SURVIVING WINTER
{Part I: Your Bicycle}
Riding through the winter is a rewarding challenge in the
District, but most bicycles (at least in the United States)
aren’t equipped to keep you dry and safe, so there are a
few preparations that every cyclist should consider making
to their bicycle for the wet, the cold, and the dark.¶
FENDERS. If you've ever ridden in the rain without fenders, you probably think that bicycles and water don’t mix,
and even if you’re aware of fenders, you may not believe
that they could do that much
to keep your feet, legs, and
butt dry. Amazingly, they do a
lot. Most of the trouble from
riding in the rain is caused
from water thrown off your
bicycles’s wheels onto you or
onto your frame, from which
it splashes onto you. The best
fenders are long, like the ones
in the picture to the right.
Generally, fenders are made
of aluminum or plastic,
though there are attractive
(and expensive) fenders available made of various kinds of
wood.¶ Unfortunately, you
will likely have some trouble
attaching fenders to your bicycle. A bicycle frame that is
well appointed for fenders will
have small holes, called eyelets,
near the front and rear dropouts that can accept small
screws. If you’re lucky enough
to have eyelets, your bike will
likely work with most common fenders as eyelets are a
good indicator of whether
your frame has fender mounting points on its seat stay and
chain stay bridges (see picture)
which make securing fenders
easier.¶ If your frame does not
have eyelets, you will have to investigate other options,
including smaller fenders which attach to your frame’s
seat stays or your bicycle’s seat post. Unfortunately, neither
of these solutions provide the same level of protection for
the rider as full fenders do, but don’t lose heart! A little
ingenuity (i.e. zip-ties and p-clamps) can go a long way,
and volunteers from the Bike House can help you solve all
your fender-mounting problems.¶ TIRES. Most mountain
bike tires are suitable for riding in the winter. For road
bikes, wider tires and knobbier tires are best.
Twenty-eight millimeters wide – or 1.1 inches – is
probably the absolute minimum width for a road
tire to ensure you maintain traction with water
and debris on the road. Thirty-two millimeters –
or 1.25 inches – is probably a more reasonable
width for poor conditions. Your current tires’ di-

mensions can be found on their sidewalls, either printed
or moulded into the rubber. Studded tires are available,
but unless Snowpocalypse revisits D.C. – and stays – they
are probably (costly) overkill.¶ LIGHTS. A 9-5 commuter
will be riding in the dark through much of the winter, and
even on better-lit streets, cyclists are often nearly invisible
to cars, to other cyclists, and to pedestrians. While lights
powered by small generators attached to a bicycle or built
into its wheel are the final
word in bicycle lighting, most
of us get by with inexpensive
battery powered lights: one
attached to our handlebars and
one attached to the rear of our
bike, usually the rear rack or
the seat post. ¶ INTERLUDE.
One side note on equipment:
we discuss this in a bit more
detail in “Part II: You”, but we
recommend you consider getting a small weatherproof bag
that attaches to your handlebars, under your seat, or to the
front or rear rack on your bicycle (if you have either). This
is handy for storing some of
the essential clothing we
mention.¶ M AINTENANCE .
Now it’s time to talk about
maintenance. Wintertime bicycle maintenance is not much
different from summertime
maintenance; you just do it
(much) more often. If you
don’t own a small bottle of
chain lubricant, a small tube of
bicycle grease, and a mild degreaser (we like Simple Green,
which is widely available), and
a rag, the $10 dollars all of
that would set you back is a
bargain compared to the cost
of replacing your chain, freewheel or cassette, and possibly your headset, bottom bracket, and wheels once spring
rolls around.¶ A basic maintenance routine would start
with you using the degreaser and rag to wipe road grime
off your chain, rims, and gears, and then re-lubricating
them using your chain lubricant, being sure to wipe excess
lubricant off. Next, and less frequently, you should put a
small dab of grease on your finger and apply a thin,
hardly visible layer on all the “seams” of your bicycle
where two parts move against each other and
where water can work its way in. Grease repels
water, and this will keep water and dirt from
shortening the life of sensitive components of
your bicycle, such as the headset bearings, wheel
bearings, and bottom bracket bearings. ¶ Now
over to “Part II: You”!

SURVIVING WINTER
{Part II: You}
When cycling in the winter, your clothing is your armor.
However, most cyclists don’t need to look far beyond their
own closets to stay on the road through a winter in the
D.C., so don’t plan a trip to REI just yet.¶ LAYERS. It is
very easy to overdress when cycling in the winter. You
generate a lot of heat and sweat on your bicycle, something that is hard to appreciate in fair weather because, at
bicycling speeds, the moving air is very effective at cooling
and drying you -- much more so than at running speeds.
This complicates dressing because
your clothing needs to insulate you
when you first set out, but later it
will need to allow heat and vapor
escape to prevent you from overheating or getting soaked in sweat.
Layering is the most common way
cyclists address this challenge. A
common approach to layering is to
have three layers: the shirt layer, the
sweater layer, and the shell layer.¶
SHIRT LAYER. The shirt layer is
the layer against your skin. This
can be anything from a t-shirt to a
dress shirt to a fancy synthetic
“base-layer.” In general, cotton
fabrics aren’t the best because cotton gets very clammy when wet,
does a poor job of keeping you
warm, and dries very slowly. That
said, most cyclists are not so demanding that cotton will not work
for their shirt layer. Additionally,
most of us have a lot of cotton in
our closets.¶ SWEATER LAYER.
The next layer, the the sweater
layer, is defined by two qualities.
First, it is the layer that does the
heavy lifting of keeping you warm;
it is your insulating layer. Second,
the sweater layer needs to be permeable to air to allow heat and vapor to escape. It should not be water-proof or wind-proof.
Wool sweaters are a good choice, as are fleeces or more
specialized clothing made by outdoors companies.¶
SHELL LAYER. Unlike the sweater layer, the shell layer
should be water- and wind-proof. When you are cycling, it
is what allows the sweater layer do its job of insulating you
by keeping the sweater layer dry and by blocking the
wind. It can be a wool overcoat, a windbreaker, or a rain
jacket. It just depends on conditions and what you want
to wear when you get where you are going.¶ Some people
prefer having their sweater layer and their shell
layer in a single piece garment. Having two layers
gives you some additional flexibility. For example,
you can unzip or unbutton your shell layer, partially or completely, to allow air to carry heat and
vapor away. With a single layer, that does not
work as well. On the coldest days, you can add a

layer, and on warmer days, take one away. If it’s rainy or
windy on a warm day, leave the sweater at home. If it’s a
cold day, just take off the shell once your out of the rain
and wind and stay toasty warm.¶ PANTS. There are two
popular ways to protect your legs through the winter:
tights and ski or rain pants. You can wear tights under
pants in the winter, both under jeans and dress pants, and
you can wear heavy tights under skirts and dresses and
take them off once indoors.¶ When it is raining, rain
pants make life much better, and
have the added benefit of keeping
you warmer by blocking the wind.
If it is very cold and snowing, and
you are not staying warm enough
with a combination of tights, pants,
and rain pants, it is worth considering ski pants.¶ HANDS. Gloves are
an absolute necessity when the
temperature drops, but almost any
warm, wind-blocking glove will
work. Unfortunately, mittens make
it difficult to operate some kinds of
brakes. If you want the warmth of
mittens, but are having trouble
with your brakes, you should consider lobster gloves, which are like
mittens, but split into two ‘fingers.’¶
FEET. Thicker wool or synthetic
socks will do a better job of keeping your feet warm through the
winter than cotton socks. Consider
riding with your winter boots on. If
you usually ride with toe clips or
clipless pedals, there are pedal
straps available which can easily
accommodate boots. If you can’t
give up your clipless shoes and
pedals, there are covers for your
shoes, called booties, or shoe covers,
which will help keep your toes
warm.¶ HEAD AND FACE. If you
find your head getting cold, a thin hat worn under your
helmet or a helmet cover which goes over the outside of
the helmet are common solutions. If you are wearing
some kind of hat and feel like you are overheating, uncovering your head is one of the most efficient ways to cool
down. Perhaps more important that covering the top of
your head is covering your ears. Your ears are susceptible
to frostbite at higher temperatures than you might guess,
so whether you cover them with a hat, earmuffs, or a
headband, know that if you’re riding on colder days, they
should probably be covered. If you are interested
in full face protection, many cyclists wear balaclavas, which are available in sports stores, and cover
your entire face similar to a ski mask.¶ That’s it! If
you have any questions, email the folks at the Bike
House or drop into one of our clinics. We’ll be
happy to hear from you!

