WHARTON'S DICTA For Improving Cycling Performance

I grew up adoring aviation and often had childhood dreams of being a World War I Flying Ace. My heroes were "Snoopy", "The Red Baron", and others. As I grew older, I soon realized how horrible and destructive the concept of war really is, but I held on to my fascination with the genre.

One of the most influential characters in the development of Fighter Aviation was World War I Flying Ace Oswald Boelcke. Boelcke was a 20-year old German pilot when the war began, and it was he who first codified the rules of dog-fighting. This was an aerial version of jousting, a fight to the death with only one victor, and those who developed the best strategies for fighting in the air had much higher rates of survival, not to mention success in battle.

Boelcke's Dicta is shown below:

   1. Try to secure advantages before attacking. If possible keep the sun behind you.

   2. Once you have started an attack, make sure you carry through with it.

   3. Fire only at close range and only when your opponent is properly in your sights.

   4. Always keep your eye on your opponent and never let yourself be deceived by ruses.

   5. In any form of attack it is essential to assail your opponent from behind.

   6. If your opponent dives on you, do not try to evade his onslaught but fly to meet him.

   7. When over the enemy's line, never forget your own line of retreat.

   8. For the Squadron: Attack on principle in groups of four or six. When the fight breaks up into a series of single combats take care that several do not go for one opponent.

Now, training for bicycle races is no death-match (though it may seem like that at times), and the beauty of training is that you can afford to make mistakes, and still get something out of the process, but codifying the goals of training can make life a lot simpler for those who want to improve their performance through methodical application. Using Boelcke's Dicta as a model, I've created 8 simple rules that will help you train better, and thus be better prepared for your upcoming season. I'll highlight the Dicta first, and explain each one in detail afterward...

WHARTON'S DICTA For Improving Cycling Performance

   1. Improve your Relative Vo2max – "rVo2max" (ability to process oxygen, based on body weight) to the highest possible potential.)

   2. Raise your wattage at Lactate Threshold (wLT) to the highest possible value, relative to your body weight.)

   3. Become as economical a cyclist as possible.

   4. Recover nutritionally, hygienically, physically, and psychologically as quickly as possible after every ride.

   5. Maintain strong bones and muscles through consistent resistance training.

   6. Develop your Explosive Force – not just your sprint (<10 seconds), but also your longer efforts (>30 seconds to 60 seconds).

   7. Develop the endurance and efficiency that are SPECIFIC to your chosen event.

   8. Train both alone AND in groups to optimize your bike handling skills, as well as your physical fitness.

Now, what does this all mean?

1. Improve your Relative Vo2max – "rVo2max" (ability to process oxygen, based on body weight) to the highest possible potential.

Vo2max translated means "Maximal Volume of Oxygen Absorption". When you study the number in a laboratory setting, it is translated into "milliliters of oxygen, per kilogram of body weight, per minute". So, it's based on absorption of oxygen, weight, and time. When you do intervals that are hard as heck, and last maybe 2 to 6 minutes, total, you're working on optimizing your rVo2max. When you improve your ability to process oxygen, you actually improve your ability to create energy at the cellular level, and thus ride stronger and faster with the same, or even less effort. If you're like most of us, and you need to lose a few pounds, well, that'll only help.

2. Raise your wattage at Lactate Threshold (wLT) to the highest possible value, relative to your body weight.

Raising your ability to generate power at Lactate Threshold does wonders for your body's efficiency, not to mention increasing your ability to ride faster BELOW threshold, for longer periods of time. The old-school method of wLT training was to perform longer intervals, but, surprise! Shorter, more intense intervals at wattage levels ABOVE Lactate Threshold generate these little molecules call "Monocarboxylate Transporters" – let's just call them "MCT's". More MCT's in the muscle cells allow your body to purge Lactic Acid from the muscles and into the bloodstream, where it is processed into other forms of useable energy. How to make more MCT's? Shorter, more intense intervals (about 2 minutes), with longer periods of recovery in between, about 4 minutes of just glass-pedaling.

3. Become as economical a cyclist as possible.

No, this doesn't mean that you have to trade in your Hummer for a Hybrid Escape! What it means is that you want to save every KiloJoule of energy as possible. By 'banking' the KiloJoules, you'll be ready when the action begins! How to increase your economy? VOLUME.

Let's face it. Time spent on the bike is important, and there IS an aerobic benefit from Long Rides. Your support muscles learn how to suspend your body more efficiently, your legs learn when to pedal and when to coast, and your heart adapts to sustained effort by growing stronger and more efficient, so that you get more out of every stroke. If you're a serious cyclist in any of the 3 major disciplines (Road, Track, MTB), you'll make an effort to perform sustained rides, or try to hit at least 6 hours a week riding "base". That's an hour a day, 6 days a week. Got a job? Try 1 hour every other day, and make up the difference on the weekends. THEN, work on Dicta #1 & #2…

4. Recover nutritionally, hygienically, physically, and psychologically as quickly as possible after every ride.

Training can be hell on your body, mind, and spirit. It creates trauma, and the best way to minimize the trauma is through a protocol like this:

    * Drink a nutrient and calorie-dense Sports Nutrition Drink within 15 minutes of the end of your workout. This will help you recover more quickly, and move your body towards better adaptation to the loads you have just placed it under.

    * Shower off, towel off, hose off, scrub yourself down, brush your teeth, and then get back in to your 'street' clothes. You'll feel refreshed, minimize decay on your teeth, and you'll either warm up or cool off, depending on your needs. You'll also be dry, which will require less energy to keep warm.

    * Stretch after every ride. It'll help the recovery process, and un-knot those muscles you've been using so heavily.

    * Keep a journal. Use the hours after a ride to comment, reflect, inflect, and project your goals, attitude, highlights, and low points. You may be able to detect trends, which can then be addressed and strengthened or corrected.

5. Maintain strong bones and muscles through consistent resistance training.

The jury is still out as to whether resistance training will directly improve your performance on the bike, but there is no doubt that we, as endurance athletes, need resistance training to augment our aerobic conditioning. Why? Well, here's one reason: Research has shown that cyclists tend to be built like birds. We're prone to osteopenia and osteoporosis on the bones that lay ABOVE the hips, while the bones from the hips down tend to be MORE dense than the average population. Also, one of the major reasons that cyclists tend to have lower bone densities is that we have the potential to use the calcium in our bones to augment our need for calcium in the muscles, thus robbing Peter to pay Paul. Resistance training, with proper loads and nutrition, will help offset that leaching. Furthermore, training the muscles to fire in certain ways will definitely help you increase your performance on the bike. Lastly, it's my belief that resistance training can help offset muscle fatigue, especially in the core and upper body.

6. Develop your Explosive Force – not just your sprint (<10 seconds), but also your longer efforts (>30 seconds to 60 seconds).

Every cycling discipline relies on Explosive Force – from the gate dropping in a BMX race, to dropping the hammer in a road race, to cleaning a section of difficult singletrack when mountain biking. Explosive Force is what helps you make a break happen, bridge to a break, and even sprint to the finish line. The more Explosive the Force, the quicker the acceleration. The longer the Explosive Force, the more you can drop your competition. There's some methodology behind that sprint to the City Limits Sign, so whether you're solo or in a group, keep it up, keep trying, and give it your all. It'll yield great dividends.

7. Develop the endurance and efficiency that are SPECIFIC to your chosen event.

Track races are rarely more than 25 minutes long. XC mountain bike races, even among the pros, are in the 2 hour range, and road races for amateurs are usually in the 1 to 3 hour range. Whatever the length of the ride, the more efficient you are at that distance or duration, AT PACE, the faster you'll travel, with less effort. Again, this can be done on weekend rides, solo or in groups. Whatever the distance or duration, economy matters, and the only way to do that is to train at that distance or greater, at a speed that's compatible with your goals. 100 miles at 16mph is less effective than 60 miles at 19mph. Think about the longest race you may do, and train at tempo wattage or pace for AT LEAST that distance, once or twice a week, maybe more, depending on the season. It also helps to train in environmental conditions that are similar to what you'll experience out in the real world.

8. Train both alone AND in groups to optimize your bike handling skills, as well as your physical fitness.

While a majority of your rides may be solo efforts, just due to work or family conflicts, it's crucial to remember that cycling is a social sport, and on some levels, it's a team sport. There are some things you just can't learn alone in a parking lot, so use group rides to learn the nuanced, indescribable, yet crucial skills that are necessary to safe, effective rides in groups. All that efficiency will fall apart if you end up using your muscles to tense up, lock your jaw and neck, and pretend that you're in the middle of a group of 18-wheelers bent on your imminent demise. Find a group that fits your level of fitness and comfort, explain who you are and what you're trying to accomplish, and ask for HELP. Furthermore, make sure you COMMUNICATE YOUR INTENTIONS. Letting others know where you're going, what you're doing, and how you're doing it will make THEM more comfortable with YOU, and will help everyone enjoy the ride more. Lastly, don't let words or barbs at you, your riding skill level, or your equipment, translate into distraction or lost opportunity. If someone calls you a "squirrel", ask that person for suggestions on how to avoid the title. It'll either shut them up or flatter them, and you'll get the help you need. It won't take long before YOU are the one dishing out the advice or making suggestions.

Hopefully you've learned something from this lesson. Cycling is a graceful, powerful, stressful sport, but by applying these criteria to your training, you'll be faster, stronger, more successful and more comfortable on the bike and on the road, trail or drome.

Miles of Smiles!

Richard Wharton
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