Supplements and Training


Following the recent discussion at the A.G.M. about nutrition and supplementation, I thought it might be a good idea to put a few thoughts on paper in this area.

What follows is not an update scientific study of the state of food science etc. It is more of a philosophical (and very personal) overview of the whole relationship between eating and performing well.  

A long time ago, when I was a child, dairy products were the saviours. Everyone was supposed to eat loads of cheese, drink loads of milk to be healthy. 

My own family were no exception. My mother dutifully took delivery of a full gallon of milk each day. Milk was the choice of champions. "Drink a pint of milk a day and score a goal a week", went the slogan. I wasn't the healthiest child, despite the milk and cream churning through my vascular system. Several bouts of bronchitis in my first 7 years, pneumonia on 5 occasions, and hospitalisation for a collapsed lung, a heavy smoker would have been healthier.

Then, one evening during the Coast-to-Coast 3 Day, I spoke to Martin Early (He had yet to turn professional and win a stage of the Tour De France). As we sat drinking a cup of tea, I noticed that he didn’t take any milk. He explained some theory to me that I have since forgotten. Basically it had something to do with dairy products and breathing. Martin, even back then in the late 70’s, was very studious and serious about his training. 

Thus I discovered that for me a healthy diet was one low in dairy products. The result was fewer colds, chest infections etc. This might not be the case for everybody. Two important points were illustrated by this discovery:

 Firstly, what may be considered ‘healthy’ or beneficial to sport may not actually be so. There have been many fads and many marketing campaigns simply based on linking a food to health, activity, and strength solely for the purposes of selling more of the product. 

Secondly, everyone’s biochemistry is slightly different. Some people thrive on foods that others can’t tolerate, think of celiac as an extreme example.

Having said all this I still believe that dairy products are an important food group and I still use some in my daily routine of eating.

Maybe it is in the culture of the sport of cycling that we are always searching for that magic potion, that special food that will allow us to get that little bit more out of ourselves. Even when I was 14 years of age I heard senior riders discussing what one should use in their bottle or eat before, during or after a race/training spin to make them ‘go better’. There were some dreadful theories in those days based on only a little knowledge. Hands up all those who remember salt tablets, or a little bottle with a nip of brandy in it. Many of the practices of those days were definitely dangerous things.

Many racing cyclists take vitamin supplements. Taking a multi-vitamin tablet every day seems innocuous enough, but it is possible to get too much vitamins A and D. They can be toxic and cause death at very high levels. There has been some research recently that has linked high doses of vitamin C to cancer related compounds. Other research suggests that mineral supplements, particularly iron, should not be taken when suffering from colds or other infections as they can inhibit the work of the immune system. This may even be true of zinc, the mineral closely associated with the immune system. You need it before you get ill, but don’t take it once you get the cold. Funnily enough, research done recently on the immune system backs up one of those old sayings: ‘feed a cold and starve a fever’. Our immune systems work best when we are well stocked on energy. They love complex carbohydrates. The immune system is suppressed by exercise particularly high intensity exercise or exercise over 2 hours duration. You can see why it is very important to get some food and drink into you immediately after training/racing and to change clothes and wrap up well.

In general, we as cyclists can benefit from the same advice that is given to the public at large.


Eat lots of fruit and veg as they contain a wide variety of nutrients (vitamins, Minerals etc.) we need and they are low in fat.

Eat plenty of pasta, bread, potatoes and rice. These are the complex carbohydrates that are the best energy sources for our training and racing. Not enough of these and you’ll experience the bonk.

Eat plenty of fish. These provide the building blocks that help recovery and improvement.

 Oily fish in particular contains the beneficial omega 3 oils, those good fats which can help reduce cholesterol and may even have a role in reducing body fat. 

· Eat some poultry, lean meat, eggs, dairy products. The fat content of these foods can be quite high and because it is animal fat it is artery -clogging stuff. Nuts, seeds etc. have less harmful fat but contain a smaller selection of building nutrients. Variety is a good thing here as in most areas.

· Eat sparingly high sugar products, sweets and fizzy drinks. Too much sugar is tough on the blood sugar regulation system. When you eat pure sugar or high sugar foods your blood sugar initially soars causing insulin to be secreted which puts the sugar into ‘storage’ in the muscles and in the liver. This causes blood sugar to drop rapidly going lower than it was before you took the sugar. Diabetes is the disease where this blood sugar regulation system is not functioning properly. Type 2 diabetes is usually associated with poor diet and exercise habits. 

· Eat less fat. There are very few people in Ireland who would not benefit from this advice. It used to be believed that if you were getting lots of exercise you could eat what you liked, fat and all. This is not true. What is true is that if you are training hard you need more energy and thus more food than the average person. This extra energy should not come from fat (too slow to release energy, clogs arteries, adds weight to body).

The source of our training and racing energy should be complex carbohydrates, things like bread, pasta, rice, and potatoes. These give a constant release of energy over a period of time. If you see the professionals on the morning of a race you’ll notice that their breakfast includes such delicacies as plain pasta.

 We do need some small amount of fat to manufacture hormone-like substances.

 But there is fat in so many foods we eat that it is highly unlikely that we would need to go looking for it. Most sources of protein (meat, cheese, eggs) contain fat. Most processed foods have fat in them. There is a hierarchy of fats as regards health and nutrition. The best ones are fish oils. Far from clogging the arteries these ones appear to be able to keep them clear.

Next up is the fat in nuts and seeds (e.g. sunflower seeds), olive oil, followed by the other vegetable oils. The bottoms of the pile, the ones to be to be avoided for their artery clogging properties are the animal fats. Cutting the fat off meat is a very good idea. Avoiding frying food in animal fats is also to be recommended. Cut down on or avoid fries altogether is even better. 

· Drink lots of water and fruit juices. Use coffee, tea, coke and other fizzy drinks sparingly. This also applies to drinks such as Red Bull and of course alcohol. High caffeine drinks (Red Bull, coffee, Coke) can affect the absorption and retention of some vitamins and minerals. Caffeine is also a diuretic; this means it causes us to lose fluid by manufacturing urine. It can therefore be a factor in dehydration. Caffeine is a prohibited substance over certain levels. It raises heart rate and stimulates the nervous system. If you drink 6-8 strong cups of coffee you could be over the limit and therefore be doping. 

The bottom line is this: 

If something you ingest makes you ‘go better’ then you are either doping or are of poor nutritional status in the first place. 

But does diet have a role in sport? The answer is of course it does.

Our food provides us with the energy to train and race. Our food provides us with the building blocks with which we repair the damage done by training (recovery) and improve the structures and systems so that they are better able to cope with the load of training and racing (getting fitter).  It is entirely possible that less than optimal nutrition is inhibiting you from achieving your best. This is completely different to taking some wonder food to make you go better. 

Lets look at some typical scenarios.

The rider who gets the bonk training or in races has run out of carbohydrate stores. This could be because they have not eaten enough complex carbohydrate in the days preceding the race. For 24- 48 hours before a race lasting longer than 1.5 hours you should be eating extra bread, pasta, rice or potatoes at each meal. In the race you should be consuming a carbohydrate energy drink and, if the event is over two hours, eating something like energy bars. These rules also apply to training. Getting the bonk can take a few days to recover from. You do not want to waste training time on this so it is better to avoid it by making sure you eat plenty of bread, pasta, rice, and potatoes daily. 

You might also consider that your deterioration in performance towards the end of the race or spin could be due to dehydration. In hot conditions, working hard, it is possible to loose 1 litre per hour through sweating. Therefore in any event, or training, over 30min. you should have a bottle on board. It should contain a carbohydrate drink. The hotter the weather the more dilute the drink (but you will drink more bottles of it).  

The first hour after training or racing is the best time to start the carbohydrate and fluid restoration. During that first hour the body has an enhanced ability to take in and store carbs. It is also the crucial period in the recovery in terms of fluids. Other nutrients are also key to recovery in this period. Certain proteins ingested at this period help speed up recovery. This can be a very important factor in stage racing. I would recommend a recovery drink (such as High 5 protein recovery) within the first hour of finishing hard or long training or racing. It is expensive so an alternative would be to have some sandwiches with cheese, fish or chicken, some fruit, some energy bars, some musli bars or even a plate of pasta. Remember of course to drink plenty of fluid, preferably a carbohydrate drink. 

The rider who regularly has difficulty on the hills may have a body fat content a little above their peers. This means carrying extra non- productive weight up the climbs. If you are training regularly and still have a body fat content that could be lower then a little manipulation of the diet will do the trick. 

Most riders in this situation are eating too much fat. Reducing the meat in your diet and replacing it with fish will help. As most snack foods and confectionary are very high in fat they should be avoided and replaced with fruit and/or veg. Butter and such spreads should be spread very thinly and frying foods should be replaced by boiling, grilling, steaming, and baking. Do not be tempted to drastically reduce potatoes, bread, rice, and pasta. These foods have virtually no fat, are essential for the energy to race and train, and are filling (ten plates of pasta would just about have the same energy as a half pound of butter or 50 potatoes).  

Weight loss should be slow and steady as fat is high in energy but releases it only slowly.

The pre-race meal should be taken at least two to three hours before the event. It should be rich in complex carbohydrates, very low in fats, low in protein, and easily digestible. Its energy content should reflect the duration and intensity of the up coming event.

Some Guide Lines.








