or more, before going out for that first ride, put your bike in the car and head first to your local bike shop and have a qualified mechanic give it a tune-up.

    Because the bike is a complex machine with many moving and integrated parts, there is an increased risk of injury when using a bicycle that is not in proper working order. Even if you’re mechanically inclined, there are many subtle and not so subtle adjustments an experienced mechanic will make that will not only improve your overall experience on the bike, but will also increase your speed and efficiency. It’s relatively easy to recognize a flat tire, but far less easy to determine a loose and dangerous bottom bracket or head tube. And many components on new bikes have very specific tensions or torques where overtightening could lead to dangerous failure or cause stress cracks and fractures.

    Depending on the condition and age of your bike, expect to pay approximately $50 to $125 for a professional tune-up, which can include an overall inspection, as well as adjusting or replacing cables and housing; cleaning of the frame, cassette, chain, and cogs; lubricating the chain; adjusting the shifting and braking abilities; and replacing brake pads, handlebar tape, and cracked and worn tires.

    A tune-up typically takes a few days, and it should never be overlooked. Care will also be given to the use of lubricants specifically designed for bike parts; a common household lubricant like WD-40 is neither intended for nor useful in cycling applications.
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  Improving cycling performance

  Cycling fitness is determined largely by strength, cardiovascular endurance, muscle endurance, and power. Natural ability plays a role, but a well-trained, well-developed body can achieve even the most ambitious of goals. Whether you’re a beginning cyclist or a Cat 1 racer, starting with a deep understanding of the body’s interconnectedness is the first step in achieving objectives. Simply riding more miles, or faster miles, will not necessarily lead to a continuous improvement in fitness. It’s more important to take a well-reasoned approach to your body’s strengths and weaknesses, which in turn will allow you to craft a fitness plan that works for you.

  Many areas of fitness can play a role in a cyclist’s performance. Perhaps a beginner’s goal is simply to complete a long ride, whatever that total mileage may be. Perhaps a competitive racer’s goal is to have greater power output. A super-busy mother may want to pack as much intensity as possible into her short exercise sessions. With their targeted approach, the exercises in this book will prove effective for any cyclist of any level who wants to develop endurance (whether cardiovascular or muscular), speed, and power.

  It is a common misconception that cycling fitness is centered on the lower body: the quadriceps, hamstrings, and calves. Naturally, the muscles in these groups produce a bike’s forward motion, but development of the body as a whole will lead to balance, injury avoidance, and sustainability. After all, few people enter the sport of cycling thinking it’s for a short time. With proper muscle development and care, cycling is a sport that can and should be enjoyed well into your golden years. In fact, French cyclist Robert Marchand just set a record time for a 100-year-old when he rode 62 miles at a velodrome in Lyon.
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  A well-balanced approach

  Whether you’re a beginner cyclist or have been riding for years, you already know that in order to ride a bike, you need to balance. Lean the bike too far one way or the other and you’ll likely find yourself falling. Failing to balance your body can lead to the same effect—an inability to keep cycling in the way you wish to cycle.

  Be careful not to let your training become too one-sided. The repetitive position and mechanics of cycling can lead to imbalance in the body’s development, and just like you will at some point consider upgrading your gear, it’s important to consider upgrading your body’s focus to include exercises that develop your body as a whole.

  The proper development of your musculature and sense of balance will ensure that your new or long-standing interest doesn’t give way to abandonment of the sport because you’ve developed chronic-use injuries or unmitigated aches and pains.
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  Avoiding chronic-use injuries

  Have you ever sat hunched over your computer for an entire day? When you finally rise, the stretch that makes you feel better counteracts the forward hunch. Maybe you lean, arms open, stretching back over your chair with your neck extended. Even if you are not feeling pronounced discomfort, it often feels natural to counteract a prolonged body position by moving in the other direction. Too much of anything can lead to stress and strain.

  Cycling is not unique in this respect. In other sports, where running, jumping, catching, or stretching are carried out over and over, different chronic-use injuries are common. For instance, a tennis player may experience tendonitis in the elbow, while a basketball player may feel knee pain from running and jumping. In sports, the most common forms of injury involve the knees, neck, and back.

  In cycling, discomfort can happen for many reasons. When you first start cycling, or begin again after a long break, some initial muscle soreness is normal, and often goes away with time. An improperly fitting bike can also cause discomfort, as can sitting in an uncomfortable position on the bike. But beyond these factors, repetitive motion is a major cause of imbalance and injury for cyclists.
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  Pedaling calls for repeated flexion, a bending movement that decreases the angle between two parts, and extension, a straightening that increases the angle. When pedaling a bike, for example, the leg moving downward is flexing at the knee and hip while the leg moving upward is extending at the knee and hip. Both the knee and hip areas are therefore common sites of chronic-use injuries, such as patellar tendonitis, bursitis, iliotibial band syndrome, hip bursitis, hip flexor strains, and snapping hip syndrome.

  Adduction versus abduction

  Based on their characteristics of adduction versus abduction, the exercises in this book specifically address how to counteract the negative effects of the repetitive flexion and extension motions associated with riding a bike. Simply put, abduction is a motion that pulls a limb or other bodily structure away from the body—using your deltoids to raise your arm away from the side of your body, for example. Adduction pulls a structure toward the body, as in squeezing your inner thighs together using your adductor longus muscles.
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