Winter Cycling
Some people view cycling in winter as purgatory, but in many rider’s eyes, it’s where the preparation for next year’ race success comes from, as well as providing an enjoyable means of socialising with club mates.

Whilst winter rides can be quite a sociable affair, riding at a speed that allows conversation, don’t rely on your ride-mates to get you home should something foreseeable go wrong i.e. apart from major crashes, I mean punctures, mechanicals, hunger knock, ravaging thirst or even snow blindness!

Winter training isn’t like summer cycling with warm clothes, but is a means of getting preparation or a base for next season. Usually, this means low intensity efforts for a longer duration in order to get your body more effective at burning fuel as well as training your muscles.

By following some of the advice given here, you should get more out of your winter riding which will hopefully translate into better results next year.

The 3 things to consider for winter riding are your bike, you the engine and the fuel that you put in the engine to propel it.

Firstly, winter weather and conditions are not good for your bike due to the water, grit and salt upon the roads. With a little bit of preparation, you should be able to prevent a lot of the damage that can occur over winter.

Good tyres are a must for winter – something a bit more puncture resistant for a start. Winter tyres are usually a bit cheaper that racing tyres, are more puncture resistant and last longer. Turning up for winter rides on a pair of worn racing tyres is only asking for trouble. It’s also worth checking your tyres before every ride – remove any embedded flints and check for sidewall cuts etc. Fix / change them before you leave home can prevent a lot of hassle out on the road.
On the subject of puncture prevention, eventually they will strike and being prepared is important. This means carrying at least one spare tube, tyre levers, a repair kit and a working pump. Don’t rely on anyone else – I’ve been on some rides where everyone got at least 2 punctures. 

I’d recommend carrying a set of self-adhesive patches rather than a traditional repair kit, as they’re quicker and can also be used to patch a tyre if you get a cut sidewall.

Equally, make sure your bike pump works by testing it. Whilst some of these mini pumps look great and are very light, some are about as useful as a chocolate fireguard as they can’t achieve a reasonable pressure, or take so long that everyone’s got hypothermia whilst you’ve cooked yourself doing 500 strokes with your mini-pump. Best pumps are frame-fit ones such as Zefal HP-x, Topeak Road Warrior or Blackburn. There are some mini pumps such as the Blackburn Airstik that come close, but then again, cost the same as the better full size ones. 
Finally, if you fancy freezing your fingers to the valve, get a CO2 inflator and then be prepared for a long walk home…
One of the main hazards of riding in winter is water on the road, and the pleasantness of having it sprayed in your face by the rider in front.  There’s no excuse for not having mudguards fitted as you can get some clip-on ones such as SKS Raceblades which will fit any bike and save you from a wet backside. Now you understand why some people prefer riding on the front of the group in the wet.

Make sure that your bike is well serviced, with a well-lubed chain and working gears etc. Check it over the day before as there’s nothing more pleasant that having to fix a broken bike in the fading light with numb fingers on a winter’s eve…

One of the key things in enjoying your winter cycling is getting the right clothes for the job.
Whilst blue knees are very nice to look at, save us the honour of keeping them covered until spring.  

Take a look at the weather forecast before you leave – so even though it’s a sunny winter’s day when you leave home, don’t be surprised when a cold front blows-in from the north east and soaks you in freezing rain. 
Don’t make excuses about the weather, it’s only about people having the wrong clothes.
Try to avoid over-dressing as this means than you can get hot, sweaty, leading to damp and cold in the long run. Put a windproof jacket on for starters, but once warmed up you may be better removing it.
Layering is the best solution, with the object to stay warm, but not necessarily dry. Even the best breathable fabrics such as Gore-Tex Paclite won’t keep the sweat out when cycling and so waterproof shells are best kept for the rain only, unless of course you enjoy that ‘boil-in-the-bag’ feeling. Usually a good thermal top / base layer plus a long-sleeved jersey is ideal, with a windproof over that. 
For the legs, a pair of fleece-backed or ‘roubaix’ tights over your normal cycling shorts are ideal. Bib-tights with shoulder staps are more comfortable and warmer around the mid-riff, but do make comfort stops a bit more problematic.

Keeping the extremities warm makes a huge difference to your comfort. A good pair of overshoes stop your feet from getting cold and in many cases wet as well. Likewise, good warm gloves keep your hands warm. I’m not a big fan of waterproof socks and gloves as they tend to trap moisture and get cold more quickly, particularly after 2-3 hours.

Finally, a thin fleece headband or hat under your helmet will keep your ears warm. Clear or yellow lenses on your glasses are good to keep the muck out your eyes and prevent infections such as conjunctivitis.
The final critical component for your bike in winter is lights and make sure you can be seen. Big advances have been made in recent years in terms of quality and visibility of lights. I’m sorry, but a pair of EveryReady’s finest don’t really cut the mustard as they jump from the bracket and bounce down the road into oblivion.
There are many relatively cheap flashing red LED lights available that you can fit to yourself or your bike. In my mind the more the better.

Front lights are a bit more problematic if you’re riding on unlit roads as most small battery lights aren’t powerful enough to illuminate the road. You really need at least a 10 watt halogen lamp for the front, minimum. The problem is that powerful lights need powerful and sometimes heavy batteries with the best systems costing hundreds of pounds. You don’t need to be so extravagant, but if you value your life and want to get the most from your winter cycling, £50-60 will buy you a decent rechargeable front-light that will make your rides much more pleasurable – and safer.

Having dealt with the bike and the rider, there’s one final ingredient missing – the fuel for the engine.

I still don’t understand how people can turn up for a 3-4 hour bike ride in winter with a single bottle of water and wonder why their legs give in on the way home.

Your energy requirements in winter can be greater than in summer as you require fuel to power your muscles and to keep warm. Equally, dehydration can be issue if working hard – particularly with warm clothes.  Allow for 0.5 – 1.0 litre of fluid for every hour of riding. Use your favourite brand of energy drink, or at least some orange squash to give a little sugar boost. Try and drink regularly, a sip every 10-15 minutes rather than waiting until you’re thirsty.

To supplement your drink, some food will help to stave off the dreaded ‘bonk’ when your blood sugar / glycogen levels drop and your body starts metabolising stored reserves. Avoid anything too sugary as you can suffer from glycemic ‘spikes’ which can give you a quick boost and a corresponding low. Energy bars / Power bars can be expensive, so bananas, dried apricots / dates are good alternatives, as are some snack bars.
Knowing what will work best for you may take some time to work out, and we all learn from our own mistakes, but hopefully this should help you from making the most from your winter rides.
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