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Preparation Key to Bicycle Race Success
By Dan Friedell For the Journal 
    The difference between you and living cycling legend Lance Armstrong is as colossal as the French Alps. 
    He has won three Tour de France titles. You haven't. 
    His resting heartbeat is 32-34 beats per minute. Yours isn't. 
    His typically rides 100-130 miles during endurance training. You don't. 
    He is supported by a team of top racers, as well as a cadre of professional mechanics. You're not. 
    But, though it may seem so, Armstrong didn't become cycling's Superman overnight. Once he was just an upwardly mobile recreational cyclist — like you, maybe — who faced the daunting transition from aficionado to competitor. 
    Whether it's mountain biking or road cycling, one of the keys to success in that first race — which in most cases is not a victory — comes down to pre-race preparation. And preparing for a competitive bike race means more than purchasing the lightest equipment and putting in miles on the bike to ensure race-distance fitness. 
    If you want to really be race-ready, like Lance, three things must be in order: mind, body and machine. 
    Of those three elements, the easiest thing to master is the machine. 
    A good pre-ride mechanical routine can prevent race-ending malfunctions such as broken chains, sticky gears and broken pedals. 
    It's likely a cyclist looking to enter his first competition has the mechanical basics down pat. He can quickly change an innertube, true a wheel, center brake pads and make micro-adjustments to help the gears shift smoothly and the brakes stop powerfully. 
    Most of these skills, along with regular cleaning and re-lubing of the bike, can keep a frame from rusting and help components last long. 
    Getting a bike ready for a race requires some new skills, however. 
    If you spend more of your day in front of a computer than in your garage, you might want to explain your racing bent to the mechanic at the local bike shop. He or she can become your first line of defense against mechanical failures. 
    One mechanic who has seen his fair-share of ill-prepared competitors is Butch Balzano, the head mechanic for Pedro's, a company that makes tools, lubes and other cycling accessories. Balzano spends his summers driving around North America, providing what's called "neutral support" to competitive cyclists of all levels. 
    A former racer who wanted to stay in the sport, Balzano in the early 1990s began using his own car and bikes to travel to events and help bike racers in need. And he found plenty. 
    Here are some of Balzano's fundamental tips for getting you from the start line to the finish line, with minimal mechanical problems in between: 
    * Make sure the quick releases are in the proper position. The front release should be pointed toward the rear wheel. "If you hit another rider from the back and hit their tire," Balzano says, "that can pop your quick release open if it's pointed toward the front. 
    The rear release should be pointed at a 45-degree angle toward the seat. "I teach people in clinics that as a mechanic, I can grab it with my four fingers and use the heel of my hand against the seat stay, and I can pull it open using leverage," Balzano says. "It's one of those little things that if it's done right, we can get the rider back into the race faster." 
    * Make sure cleats are in good condition. "Cleats are cheap; change 'em often," Balzano advises. "Also, always grease the screws on your cleats before you put them in your shoes — every time I go to change a cleat, it's always in a heated situation. Rain, muck and all that stuff corrodes the screws into the shoe, and I can't get the screws out unless they've been greased." 
    * If flying to a race, always carry-on your shoes. "Never put your shoes in your bike bag," Balzano says. "I'll fit you the best I can with a spare bike, but I don't have any shoes." 
    Five-time Tour de France winner Miguel Indurain always carried his saddle with him, too, because once you break in a high-quality saddle, nothing else feels the same. 
    * Make sure your bike is always clean. "Use a lot of lube," Balzano says. "I find that people don't use a lot of chain lube. The stuff's cheap, so use it." 
    * Change your chain every 1,500 miles. "You change your oil in your car, so why not your bike chain?" Balzano points out. "Don't wait until your chain stretches and blows apart your cogs. That will cost you a couple of hundred bucks. Just think of your chain as a disposable item, like the oil in your car." 
    Many races in the United States partner with a company in the cycling industry to provide free, in-race service. But don't expect these technicians to give your bike a full-service overhaul five minutes before the starting gun. 
    So cover the basics. Spend time with your bike. Become as comfortable wielding a wrench as you are sitting astride your saddle. 
    You may not be the next Lance Armstrong, but you can at least be confident in your machine. 
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