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CYCLING ENTHUSIASTS AROUND the East are start-
ing to unfurl their limbs like fern fronds as Spring 
begins to arrive. 

We stretch toward the sky and shake off the cobwebs 
as we soak up the new warmth, catch a ray of sun-
shine, and see a budding green on trees.

I’m excited. Are you?

Spring is a time of change for all of us. Mother Nature 
forces us to see those bright colors and little sprigs of 
green that push out of the ground. It’s pretty hard to 
ignore. I really enjoy the way it makes me take notice.

I enjoy thinking about things to come with the grow-
ing daylight and increasing temperatures. I know many 
of you that love to ride bikes feel the same. That first 
ride when the air is warm and the earth smells green 
and alive is so incredible, you cannot help but smile. 

I am excited to feel the change and to think about 
the ways I embrace this coming spring season with 
renewed love, vigor, or insight for everything I tackle.

I’ve really explored the idea of living harmoniously 
with change and being cognizant to the experiences 
it brings. After all, we are nothing but continuous 
change, from the moments we are born until our 
last breath. The world in which we live is in constant 
change and motion. 

I became committed to embracing change and looking 
forward to it, enjoying the new and undiscovered things 
that lie ahead with each turn and twist that presents. I 
find now that I can relax and be eager to see where the 
next ride takes me, literally and metaphorically. 

This year I plan on going new places. Riding new rides. 
Making new friends. Changing up what I do to keep 
it fresh and new. Being open to the opportunities that 
present. You might call this my Spring Resolution in-
stead of New Year Resolution. For some reason this time 
of year makes me feel more inspired to get moving. 

That desire to support new experiences flows right 
into this coming year of SPOKES Magazine. Our team 
is striving to bring you fresh and inspiring content in 
2018. We always want that of course, but this year we 
are reframing our thinking, making sure we are heavy 
on encouragement and exploration. We hope to give 
you ideas about fun bike rides, ways to change up 
your training, new things to experience and see, and 
fresh motivations to ride. 

In this jam-packed edition of SPOKES you can read 
about a new cycling tourism program in Floyd, a new 
take on a bike shop, an inspiring rider story, Scaven-
ger Hunting at Bike Virginia, Howard County trails, 
Fairfax County riding, and the Capital Crescent Trail.

I hope you enjoy reading the pages that follow and 
find some inspiration to do something new this 
Spring and in the riding seasons that follow. We look 
forward to hearing from you, please share your sto-
ries, inspiration, and comments. 

Happy riding, 
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Executive Director in  
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CYCLE FLOYD, VIRGINIA
Rural Biking Destination Takes 
on Cycling with Greater Focus

by KIMBERLY PERRY, Ed.D.

Cycling is getting a boost in rural Floyd, Virginia with Virginia Tourism Corporate 

Grants and the launch of “Cycle Floyd.” Read about the exciting changes to the 

community and see travel suggestions with the author’s 10 favorite things to do.

FLOYD VIRGINIA IS beautiful. That’s undeniable. 
Countless visitors have been star-struck by the 
scenery including the author. Located in Southwest 
Virginia the community of Floyd is adjacent to Chris-
tiansburg and Roanoke and lies along 40 miles of the 
Blue Ridge Parkway which is known as “America’s 
most scenic drive.”

The county is a bike rider’s dreamscape. A rolling car-
pet of dark green trees drape the mountains. Brightly 
colored open pastures draw the eye for miles. Floyd 
offers a kind of real visual candy that you’d be hard 
pressed to find outside of the Southwest Virginia 
corridor. Traversing the county is a treat by car and a 
beautiful experience by bike.

 The beauty of Floyd does not stop with the vistas, 
it goes deep into the cultural veins of the historic 
region and the town of Floyd. Long loved by art-
ists for the creative vibe the town has a unique and 
charming feel. It’s home to a massive music and arts 
festival, Floydfest. 

On any given day you can find fine artisan goods and 
the thriving beat of regional mountain music. People 
live here to live their passions like farming, creating 
art, and making music. There is much more than 
mountain scenery to be enjoyed; the place offers 
something special to those with the good fortune to 
experience it. 

Growing Passion for Cycling

Floyd is no stranger to cyclists. A beautiful place like 
Floyd always catches the attention of cyclists who 
hunt the out-of-the-way quiet, or maybe seek out the 
challenge of the mountain roads and trails. 

The town has hosted Tour de Floyd for 12 years and 
Tour de Dirt for 4 years. The Parkway has drawn the 
riding enthusiast looking for beautiful views for de-
cades. Many a passing rider have explored the town 
and stayed over in historic lodging.

That special draw to cyclists did not go unnoticed to 
local residents and leaders. The idea of a more con-
certed focus on cycling was brewing for some time. 
Now, thanks to lots of groundwork and vision, cyclists 
will have an even greater chance to enjoy all that 
Floyd has to offer.

Grant Program X 2

Floyd’s Tourism Center is very proud to be focusing 
on cycling in a new program, Cycle Floyd. Two grants 
have made the planning, infrastructure, and market-
ing possible for this new offering.

In 2016 the community applied for a development 
grant (non-marketing) from Virginia Tourism Cor-
poration (VTC) to explore new tourism marketing 
opportunities. The grant provided $10,000 of funds 
to explore the region’s strengths through focus 
groups and a dialog process. At that time, cycling 
rose to the top as an ideal outdoor recreation op-
portunity for the county.

This was a “really pivotal grant,” said Pat Sharkey, 
Director of Tourism for Floyd. It allowed her to 
complete research and lay the groundwork for a 
concerted effort to raise cycling in the town and sur-
rounding area. “We were able to do this and create 
new opportunities for the county and town without 
competing for funding with other very important 
costs the government faces like school bus mainte-
nance,” said Starkey.

With the funds from the first grant Pat’s team was 
able to draw on a wide collection of information so 

Photo credit: Tony Greatorex
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that Floyd could proceed with smartly planned initia-
tives. Without the grant the county’s resources would 
not have provided such an in depth exploration and 
planning process.

As a result “Cycle Floyd” was born. Bike routes for 
road and gravel (both short and long) were iden-
tified, repair stations and bike rack locations were 
planned, and comprehensive county maps were 
created. All of these new details will be featured in a 
2’ X 3’ map made just for riders. Content will also be 
available online.

Grant two came in the form of a Virginia Tourism 
Corporation marketing grant of $10,000 for 2018. 
This grant was a matching grant requiring a 1:1 ratio 
of local marketing funds. Floyd and their partners 
have provided a total of $12,000 in matching for the 
grant. Floyd Tourism’s local partners include Town of 
Floyd, Chantilly Farm, Floyd Fitness, Riverstone Farm 
and Hotel Floyd to supply matching marketing funds 
for the project as well.

The second grant will be used to round out the 
planning process and raise visibility of cycling re-
sources that were identified and created by the first 
grant. The marketing grant also supports promoting 
the two existing bike events of the region, and mar-
keting Cycle Floyd at other events through partner-
ships and sponsorships.

“The community has been heavily involved in all of 
this,” Sharkey noted. “The high school welding and 
design departments are getting involved too with new 
signage and bike racks.” Community members have 
developed the routes and worked diligently on the 
mapping. It’s been a real group effort. 

In total the grants have allowed the community to 
improve both biking infrastructure, online resources, 
and marketing of those resources. This project was 
the first outdoor recreation project for the Tourism 
Office and has been a really fun and exciting process 
according to Starkey.

They launch their new initiative in 2018 thanks to 
a Virginia Tourism Corporation Grant program for 
infrastructure and marketing.

Multiple initiatives are in process or soon to be com-
pleted. This is the first outdoor recreation project for 
the Tourism Office and they have set out for a variety 

of well planned outcomes that address infrastructure, 
information, and marketing.

What’s on Tap for 2018?

• Cycle Floyd — Brochure in print & online identify-
ing paved and gravel roads in the county and sug-
gested cycling routes of different lengths, challenge 
and terrain. 

• Bike Racks and self-service Bike Repair Stations in 
the town & county

• Cycle signage on main route from town of Floyd to 
the Blue Ridge Parkway

• Support of present Cycling events in Floyd & 
creation of new ones! Planned for 2018 are the 
12th Annual Tour de Floyd on May 19 (a climb-

er’s dream), and the 4th Annual Tour de Dirt in 
early November.

• Support of the Bike Virginia Tour’s visit through 
Floyd (between June 22-24).

• Support of town Bike Share upcoming project

• More local weekday rides.

• Social networking opportunities have also been 
added through a Cycle Floyd Facebook group page 
that is open to the public. 

Starkey is excited to keep this momentum going. The 
community has really taken to the project and are get-
ting more involved to make the community more en-
joyable for riders and are getting geared up for more 
riding themselves. Local residents have been planning 
and participating in more group rides for example. 

Photo credits: Doug Thompson Photo credit: Tony Greatorex
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Author’s Top Ten Things to Do 

I  grew up not far from Floyd and have always enjoyed 
visits. The charm of the community has only grown 
over the years. Below are recommendations for a 2-3 
day trip to the area. 

1. Ride a bike of course! Enjoy a couple of the pre-
planned mapped rides on either road or gravel. 
Look at the elevation profiles as you plan, take a 
jacket for cool mountain air, and have a blast! 

2. Visit the Chateau Morrisette winery. This spot has 
beautiful views with a great wine tasting making 
this a “must do” stop. They’re used to seeing 
people in Spandex so don’t worry about coming in 
right off the bike! You might also like to check out 
the “cidery,” or “kombuchery,” or distillery.

3. Stroll through the town of Floyd. Take your time. 
Remember the point of visiting a place like Floyd 
is to slow down. Soak it up. Be sure to stop in the 
unique stores where you can find local pottery, 
hand knitted goods, and art.

4. Grab some delicious food at one of the restaurants 
where you can find a wide array of food options, 
then stop into the Floyd County Store for ice-
cream or some other heavenly desert. You’ll find 
old-time candy, gifts, instruments, and goodies 
there too.

5. Listen to the music! See one of the regional music 
shows at the Floyd County Store or other venues 
including open air impromptu sidewalk gather-
ings. You’ll be treated to really great Blue Grass 
or some other regional favorite. Hopefully you’ll 
get to do some dancing too! Don’t be shy. Even 
though you might see some really amazing flat-
footing or clogging (regional Appalachian dance 
styles) you’ll be welcome to join in (no experience, 
grace, or talent required).

6. Meet the locals and the visitors. This place draws 
in people from near and far. You’ll be delight-
ed at who you come across. The Crooked Road 
Music Heritage Trail comes through the area and 
often draws international music lover and musi-
cian attention.

7. Stay in local lodging. There are no chains hotels in 
Floyd so you will find delightful, charming, private 
inns, B&Bs and rental cabins. Enjoy the unique-
ness of the lodging at a truly cool spot like the 
Pine Tavern (by the Parkway) or the Floyd Inn (in 
town) or rent something more private where you 
can really soak up the quiet countryside.

8. Visit a farm. Do something agricultural and in 
touch with nature. It’s not every day you get to 
visit a working farm, farm stand, or honeybee 
sanctuary. This is a great place to explore our 
agricultural ties.

9. Take time to stare at the mountains. Put a blanket 
on the grass at an overlook on the Parkway and 
watch the sun rise or set, or enjoy the way the 
noonday sun lights up the greenery. Look out over 
the area and imagine what it was like before it was 
settled. It’s not hard to do as much of the beautiful 
landscape is undisturbed. 

10. Gaze at the stars. I hope you are in Floyd on a 
clear night. There is very little light pollution in 
the area. You’ll be given a real treat when the 
night falls and pinpoints of light blanket the sky. 

Ready to Visit Floyd?

Make time to visit Floyd. It’s rural, warm, and invit-
ing. Enjoy the fresh mountain air while celebrating 
their increased support for cycling. With their new 
cycling-focused offerings, Floyd is ready for you this 
year so go put it on your list of places to visit!

Learn more:

• Visit Floyd Tourism Website: visitfloydva.com

• The Crooked Road Virginia’s Heritage Music Trail – 
www.virginia.org/thecrookedroad

• Cycle Floyd Rides: visitfloydva.com/outdoor-recreation

• Organic Farm and Market: riverstoneorganicfarm.com

• Spikenard Farm Honeybee Sanctuary:  
www.spikenardfarm.org

• Wine, Drink, Spirits: 
visitfloydva.com/wineries-breweries-and-spirits

• Facebook Group: 
www.facebook.com/groups/1151700501628532/about

Photo credit: Tony Greatorex
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Kimberly Perry is the Executive Director of a bicycling non-profit. 

Prior to working in cycling, Kim served as a community health 

educator and professor. Her favorite days are spent on the bike, 

surfing, kiteboarding, skiing, or sailing.
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PERSPECTIVES: 
ONE FOR THE ROAD
by DEBORAH STEDDOM

I had found great freedom on those two wheels over the years, and wasn’t ready to 

listen. The surgeon was patiently explaining how the disc replacement in my neck 

would work and what the resulting limitations were likely to be. No more road biking 

a very real possibility. 

I CAME TO the sport later than most. My husband 
was an avid enthusiast. A professional mechanic and 
weekend racer, he built a wonderful Raleigh touring 
bike for me, hoping we would be able to enjoy casual 
rides around town. Something magical happened on 
that first ride, though. A sense of joy long forgotten 
overcame me, and soon I was lost on the back roads of 

Colorado, feeling the exquisite rhythm and cadence 
that only distance provides. Cycling brings such im-
mediacy to my experience. Finally slowing the pace of 
life down enough, I find my place in the scenery itself. 
The soft gurgling of a small spring completely lost to 
the occasional passing car harmonizes perfectly with 
spinning wheels. My sense of balance is restored. 

Returning home from the appointment, I detoured 
through the garage, looking over motley, well loved 
machines. My ultimate adventure was riding coast 
to coast solo, the overloaded panniers and a ques-
tionable cell phone my only companions. The old, 
scarred touring bike that I rode hangs there, next 
to several others. All whisper their stories as I slowly 
move past and turn off the light.

Avoiding the surgery wasn’t an option, as C-6 had 
ruptured severely. It was either that or a full neck 
fusion, so the disc replacement won the toss. The 
procedure itself was uneventful, and left me whole 
and thankfully almost pain free. I was riding an old 
mountain bike around the neighborhood just three 
weeks out, off of pain meds and feeling a bit of my 
old sass. Road biking worried me, though. I was good 
for a short jaunt on an upright, but the limited range 
of motion in my neck made me too vulnerable to ride 
on the roads safely. I decided to sell, an incredible 
sense of loss and longing enveloping me as the last 
bike rolled out the door.

I have never been able to master the concept of los-
ing with grace. I turned my focus away from cycling 
almost completely, surely making at least tentative 
headway in creating the next chapter of my life. 
Cruising in the truck, though, I would find myself 
automatically plotting bike trips and assessing roads, 
once a favorite pastime. When a good friend offered 
me a free cross-bike, all of my resistance and vehe-
ment excuses didn’t keep it from mocking me on the 
trip home every time I glanced in the rear view mir-
ror. The straight bars peered back, eerily resembling 
the solid antlers of some strange, unknown species. 

So I started to ride. Even with a carbon fork, I felt ev-
ery jarring bump through that stiff aluminum frame. 
The upright geometry stubbornly resisted supporting 
me on lengthy explorations, but sensing a steady 
echo of the old joy sifting through was strong enough 
that the fear of pushing my neck too far slowly gave 
way to trust as the mileage gradually increased.

I chose a day that capriciously promised the perfect 
tail wind, and set out to try for a century. Just one 
more. We were living on the Outer Banks of North 
Carolina at this time, a singular two lane road wan-
dering the entire length of the island chain my only 
choice. Dodging riffs of wind-blown sand and several 
miles of strip malls, the road reluctantly gave up its 
secrets. The wild rhythm of the Atlantic ocean luring 
me on, the salt air crisp, tangible. Forty miles. Eighty. 
At ninety five, my body was begging me to quit. My 
nature has always demanded that I push the enve-
lope, even when it is clear that surrender is the true 
path, but this time I listened. Just this once.

I eventually tried a new road bike. This year, with the 
careful attention of my local shop, different strategies 
were tried and rejected until I could ride a wonder-
ful carbon fiber frame without distress. Eight years 
after the surgery, most mornings find me back on 
the road, exploring once again. I can’t go down on 
the drops or stand and climb, and the next century 
continues to elude me. Just being able to ride, I am 
finally pausing long enough to remember. I always 
fall for that one road. Endless possibilities. My open 
vulnerability, sense of power and the excitement of 
adventure all a mixed bag. Those drawstrings are 
held tight as I roll down the road to see for myself 
what is around the next bend.

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

Deb Steddom is a lifelong adventurer, teacher, and healer. She 

and her husband recently sold their home in Colorado and 

struck out in their RV. For part of the year they enjoy parking 

in Oriental NC as a base camp for sailing, biking, and exploring 

the Eastern US. 

Author, Deb Steddom, on the left, enjoying her new road bike and (finally) pain-free riding eight years after neck surgery.



SPOKES INTERVIEWS: 
CAT ANTHONY
The New Executive Director of the 
Virginia Capital Trail Foundation

In September 2017 Richmond native Cat 

Anthony was named executive director of 

the Virginia Capital Trail Foundation. 

With a background in fundraising and 

nonprofit management, Cat’s wheels 

were in motion from day one, and by all 

accounts, they haven’t stopped since. 

We found a few minutes to sit down with 

her to find out what she’s up to and the 

latest with the VCT.

SPOKES: You’re coming up on six months on the 
job, what have you learned about the Trail that you 
didn’t know? Any surprises?

CAT: I thought I knew the Trail pretty well, but I 
don’t think I ever appreciated the impact it is having 
on so many lives. Yes, there are the cyclists, young 
and old, but there are the seniors who take their daily 
constitutionals on the trail, the young moms that 
push their strollers, the runners. Then there are the 
businesses whose success is tied so much to Trail us-
ers. The Trail extends from Richmond to Jamestown 
– 52 miles – but people come from all over to use the 
Trail. I know, for example, a couple from Sweden and 
a cyclist from Mexico rode in our Cap2Cap event last 

year. The completed Trail is just over two years old, 
but it’s already having a huge impact on so many peo-
ple. Our Trail counters tell us that there have been 
some 1.3 million trips on the Trail during that time. I 
mean, I had no idea it touched so many people, and 
we’re only getting started.

SPOKES: What’s next for the Trail? 

CAT: Wow, so much. Our role at the Foundation is 
to help support the Trail in many, many ways, and I 
think that starts with making it the best 52 miles it 
can be. We are perpetually at work raising money for 
benches and fix-it stations and rain shelters. We’re 
working with VDOT (Virginia Department of Trans-

portation) and the various jurisdictions that the Trail 
runs through for bathrooms and additional parking. 
And of course we’re always working with our part-
ners to keep the Trail safe and clean. We also want 
to see the Trail grow – more spurs from places like 
17th Street in Richmond City and up and down the 
Trail, ways for people to funnel safely onto the Trail. 
That’s important. And we’d love to see ways to extend 
it. I think it would be huge if we could go beyond 
the Trail head at James City County into Colonial 
Williamsburg where it would be so much easier to 
reach hotels and other tourist destinations. We want 
to continue to spur economic development along the 
Trail. Restaurants and breweries and AirBnBs have 
sprouted up along the Trail. There’s a great shuttle 
service that will return you to your car. There are bike 
rentals. We’ve only just scratched the surface of the 
possibilities. 

SPOKES: How can people help you do all that?

CAT: You asked earlier if I had any surprises, and I 
meant to say, yes, the Trail Ambassadors program, 
who are basically our eyes and ears on the Trail. We 
have about 60 ambassadors and they regularly send 
me reports on what’s going on on the Trail – this 
spot needs attention, this happened here, that kind 
of thing. They love using their i-Phones to send me 
photos, and it’s often their information that helps 
us take the necessary action. So if anyone would be 
interested in becoming an ambassador, we’d love to 
talk to them. Next, of course, people can support the 
Foundation with dollars, and the best way to do that 
is to participate in our biggest fundraiser of the year, 
the Cap2Cap. It’s not a race but a ride, and partici-
pants can choose between 100, 50, 25 or 15 miles. It 
starts and ends at the Charles City Courthouse – kind 
of a midpoint between Richmond and Jamestown. 
There’s a big party afterwards with beer and food and 
bands along the routes. It’s a blast, so just go to our 
website to find out more and sign up. Last year we 
had about 1500 riders, and that was a rainy day. This 
year it will be sunny and beautiful and what a great 
way to ride along some of Virginia’s most historic and 
beautiful countryside. 

SPOKES:  Thanks for spending some time with us 
today. Happy cycling. 

CAT: Thanks for having me. Hope to see SPOKES 
readers out on the Trail. 

Photos courtesy of the Virginia Capital Trail Foundation.
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The 13th annual VCU Health Cap2Cap is coming 
up around the bend…literally. 

In just a dozen years, the event has become a rite 
of spring, and not only for the form-fitted cyclists 
whose legs seem to sprout from right under their 
shoulder blades. The outing is just as popular among 
the casual biker who dusts off the old Schwinn for a 
scenic lap around some of the country’s most historic 

and scenic byways. The point is, there are options for 
every skill level and interest.

First, to be clear, let’s call it what it is. “It’s not a 
race, it’s a ride,” says Cat Anthony, the executive 
director of the Virginia Capital Trail Foundation, 
both the sponsor and benefactor of the event. 
“That’s not to say there aren’t some hard-nosed 
cyclists who want to go out first and fast and com-
pete with one another. But for just about everyone 

else, the Cap2Cap is just a fun time to get in some 
cycling time with friends.”

That’s certainly been the experience for Jay Paul, who 
at age 57 estimates he’s ridden in as many as eight 
Cap2Cap rides. (He missed the event a few years 
ago to get married.) A lifelong cyclist who describes 
himself as a touring, road and mountain cyclist, his 
two hip replacements have consigned him to a more 
leisurely pace, perfect he says for the Cap2Cap. 

“It’s such a great event, and I usually do it with a 
bunch of friends,” Paul says. “The course is flat and 
fast. It’s a lollipop (circuit) course, easy to get to, safe 
and tremendously well supported with plenty of rest 
stops, fluid, and food. And there’s always a great party 
afterwards with food and beer and live music; it’s like 
a festival really.”

Paul typically opts for the Century ride, which as the 
name suggests is a 100-mile loop that starts (as all the 
rides do) from the historic Charles City Courthouse, 
which is about halfway between Richmond and James-
town, hence the origin of the “cap” to “cap” name 
– the two cities that have served as Virginia’s capi-
tals. The route first takes riders west on the Virginia 
Capital Trail, the 52-mile connector between the two 
cities, gently gliding alongside (but separated from) 
historic Route 5 where plantations, farms and Civil 
War battlefields provide a scenic landscape. The loop 
then veers north and east, taking riders down shaded 
country roads and across the Chickahominy River un-
til eventually winding its way back to the sound of the 
bands setting the party mood at the rural courthouse. 

If you’re not up for the century ride, there’s also the 
Half Century or Quarter Century (the most popular 
distance) as well as a 15-mile Fun Ride that takes 
place entirely on the Virginia Capital Trail. Cycling 
families, in particular, have found the Fun Ride to be 
aptly named.

Richmond was home in 2015 to the UCI World 
Championships, and with the completion of the Vir-
ginia Capital Trail that same year, the region contin-
ues to draft behind the dual excitement surrounding 
the two cycling milestones. And while the Cap2Cap 
will lure its share of Peter Sagan wannabes, it mostly 
will attract pelotons of friends who simply want to get 
out and enjoy a glorious spring day along a bucolic 
slice of historic Virginia. 

For more information visit: 
www.virginiacapitaltrail.org/cap-2-cap

Cap2Cap Has Become a Spring Tradition in 
Central Virginia by JOSH DARE
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MAKING MEMORIES AT  
BIKE VIRGINIA'S FIRST 
SCAVENGER HUNT
Winners Look forward to More 
Unexpected Adventures in 2018  

by BRENDA RUBY

"How hard could it be?" that's what Miriam Ford and Lucille O'Neil thought as they 

picked up the yellow flyer detailing Bike Virginia's first ever Scavenger Hunt last year.

IN 2017 BIKE Virginia added a Scavenger Hunt as 
a way to enhance the Bike Virginia Tour experience 
and celebrate the Tour's 30th Anniversary. The Scav-
enger Hunt listed 30 unique experiences that chal-
lenged participants to not just bike through the Tour 
communities, but to get out and experience what 
makes them, and Bike Virginia, so unique. 

Yes, there were definitely biking challenges — climb-
ing up Mt. Vesuvius won’t soon be forgotten! — but 
climbing into a horse-drawn carriage for a tour 
around town won’t be either. Those who took the 
challenge were hoping to win FREE ENTRY into Bike 
Virginia 2018.

The winners, and the only participants who complet-
ed EVERY task on the list, were Miriam Ford and 
Lucille O’Neil. Friends who signed up to ride Bike 
Virginia together, they decided the Scavenger Hunt 
would be a fun twist. O'Neil said the list of items had 
many things they'd be doing anyway — like riding 
with friends, or dining out — and it looked like fun 
things and not a chore. "It would be challenging, but 
would also add some interesting activities that we nor-
mally wouldn’t participate in. The thought of a free 
registration was also very appealing!"

Ford said the deal was sealed when they knocked off 
one of the more improbable items right off the bat.

Said Ford, "We were driving back from dinner in 
town and saw a sign for a horse show at the Lex-
ington Horse Center — I realized that's one of the 
things on the scavenger hunt! It was late, but we 
walked in and it was so funny because there was 
organ music playing and this pony cart and driver 
and it struck us as hilarious that we had fallen into 
doing one of the things that seemed really hard to 
do. I think that's when we really decided 'it's on!" 
It was so fun and funny; that's when I was really 
committed." O'Neil had her own memories saying, 
"it was a type of horse show we didn't even know 
existed!" From then on, Ford said that for her it 
wasn't about the competition, but about "how can 
we problem solve this to do it?"

Ford and O'Neil have similar stand out memories. 
Both mention the kayak hunt item as the most diffi-
cult. There was only one day when they could do that 
hunt task and the kayaks were booked for the day — 
what's a scavenger hunt team to do? Ford says, "The 
list didn't say we had to actually rent the kayak, so we 

Miriam Ford (left) and Lucille O'Neil (right) won Bike Virginia's first scavenger hunt. Photos picture them completing hunt tasks.
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convinced  the people at the outdoor center to just 
let us get in the kayak on the water." 

The photo tells the story, with the employee guard-
ing the already-reserved kayak, but in the kayak they 
went, bike shoes and all — on the James River, as 
the hunt list specified. They snapped their photos 
holding the hunt list, and with that, another item 
was checked off.

As for things they wouldn't have normally done, a 
carriage ride comes to both their minds. 

O'Neil says one of her favorite memories is "stop-
ping in the middle of a ride and convincing the guy 
at the visitor's center to store our bikes in a confer-
ence room so we could take a horse-drawn carriage 
ride through town." Ford says she's still telling 
people stuff she learned during that ride! She also 
said that it's one of her favorite memories exactly be-
cause it was "so in the spirit of what Bike Virginia is 
supposed to be; becoming part of the communities 
while we're here."

One of the biggest appeals of the scavenger hunt was 
that most of the tasks could be done by bike, within 
the normal routes. Even so, it did take a little plan-

ning. Some things you only had one chance to do, 
and Ford and O'Neil realized visiting Devil's Back-
bone Brewery —  something they wanted to do — 
required extra mileage on a hot day. Because the list 
stipulated riding to the brewery and the duo realized 
they could accomplish this by riding a mere 15 miles 
more, they rallied each other and tacked on the 
miles. It was only later in the week when they rode 
right past another brewery location that they realized 
they had made the task much more complicated — 
and sweaty — than it needed to be.

O'Neil says she noticed in doing the scavenger hunt 
that she wasn't as worried about getting in to camp. 
The experience had me "acting like a kid doing crazy 
things and experiencing the area at a much deeper 
level." She enjoyed "getting silly and creative and 
slowing down a bit. It changed it from a multiple day 
ride to a vacation experience and reminded me of 
some ways to have fun off my bike!"

Ford also noted the positive way the hunt changed 
her Bike Virginia experience saying, "The hunt was 
so much fun! One of the things I value about Bike 
Virginia is that it gets participants out into the host 
communities and support the local attractions and 

businesses. The hunt really did that. I loved the chal-
lenge of pulling off some of the items. At first they 
seemed almost impossible; we had to use our inge-
nuity and team skills. Along the way, we laughed so 
much. It makes me smile thinking about it now." Her 
takeaway was a reinforcement of how much fun it is 
to get out into the community. "I will make sure I do 
that with every trip."

Both O'Neil and Ford are veterans of Bike Virgin-
ia — O'Neil came once during the early years and 
again the past two years; Ford has done it for the 
past 13 or 14 years.

O'Neil says the Bike Virginia Tour appeals to her for 
many different reasons. "The fact that it moves around 
from year to year and isn't in the same location is 
great." O'Neil also appreciates the fact that Bike Vir-
ginia has local communities run some of the rest stops. 
"You get to meet local folks and interact with people." 
She also notes the tour being a good size — "big 
enough to meet people but not totally overwhelming."

Ford also enjoys what makes Bike Virginia so unique 
— the riding combined with the culture. "What I like 
is that we get to ride some pretty challenging rides — 
the physical aspect of it — and do it in this gorgeous 
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scenery while spending time with friends. But I also 
really enjoy the historical and cultural aspect of it. 
The people who do the planning, put some really 
interesting stuff in for us to see and they make it easy 
because you don't have to go out of your way to see 
these places; they're right on the routes." Ford contin-
ues, "You get such a flavor for our state."

Both Ford and O'Neil note that they've returned to 
some places Bike Virginia had introduced them to.

There was only supposed to be one winner, but since 
they had really succeeded because they were a team, 
and in the spirit of the Tour's 30th Anniversary, Bike 
Virginia gifted both women with a six-day tour regis-

tration. Ford and O'Neil obviously knew they'd both 
be contenders because each had completed every 
single task, but were shocked to both be declared 
winners. O'Neil says doing it with Ford, her friend 
and bike partner of several years, was key. "You need-
ed a partner in crime. Doing it alone wouldn't have 
been as fun." 

Ford is, of course, thrilled to not have to split the 
prize as they had decided going in, but had so much 
fun along the way that the goal of winning almost be-
came secondary. "It was so much fun, we were falling 
down laughing. We'd rope people into doing things 
and just having a good time."

With their free entries in hand, Ford and O'Neil are 
already looking toward June, not just for the chance 
to compete in another scavenger hunt, but because 
Bike Virginia has become part of their lives. Says 
Ford, "We see some of the same people every year, we 
only see each other at Bike Virginia. I would not miss 
it. My family knows, every year, this is what I'm doing."
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EXPLORING HOWARD 
COUNTY'S BIKE PATHS
Over 95 Miles of Paved Trails in 
Columbia, Maryland

by ROLAND LEISER
Photos by PATRICK HOGAN

Sometimes great biking is right outside our door! Getting to know some of our local 

community trails and paths...Columbia, MD's famously planned community provides 

miles of serene and bucolic riding.

IT WAS A tip from Gwen of Race Pace Bicycles in Co-
lumbia, MD that gave me leads on biking in Howard 
County after a random call for information. 

She directed me to the Columbia Association (CA)’s 
media specialist who in turn referred me to the CA’s 
Sean Harbaugh, a cyclist, who narrowed the search 
for a day of cycling. He is assistant director for open 
spaces and maintenance services, and knows his stuff. 
So I and photographer Patrick Hogan chose a 10.3 
mile loop beginning at Lake Elkhorn’s dock in Co-
lumbia. As explained, the route was designed for last 
year’s Columbia BikeAbout, which brought 400 riders 
to the annual event.

Of course, the ride can be taken in another way. Start 
at the county’s Savage Park. head to Lake Elkhorn, 
bike the 10.3 loop and return to the park. 

We chose the first option for the morning and 
agreed on an eight-mile extension to and from 
Savage Park along the Patuxent Branch Trail for the 
afternoon. (Novice bikers can circle the lake on an 
1.8 mile path). 

The BikeAbout’s website for the 2017 loop provided 
a cue sheet and a list of points of interest, but more 
on that later. The CA owns and manages 95 miles of 
paved trails within Columbia’s 3,600-acre borders and 
an annual assessment on homeowners and businesses 

helps pay for maintenance and improvements. Add 
another 15 miles owned by property owners and 
schools, and the total increases to 110, said Harbaugh. 

Enter Kevin O’Conner, a CA’s community resource 
specialist who was at the dock that morning of our 
arrival. He was monitoring the busy visitor areas for 
violations of community rules such as a ban on power 
boats on the lake or infractions of fishing regulations. 
A former biker, he soon found us a Columbia Path-
way Map and pointed out the beginning of the Patux-
ent Branch Trail, only 0.3 miles from the dock.

Of the two trails that we rode, the BikeAbout was 
the most challenging. Another ride is scheduled 
for Sept. 29 this year on a course still to be deter-
mined. We took about 2.5 hours to cover the 10.3 
mile loop, stopping for photos and water breaks. 
At least twice, however, we got delayed while de-
ciphering a few fuzzy directions on the cue sheet, 
Two heads were better than one, and between us 
we figured them out--maybe more with blind luck 
or instinct than anything. Except for an impressive 
Bicycling Safety Guide, most of the pathway map was 
of limited usefulness.

The loop took us past backyards of townhouses and 
through forested areas on excellent paved trails--
some with a newly applied coat of asphalt –and on 
public streets through a residential neighborhood. 
Trail users included joggers, walkers and moms with 
baby carriages. There are some climbs and travel over 
several bridges. 

Once we completed the loop and took a short break, 
we headed out to the Patuxent Branch Trail, which 
Patrick later described as “a simple route, like a one-
way street”. Shortly after leaving the dock, we spotted 
a sign for Savage Park and directional markers all 
the way left nothing to chance. Warm temperatures 
brought out at least a dozen bikers. From one explan-
atory sign, I learned that Patuxent is an Algonquian 
word for “rapids.”

The trail more or less followed the Little Patux-
ent River, which seemed more like a wide creek than 
a river. Hilly in parts, the route traverses wooden 



bridges built over flood plains –10 bridges in all–the 
trail’s web site noted. One sight is the Guilford Pratt 
Trussed Bridge dating from 1902, which underscored 
the county’s rail and granite quarry heritage.

Half of the trail was paved from the lake to the Guil-
ford Pratt bridge, but the web site warned of possible 
stretches of muddy trails, and sure enough they were 
there--a long section for a bumpy ride on gravel and 
bare soil surfaces Although the CA owns the land, the 
Howard County Parks and Recreation Department 
maintains it, said Harbaugh, adding that there are 
talks to improve the route. I hope so. The ride includ-
ed a long strenuous climb on Volmerhausen Road 
with a dedicated bike lane on one side. We passed 
below I-95, and the noise of the vehicles broke the 
silence of rides through the forested areas. Count on 
about a 45 minute ride in each direction. 

A trail map can be accessed on line, but authorities 
have posted outdoor maps at the entrance to Savage 
Park and elsewhere; a short distance further is histor-
ic Savage Mill with its shops and eateries that Patrick 
explored briefly. At the lake dock were picnic tables, 
a tot lot and nearby restaurants. For two cyclists in 
virtual hibernation over the winter, this was an intro-
duction to the County’s cycling opportunities. 

Resources

• Bikehoco.org

• Columbiaassociation.org

• TrailLink.com

For a copy of the Columbia Pathway Map, download the app 
from the Play Store and click on the map option. A paper ver-
sion is available at CA headquarters, 6310 Hillside Court, 
Columbia, MD 21046 for $1.50. It will not be mailed. 
Hours of the office are 9 AM to 6 PM Monday-Friday 
and 10 AM to 4 PM Saturday. Phone is 410-715-3000. 
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FAIRFAX COUNTY 
LOOPS
Connect with the Little Used  
Fairfax County Parkway Trail

by KELLEY WESTENHOFF

Sometimes great biking is right outside our door! Getting to know some of our local 

community trails and paths...the Fairfax County Parkway Trail provides access to 

multiple other areas and paths while providing an avenue for extending your miles.

CYCLISTS IN THE Washington DC region have a rich 
tapestry of trails from which to choose when they’re 
starting to build their mileage. Most of us have had 
the pleasure of riding the Washington & Old Domin-
ion (W&OD), the Mount Vernon (MVT), the Custis, 
and Four Mile Run trails.

Those trails provide a consistency of terrain on 
paved multi-use paths. But those trails are frequently 
crowded, especially on good weather days, so it helps 
to find trails and rides that are good alternatives. 
Additionally, when you’re out on a bike tour, you may 
go miles and hours without a comfort stop, and the 
different types of riding environments you encounter 
may be a surprise. Practicing the variety you might 

encounter is good preparation — even if you’re go-
ing to have SAG wagons on your tour.

In early 2016 I was preparing for a cross-country ride 
from Seattle to Washington, DC, starting in June. 
The ride would average 65 miles per day, and would 
be on a wide variety of paved surfaces. Using Google 
Street View I realized that much of it would be “less 
than perfect” riding conditions in terms of available 
amenities, cover from sun, and sharing spaces with 
cars. In order to train I was going to have to get off 
my nice comfortable routes where bike shops were 
prevalent, coffee shops were frequent, and shade and 
nice views were the norm. I did a fair amount of road 
riding to prepare, but I needed something to build 

mileage on which I would be less vulnerable if I was 
riding alone. (Only good or crazy friends will do 70 
miles with you consistently).

In answering this need, I found that one of the least-
used multi-use trails in Fairfax County was the Fairfax 
County Parkway Trail (FCPT), running parallel to 
Fairfax County Parkway. Using it, plus some other 
trails and roads, I created a loop to train for training. 
The loop served me well and I did my ride from Seat-
tle to DC in August. 

The loop became one of my favorite rides to chal-
lenge myself so in 2017 when I heard there was new 
infrastructure in one of the formerly difficult areas, I 
re-visited it and updated the route. The infrastructure 
is so new that Google Maps does not show it which 
means that Ride with GPS will try to take you off 
the infrastructure, fearing for your safety. Using the 
“draw a line” function, you CAN get there from here. 
The linked Ride with GPS routes provide a loop that 
actually does exist. Trust me, I’ve ridden it frequently 
and mapped it accordingly.

For purposes of this article and route, I started from 
the Wiehle-Reston East Metro Station. Not only is 
that near my home, but using the station multiplies 
options for people who don’t have cars or don’t want 
to drive out to Reston. I am confident that smart 
cyclists can adjust their starting point for this loop if 
they’re closer in to DC. 

The first challenge if starting from the Wiehle-Res-
ton East Metro Station, the cyclist needs to get to the 
W&OD trail. If you ride the Metro out, you want to 
turn LEFT after going through the Metro gate to the 
plaza on the north side of the station. You need to get 
down off the plaza by steps or a ramp. At the base of 
either, Reston Station Boulevard will be in front of 
you. Here you need to go left ON THE SIDEWALK 
and follow that to the stop sign at Metro Center 
Drive. Turn right on Metro Center Drive and then 
cross Sunset Hills Drive at the light where you’ll see 
the W&OD in front of you.

This is the point at which I’ve started the Ride w/GPS 
cues. You will turn left to head west 1.6 miles at which 
point you will see a small brown sign pointing to the 
right that says “Fairfax County Parkway Trail”. Take 
that right, and at the stop sign, turn left.

Now you are on the Fairfax County Parkway Trail 
(FCPT) which is a wide, paved, multi-use path. It is 
uneventful until you get to Fair Lakes Parkway, but 
you do need to exercise caution at road intersections. 
(I have seen cyclists ride in the shoulder on Fairfax 
County Parkway and that is certainly an option, but 
my route uses the multi-use path).

At 9.6 miles the FCPT turns left to parallel Fair Lakes 
Parkway first on the north side, then on the south. 
This 1.7 mile jog circumvents the intersection of I-66 
and Fairfax County Parkway. It is your first opportu-
nity to practice riding through high traffic areas. You 
will be off the road, but will still need to pay close 
attention. The good news is that it is clearly marked 
for the bike trail. Just past VDOT’s Northern Virginia 
headquarters, the trail will have you cross the road 
(in front of Costco) at which point the FCPT will con-
tinue south. Watch for wayfinding signs and you’ll be 
fine. [PHOTO 1] After you cross Lee Highway (US 
29) it will be evident to you that you’re back on the 
FCPT. You should be at about 11.2 miles.

Stay on the FCPT to Burke Centre Parkway where the 
parallel multi-use path ends. The marked FCPT cross-
es the Fairfax County Parkway (east) at the light and 
goes less than a mile on Burke Centre Parkway to Ox 
Road. [PHOTO 2] Wayfinding signage will direct you 
to a path on the north side of Burke Centre Parkway 
if you wish to use it. When you get to Ox Road, if you 
want to stay on the multi-use path, at the light you’ll 

Photo 1
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need to cross Burke Centre Parkway to the south, and 
then Ox Road east and go right (south). (On both 
of those roads, I usually just ride on the road if the 
traffic is light but I recommend you take a look at 
this area just to make sure you understand where you 
want to be). [MAP1]

From the intersection of Burke Centre Parkway 
and Ox Road you will be on the merged FCPT and 
Ox Road sidepath. But at .9 miles from where they 
merged, you will have to make a decision  — do you 
want to continue on the Ox Road sidepath (123) 
to the Workhouse Arts Center at Lorton or follow 
FCPT? If you decide to stay on FCPT, be aware that 
in places it’s gritty, and confusing as it connects with 
smaller trails. It does not go straight through. The 
advantage of taking this route is that it will definitely 
prepare you for less desirable riding conditions. For 
this article I have decided not to detail that route.

Instead, I recommend leaving the Fairfax County 
Parkway Trail and taking the Ox Road (123) Side-
path. Follow this south for a nice stretch. Around 
Mile 24 the Shoppes of Lorton Valley Retail Center at 
the intersection of Palmer Road provides an excellent 
place to refresh and rehydrate. There’s a grocery 
store and some of the usual places cyclists like to stop 
including a Starbucks. 

After refreshing, continue south towards the Work-
house Arts Center at Mile 25. If the Center is a desti-
nation on this ride for you, note that the Workhouse 
itself is NOT open to the public on Monday and 
Tuesday. But even if it’s not open, there are numer-
ous historical markers around the area, worth taking 
a look at if you have the time. On days that it is open, 
be mindful that while there are clean bathrooms and 
water fountains, there is no food available. 

If you’re not stopping at the Workhouse, turn left on 
Workhouse Road at the light. There is a bike lane 
and multi-use path. If you did stop, exit right out of 
the parking lot. Where Workhouse Road connects 
with Lorton Road you’ll have a choice of bike lanes/
shoulder or a multi-use path as you swoop down hill 
towards Rt. 1. It can be a bit intense with traffic as you 
go under I-95. Just past that intersection motorists 
will be trying to turn across the bike lane into a shop-
ping center with a grocery store so be on high alert.

When you get to Rt. 1 you’ll turn left onto the brand 
new (late 2017) infrastructure — a wide paved side-
path paralleling Rt. 1 heading north. (There are also 
bike lanes in the northbound traffic lanes but they 
are not protected and it is Route 1 and the speed 
limit is 50). My Ride with GPS route takes the nice, 
wide, paved multi-use path to the next turn you need 

to make at Jeff Todd Way. You will be at about Mile 
33. There’s a Roy Rogers on one corner of this big 
intersection where I recommend you stop if you need 
water and ice. At this light you will cross Rt. 1 and 
get on 235 going towards Mount Vernon on Mount 
Vernon Memorial Highway.

Now, about riding on 235. There is a sidepath that 
comes and goes but it has you crossing back and forth 
across the road. So if the traffic isn’t too horrible, I rec-
ommend staying on the road. This road turns into the 
George Washington Memorial Parkway after Mount 
Vernon, and until you get to the mansion, it’s man-
ageable. Just watch for tour buses and tourists. Mount 
Vernon is about your halfway point for the entire ride. 
It will be another 14 miles before you get to Old Town 
Alexandria after Mount Vernon, so this is a good place 
to make yourself more comfortable and refill your wa-
ter bottles, especially if you didn’t stop at the fast food 
restaurant. If you do want to stop, there are bike racks 
in the parking lot just past the estate itself. For the sake 
of all cyclists, please follow Mount Vernon’s rules about 
walking your bike on any of the red brick areas.

Just past Mount Vernon as you leave the red brick 
walkway, you’ll get on the Mount Vernon Trail 
(MVT). Heading north from here, all trails will be 
more crowded and many will be narrower and more 
twisty. The speed limit on the MVT is a well-advised 
15 mph, so take your time and enjoy the river views 
and possible eagle sightings.

The MVT will take you through Old Town Alexandria 
and beyond. Old Town is a great place to get a coffee 
or ice cream. If you’ve had enough fun, you can cut 
over to the King Street Metro Station and catch a ride 
home. It’s 2 miles from Jones Point Park and you’ll 
have ridden a respectable 50 miles if you decide to 
exercise this option. As you go through Old Town 
Alexandria remember the following: Yes, you’re sup-
posed to stop at all stop signs. Yes, they ticket cyclists. 
Yes, people will step right in front of you and other 
cyclists won’t stop. But don’t be that cyclist. Instead, 
enjoy the ride through a town that was already old 
when George Washington rode through it (albeit on 
a horse). Look at those beautiful old brick buildings 
and imagine what tales they could tell. 

Stay on Union Street all the way through Alexandria. 
As it curves to the left, watch for signage that will 
continue your upriver ride. At Canal Center Plaza the 
trail splits. Either way will get you where you’re going, 
but I like the version that is closer to the river, so bear 
right (WATCH THE RR TRACKS) and follow that leg 
for better views. [MAP 2] 

At about Mile 49.4 you’ll need to make a decision 
whether to take Four Mile Run Trail through Shirling-
ton to the W&OD (Option A) or continuing on the 

Photo 2
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MVT towards Rosslyn (Option B), connecting with the 
Custis Trail and then the W&OD back to Reston. Ei-
ther way, from here on out, everything is well marked.

If you take Option A — turn west on Four Mile Run 
and then connect to the W&OD, your total mile-
age when you return to the starting point will be 68 
miles. The route is here: https://ridewithgps.com/
routes/26780123. If it’s time for lunch, you might 
take a little detour in Shirlington. It’s just a few blocks 
out of the way, and can fuel your last 17 miles. If you 

want to do this, your landmark will be at 51.5 and in-
stead of turning right to get to the W&OD Trailhead, 
turn left on Shirlington Rd and follow to the right on 
Arlington Mill until you see the retail area on your 
left. If you like quirky, don’t miss this chance to stop 
at Busboys and Poets (4251 Campbell Ave) to experi-
ence the Virginia version of a DC institution.

If you take Option B — stay on the MVT through 
Arlington until it connects to the Custis Trail and 
take that to the W&OD, your total mileage when 

you return to the starting point will be 72 miles. 
Going this route you will also ride the hills of the 
Custis Trail the hard way, late in your ride, so you get 
virtue points! This route is here: ridewithgps.com/
routes/26780131. This section of the MVT also af-
fords some fantastic views of DC across the Potomac; 
slow down and enjoy; maybe even take a few selfies! 
If you want a quirky dining spot in Arlington (also 
providentially near a Metro stop if you need that after 
you eat), try Northside Social, at 3211 Wilson Blvd.

For a change of pace, reverse the 72 mile loop, rid-
ing the hills of Arlington while you’re fresh. Clock-
wise allows you to finish the crowded trails earlier in 
the day, but it means you’ll be on the part with the 
fewest services later so plan accordingly. The route 
is here (it exits the Metro station a slightly different 
way and the last 3 miles are a bit different):  
ridewithgps.com/routes/26781374

When riding the reverse route, remember that in 
the sections with new infrastructure around Route 
1, Google Maps will show you riding in the road, but 
look for the bike lanes and multi-use path and take 
those if they work better for you. 

I firmly believe in carrying a Metro card and knowing 
where I am in relation to the stations. I also make a 
note of where the bike shops are along my route. Of 
course, I carry tubes and a pump. And it is comfort-
ing to know that every Fairfax Connector bus can 
carry two bikes on the front of the bus if I need to 
bail out far from a Metro station.

MAP 2
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SPRINGTIME BEAUTY ON 
WASHINGTON'S CAPITAL 
CRESCENT TRAIL
This Important Trail Connects  
Cyclists to DC Scenes & Locations

by BARRY D. WOOD

Sometimes great biking is right outside our door! Getting to know some of our local 

community trails and paths...the Capital Crescent Trail (CCT) is a popular trail for 

commuting, an important part of the trail network connecting the region, and a 

destination ride unto itself.

FOR SPRING BLOSSOMS there’s no better city than 
Washington, DC, and no better springtime cycling 
trail than the Capital Crescent. 

The Crescent Trail winds seven miles from George-
town to Bethesda, Maryland. Until this past Septem-
ber 2017, it continued another four miles to Silver 
Spring. That  section is now closed for construction 
of Metro’s Purple Line which will connect the Bethes-
da and Silver Spring stations.

Beginning in Bethesda, where there is ample park-
ing, riding the trail to Georgetown, and then along 
the Potomac to the National Mall, is a great way to 
access Washington’s cherry blossoms.  The National 
Park Service issues its initial bloom forecast March 
1st. The cherry blossom festival runs from March 
20 th to April 15th, with the cherry blossom parade 
scheduled for Saturday, April 14th. 

If the spring crowds downtown are too intimidating, 
another place to view an abundance of cherry blos-
som trees is the Kenwood neighborhood in Bethesda. 
Directly accessible from the CCT at the Dorset Ave. 
crossing, bike from the trail into the hilly neighbor-
hood and ascend into the pillowy pink puffed scene. 
With blossom petals fluttering around you, you're in 
for a surreal treat. In fact, this is such a popular des-
tination that no outside cars are allowed to park and 
many neighborhood kids set up stands to sell lemon-
ade to the crowds.

The first signs of spring on the CCT will be flowering 
buttercups, the wild ground cover so prevalent on 
both sides of the paved ten-foot-wide trail. Typically, 
buttercups bloom in March and are gone with the 
warmer temperatures of April.

Heading south from Montgomery County, there is 
free parking at the Bethesda Pool where the trail in-
tersects Little Falls Parkway. Farther on closer to the 
DC line is the 1910 Dalecarlia Tunnel under Macar-
thur Boulevard.  Crossing the railroad bridge over 
the C&O Canal the trail curves left and soon reaches 
Fletcher’s Cove on the Potomac.  Here there is more 
free parking and, on early April mornings, the rental 
boats will be out on the river by 7:30 during the an-
nual shad run.  

The 6 to 10-inch long silvery shad have made a huge 
comeback on the Potomac and in early spring they 
swim upstream to spawn.  They provide a fun chal-
lenge to anglers, but it’s “catch and release” only as 
the shad are protected.

When the shad are running the black gull-like cormo-
rants will be waiting in the trees and rocks, hoping 
for a bountiful breakfast. Riders may also encounter 
turtles, deer, herons, geese, and ducks, depending on 
the time of day.

The Crescent Trail is a busy place, particularly at rush 
hour. A survey by the Montgomery County Planning 
Department found that in June 2015, 35,000 cyclists 
used the trail. On work days there are over 1,000 
cyclists on the trail. The busiest times are from 7 to 8 
a.m. when at least 150 bicycling commuters passed a 
sensor near Dalecarlia Tunnel.  There is a lull during 
the day and then another 150 commuters whizzing by 
from 6 to 7 p.m. Those numbers are higher today.

The National Park Service, which administers the 
trail on the DC side, forbids ebikes on the trail.  Lin-
da Lawson, who is part of two cycling groups using 
the trail each week,  would like this restriction to be 
lifted. She says, “there are people unable to climb or 
do long distances who wouldn’t be able to participate 
without an ebike.” A bigger problem, says Lawson, 
are bike commuters who exceed the trail’s 15 mph 
speed limit, though those users are in the minority.    

The Crescent Trail begins in Georgetown near the 
stub of the 1843 Aqueduct Bridge across the Poto-



Touring Ride In Rural Indiana®

www.triri.org    (812) 333-8176

TRIRI™ May Training Camp 2018:  
May 21-25

A series of hilly century or 
half-century loops from 

Spring Mill State Park designed 
to increase your spring cycling fitness

RAINSTORM™ 2018:
July 16-21
Five century rides over 
five days, with 160 miles 
on day six

Lightly traveled, scenic roads showcase 
historic and cultural sites, with overnights 

in Indiana State Parks and catered 
breakfasts and dinners.

mac that was replaced in 1924 by the grander Francis 
Scott Key Bridge. Riders heading to the National 
Mall move east along K Street sheltered beneath the 
Whitehurst Freeway until reaching the busy Thomp-
son’s Boat Center and the Rock Creek Trail that 
proceeds 14 miles north into Maryland.  To reach 
the Mall riders turn south on the biking and hiking 
trail adjacent to the Potomac, going past the Kennedy 
Center and Lincoln Memorial.

Many cities have superb trails, but none, in my view, 
match the beauty of Washington’s Capital Crescent 
Trail in springtime. And if you want to see those  
cherry blossoms, it's the best way to get downtown.

For a map of the trail visit: cctrail.org

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

DC resident Barry D. Wood is a long-time user of the Capital 

Crescent Trail.
Key Bridge and  Georgetown students in late spring.

Georgetown, terminus of the Capital Crescent Trail.
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MY BIKE SHOP by KIMBERLY PERRY, Ed.D.

Downshift: Brews, Bites, and Bikes in Common
Hand-Crafted Bikes and Brews in this Roanoke Shop Breaks down Barriers

IN DOWNSHIFT, A café bike shop, people of all 
walks, all ages, all interests come in for coffee, beer, 
or food, and can casually browse or talk bikes if they 
like. Downshift was expressly created to make more 
people comfortable.

Bike shops have long held a certain intimidating 
mystique to people who might not know the lingo, 
the brands, or the nuances of cycling. Stephen 
Ambruzs opened Downshift in downtown 
Roanoke, Virginia with that exact issue in 
mind. He wanted to help more peo-
ple enjoy the benefits of cycling 
and knew that starts with a dia-
log in a comfortable friendly 
environment.

“There is no pressure here,” 
said Ambruzs. “I wanted 
to create a place where 
everyone can have a great 
cup of coffee or a good 
beer, relax, and enjoy qual-
ity, healthier food. If I can 
inspire them to think about 
biking, whether it is a short 
ride on the greenway or com-
muting, then that is terrific.”

Ambruzs is keenly aware of the fact 
that many bike shops scare people away just simply by 
being bike shops. There are lots of individuals who will 
not enter a bike shop because they picture themselves 
as something other than the right fit. Many people “do 
not want the high-pressure sales pitch” that happens at 
a lot of shops, intentionally or unintentionally. 

At Downshift any person can simply enjoy the café 
experience, there is no need to engage about biking 
but if a person does want to chat about bikes, they 

will find that the staff at Downshift is excited about 
bike riding of any kind. 

Biking Changed His Life Path

A biking advocate was born when Ambruzs 
saw the joys and benefits of riding for himself 

several years ago. Ambruzs moved to Reno, 
Nevada as part of his graduate studies and 

there he found that getting around by bike was 
a norm for many people. Soon he figured 

out it was really easy and fun. That’s 
when he got a taste of how terrific 

biking could be and great for 
many reasons including health, 
happiness, and finances.

Soon thereafter he relocated 
to Alaska for work. He lived 
for a year and rode through 
what some might see as com-
pletely “unrideable” winter. 

He found riding was very free-
ing. “I rode my bike all winter 

there. It was actually a lot faster, 
more fun, and more convenient 

to ride my fat tire bike in the snow 
than try to deal my car,” Ambruzs 

said fondly. “I just had so much fun 
riding in the snow!”

As he and his partner Beth Oats began to plan mov-
ing back east, they looked for places where Amrbuzs 
could have a business in biking, where riding would 
be great, and the community warm and welcoming. 
Roanoke soon rose to the top of the options. He was 
incredibly happy about the enthusiasm he found in 
Roanoke. “Everyone we met was engaged in making 
Roanoke a great mountain town, a place to ride, a 

place to play, a place to have great beer!” Stephen 
and Beth felt like it was a nice fit - a comfortable 
place to live, a good place for her work as an attorney, 
and his plans for business. The pair relocated in 2016 
and began building out the café within a year. The 
shop’s grand opening was November 1, 2017. 

What’s On Tap

The choices are plentiful at Downshift regardless 
of whether you want food, drinks, accessories, or 
bicycles. On the “Brews and Bites” menu you will 
find locally roasted coffee, regionally sourced fresh 
foods, and a beer or kombucha to suit your taste. The 
environment is casual and welcoming for people of 
all ages and interests. 

On the bicycle front, you will find a full-service bike 
shop with carefully selected products. The shop 
offers bike repair and sales of accessories and bikes 
plus workshops, rides, and lots of encouraging 
support to anyone who wants to explore and en-
joy riding. They selected bike brands for the store 
that they “love and trust,” Ambrusz said, including 
Brooklyn Bicycle Co., Linus, State Bicycle Co., Surly, 
Yuba and SOMA Frames.

The staff of 3 including the owner, all serve up brews 
as well as bikes. Each has an interest in riding and 
good food and drink. Ambruzs is the shop mechanic 
too. He’s expecting to increase his staffing soon as 
things have been very busy. He looks forward to add-
ing another team member who is excited about both 
aspects of the business. The shop is currently open 
Monday – Saturday for breakfast, lunch, and dinner 
hours for both cafe and retail operations. 

Invested in the Community and Being Something 

Different

Ambruzs is eagerly bringing energy into the mix in 
the city and happily supporting Roanoke’s wellbeing. 
He’s committed to inspiring everyday people to ride 
for “physical wellbeing, for stress relief, for econom-
ics, and the environment” and he’s committed to 
offering good, locally sourced food and drink. You 
can hear the caring and pride in his voice as he talks 
about Downshift. It’s much more than just selling a 
bike, or even a cup of coffee to him, it’s about engag-



 EDITOR'S NOTE:

A good independent bicycle shop still remains one of the 

treasured resources of bicycling and among the best places to 

learn about where to ride, meet locals to ride with, and learn 

about new products. Support your local bike shop!

June 2, 2018

SMECO 75 Bike Ride
Join us at our seventh annual 75-
mile bicycle ride. The ride begins at 
SMECO’s headquarters campus in 
Hughesville on June 2, 2018. 

• A 75-mile route for experienced riders 
and two shorter routes. 

• Three rest stops, stocked with 
appropriate fuel for cyclists, and 
lunch at the finish. 

• Participating cyclists will also receive 
event-themed items. 

• Money raised will be contributed to 
Hospice organizations in Calvert, 
Charles, and St. Mary’s counties. 

Sign up today
Register: smeco.coop/SMECO75

Date: June 2, 2018

Time:  Same-day registration,  
 7–9 a.m. 

 Early registration:  
 June 1, 4–6 p.m.

Place: 15065 Burnt Store Rd. 
 Hughesville, MD

Cost: Register* by May 2: $40 
 May 3–May 25:  $50
 May 26–June 2: $60

* Register by May 2 to guarantee receipt of a shirt.

If you can’t participate in the event but 
would like to contribute, please use the 
PayPal button on our website to make 
a donation, or mail your contribution 
to SMECO 75, Attn. Natalie Cotton, 
P.O. Box 74, Hughesville, MD 20637. 
Please make checks payable to SMECO 
Charitable Foundation.

www.smeco.coop/SMECO75

ing people and doing what he can to make the “Star 
City” shine even brighter.

There has been significant thought put into making a 
much more approachable business model at Down-
shift. It is a refreshing approach. Ambruzs has placed 
his business in an area where the café draws cus-
tomers for the food and drink alone, but the added 
connection to cycling is ideal in a city that is actively 
engaged in becoming more bike friendly and hosting 
more outdoor oriented events. There is definite syn-
ergy happening in Roanoke. We will likely continue 
to see growing levels of bike riding and bike commut-
ing in the city and surrounding area thanks to people 
like Ambruzs and his staff.

Stop in for a visit and something tasty to drink or 
eat when you are in Roanoke. The Staff at Down-
shift will welcome you with a fresh approach to 

both food and bikes. Ambruzs said, “there is no 
expectation or pressure to shop bikes or talk bikes. 
I’m really happy if I can inspire people to think 
about bikes, and just as happy to see them relaxing 
and enjoying a cup of coffee.”

Downshift Hand Crafted Bikes & Brews

www.downshiftbikes.com

Facebook: facebook.com/downshiftRKE 

Instagram: nstagram.com/downshiftRKE
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BICYCLE LEGISLATION IN 
THE 2018 MARYLAND 
GENERAL ASSEMBLY
What's Going on and How You 
Can Help

by DAVID T. WHITAKER, AICP

The voices of bicyclists from throughout Maryland are being heard by legislators 

during the 2018 General Assembly Session in Annapolis. Your support is critical 

to the success of pending bicycle legislation currently under consideration in the 

Maryland General Assembly in Annapolis. You are encouraged to contact your 

legislators on any and all of these legislative bills. To learn more about pending bills, 

legislative updates, and to obtain contact information for your legislators, contact 

Bike Maryland: www.bikemaryland.org

MUCH OF THE day-to-day legislative work promoting 
the interests of bicyclists in Annapolis is done by the 
capable cyclists and advocates at Bike Maryland along 
with associated organizations that support the rights 
of nonmotorized users of Maryland’s streets, roads 
and highways. Bike Maryland is a nonprofit advocacy 
organization that promotes pro-bicycle legislation as 
well as develops policy and awareness campaigns to 
protect the rights and safety of bicyclists in Maryland. 

Bike Maryland’s Legislative Priorities for 2018 are: 

• Safe Passing — Eliminates the narrow road 
exception and allows vehicles to legally cross 
the double yellow line to pass a cyclist. SB268 
sponsored by Senator Lee (D-Montgomery) 
passed the Senate Judicial Proceedings Com-
mittee and is headed to the Senate floor for 
debate this week. A vote on HB222 sponsored 
by Delegate Cassily (R-Harford) is expected in 
Committee this week. 

• Vulnerable Road User — Provides addition-
al penalties when a driver kills or seriously 
injures a cyclist, pedestrian, or person using 
a mobility device. This legislation will help to 
make drivers more aware and provide a needed 
deterrent. They are HB1099 sponsored by Del-
egate Lafferty (D-Baltimore County) and SB868 
sponsored by Senator Lee (D-Montgomery)

• Complete Streets — HB744/SB850 sponsored 
by Delegate Lafferty (D-Baltimore County) and 
Senator Mathias (D-Worscester) would require 
the Maryland Department of Transportation to 
adopt a complete streets policy, which would 
result in more opportunities for bicyclists and 
pedestrians on Maryland’s roadways. 

• Assistance to Local Governments to Implement 
Complete Streets — Delegate Lierman (D-Bal-
timore City) and Senator Guzzone (D-How-
ard) introduced HB55 and SB406 to provide 
funding to Maryland’s cities and counties to 
develop complete streets policies and to begin 
the planning process. 

The annual Maryland Bicycle Symposium was held 
in the Miller Senate Office Building in Annapolis on 
February 13, 2018. This key Maryland bicycle event 
provides participants opportunities to meet with 
Maryland legislators to promote local and statewide 
bicycle initiatives and legislation. Presentations were 
made on a variety of topics from “Funding Trail 
Networks in Maryland” to the achievements of Balti-
more’s Digital Harbor Bicycle Club. Most important-
ly, the symposium offered participants and legislators 
the opportunity to assess Maryland’s bicycle achieve-
ments and chart a course for future investments and 
legislation. Special thanks goes to Bike Maryland for 
their on-going support and sponsorship of the Mary-
land Bicycle Symposium. 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

A road cycling enthusiast for several decades, David is a semi- 

retired regional transportation planner and past Deputy Director of 

Infrastructure Planning for the Maryland Department of Planning. 

His cycling interests include overcoming barriers of new riders to 

bicycling, improving Maryland's bicycling infrastructure and laws, 

and road cycling up and down horizontally challenged landscapes 

throughout North America. 



MECHANIC'S CORNER by David Lancaster

Make Sure Your Bike is Ready to Ride for Spring
These few simple checks will make your first ride of the season the dream it should be!

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

David Lancaster is the founder of Bike SAG (Support And Gear), a 

professional SAG wagon service. Founded in 2010, Bike SAG has 

provided service to 500+ days of cycling events. www.bikesag.com

THE RIDING SEASON will soon begin. Before we 
go out for a ride, we should check our bikes over to 
make sure they are safe and mechanically sound. 

Here let's briefly review some previous maintenance 
tips from the August and September 2017 columns, 
(available online at www.spokesmagazine.com) before 
talking about things to look for if you've had your 
bike on a trainer.

Before every ride you should do the A-B-C-Quick-
Check, but it's also a good place to start if your bike 
has been in storage for the winter. First, check the AIR 
(tire pressure) in your tires and in doing so, check 
your tires. Move on to your BRAKES and give a few 
squeezes to make sure they are responsive and not 
sticking. Next make sure your CHAIN, CASSETTE, 
and CRANK are all moving smoothly. Again, while 
you are off your bike, spin your pedal backwards to 
make sure it moves smoothly. Lift up the back wheel 
and spin the pedal forward while you click through 
some gears to make sure the cassette is moving easily. 
QUICK isn't referring to the speed you'll be able to 
do this check, but rather all the Quick Releases on 
your bike. Make sure the Quick Release Skewers are 
closed properly and snug to the front fork and frame.

A note about chain cleaning: your chain should be 
cleaned and lubed periodically — for road bikes, 
chains should be lubed about every 100 miles and off-
road bikes should be lubed after every ride. If you see 

you have a lot of debris clinging onto the chain after 
you lube it or it feels gritty, then you should clean the 
chain. If you left your chain needing attention, be 
sure to address it before taking it out for the first ride 
of the season. 

If your bike has been sitting over the winter your 
shifters may freeze up or stop working during the 
first ride. This is likely from sitting for a long period 
in a dry climate hardening the grease. You should 
spray them with your favorite spray lube to soften the 
hardened grease, even if they are working fine at first. 
By sticking the straw of the spray lube into the shifter, 
a few squirts will solve the problem. Be sure to work 
the shifters into all gears to help spread the lube and 
wipe off all the excess.

Now, if you have been using your bike on a trainer 
you should go over a few more things. Check your 
rear tire to make sure it has plenty of tread. If the tire 
appears to have a flat surface the tread is low. Com-
pare it to the front tire and see how rounded that one 
is compared to the rear. 

Perspiring over the bike on the trainer can also lead 
to other problems. Sweat is corrosive, attacking under 
the handlebar tape, cables, and bottom bracket. To 
help prevent or take care of this you should replace 
the handlebar tape, lube the cables, and wash the 
bike. To wash the bike and handlebars (after remov-
ing the handlebar tape) get the bike damp. Then 

sprinkle baking soda over the hard hit areas. Let this 
sit for 3 to 5 minutes before rinsing. Then dry off the 
bike and polish with your favorite polish. There are 
plenty of YouTube videos online to direct you on how 
to wrap your handlebars, but your local bike shop will 
appreciate your business as well.

With these few checks you'll make sure your bike is 
road worthy and your first spin in beautiful weather 
will make you want to get out to ride even more.



CALENDAR OF EVENTS
To have your event listed or for information on 

how to place an enhanced listing, contact: 
sales@spokesmagazine.com

MAR 17-23 BIKE FLORIDA 
bikeflorida.org

MAR 24 ICICLE CENTURY 
whiteclaybicycleclub.org/events/icicle-metric

APR 14  TSR SPRING CLASSIC 
tsrspringclassic.homestead.com

APR 14 TAR WHEEL CENTURY
www.rivercitycyclingclub.com

APR  14-19 FLORIDA BICYCLE SAFARI
www.floridabicyclesafari.com 

APR 21 HIGH BRIDGE RIDE
highbridgeride.weebly.com

APR 27-28 OCEAN TO BAY BIKE TOUR
oceantobaybiketour.com

APRIL 27-29 LEWES, DE WEEKEND
www.potomacpedalers.org/lewes-weekend

MAY 20 – STORMING OF THUNDER RIDGE
Join your friends and fellow cyclists in the breath-
taking Blue Ridge Mountains of Central Virginia 
— this well-supported event offers camaraderie 
and challenge for every rider’s ability with a 
choice of 27, 45, 75 and 100 mile routes as you 
ride at your own pace along safe and scenic well-
marked country roads. Both the 27 & 45 mile 
routes follow a course of rolling hills and me-
andering back roads. The longer 75 & 100 mile 
routes test rider stamina with a 13 mile ascent to 
Apple Orchard Mountain, the highest peak of 
the Blue Ridge Parkway in Virginia. For an epic 
day in the saddle, the 100-mile route boasts over 
9000 feet of climbing.  Your registration helps 
fund the Annual Fund of the YMCA of Central 
Virginia. Included are cue sheets, fully stocked 
rest stops, SAG support, and monitoring of riders 
along the course. Free Outdoor Camping is 
available both Saturday and Sunday night. Indoor 
camping for a nominal fee is available on  
Saturday night. www.stormingofthunderridge.org

APR 28 RIDE TO END HUNGER
endhungercalvert.org/bike

APR 29 FREE CLINIC OF POWHATAN BIKE TOUR 
www.powhatanbiketour.com

MAY 5 TOUR DE COOKIE 
treehousemd.org/tour-de-cookie

MAY 5 SOWW WARRIOR BIKE RIDE 
willingwarriors.org/event/bikeride

MAY 6 FIVE BORO BIKE TOUR 
www.bike.nyc

MAY 6-12 VIRGINIA 3 CAPITALS TOUR
www.spokesmagazine.com/three-capitals-bike-tour

MAY 12 CAPITAL-2-CAPITAL 
www.virginiacapitaltrail.org/cap-2-cap

MAY 12 IRON FURNACE 50 
www.ironfurnacefifty.org

MAY 14 ASSAULTS ON MT MITCHELL
theassaults.com

MAY 16 RIDE OF SILENCE
www.rideofsilence.org

MAY 19 DC BIKE RIDE 
dcbikeride.com

MAY 19 TOUR DE FLOYD
TourdeFloyd.org

MAY 19 SCU QUAD COUNTY METRIC 
www.suburbancyclists.org

MAY 19 TOUR DE MADISION 
tourdemadison.com

MAY 19 CASA RIVER CENTURY
casarivercentury.org 

MAY 20 DELAWARE GRAN FONDO
wilmgrandpre.com

MAY 20 HORSE FARM TOUR 
www.hanovercyclers.org/horse-farm-tour

MAY 20 STORMING OF THUNDER RIDGE
stormingofthunderridge.org



MAY 20 MARYLAND ENDURANCE CHALLENGE
MDEnduranceChallenge.com

MAY 20 A RIDE TO REMEMBER 
act.alz.org/ridetoremember2018

MAY 20-26 VIRGINIA 3 CAPITALS TOUR
www.spokesmagazine.com/three-capitals-bike-tour

MAY 21-25 TRIRI
tritri.org

MAY 25-28 KENT COUNTY SPRING FLING
www.baltobikeclub.org

MAY 26 WILDERNESS ROAD RIDE 
wildernessroadride.org

JUN 2 PEDAL TO PRESERVE
www.lancasterfarmlandtrust.org

JUN 2 SMECO-75
www.smeco.coop/community/smeco75

JUN 3 WNC FLYER
wncflyer.com 

JUN 9 PAX RIVER RURAL LEGACY RIDE
ohbike.memberlodge.org/event-2561019 

JUN 16 LE TOUR DE SHORE
www.esvachamber.org

JUNE 22-27 BIKE VIRGINIA
bikevirginia.org/2018-tour 

JUL 7 DELAWARE DOUBLE CROSS
whiteclaybicycleclub.org/events/doublecross 

JULY 13-15 MOUNT JACKSON WEEKEND
www.potomacpedalers.org/special-cycling-events

JULY 14 HIDDEN VALLEY MOUNTAIN METRIC
www.laurelhighlands.org/events/detail/hidden-val-
ley-mountain-metric-cycling-event/21455/ 

JULY 21-28 BON TON ROULET
www.bontonroulet.com

JULY 22 THE FIREFIGHTER 50 (35/50/101)
www.firefighter50.com

AUGUST 4 MT MAMA CYCLING CHALLENGE
highlandcountyrecreation.org/mountain-mama-
road-bike-challenge.html

AUGUST 25 CUMBERLAND VALLEY CENTURY
www.bikecvcc.com 

AUGUST 10-12 TOUR DE FREDERICK
www.tourdefrederick.com 



CYCLISTS' KITCHEN by NANCY CLARK, MS, RD, CSSD

ATHLETES TEND TO do a good job of training their 
muscles, heart and lungs. But some of them (particu-
larly endurance athletes and those in running sports) 
commonly fail to train their gut. As one marathoner 
reported, “I was so afraid of getting diarrhea during long 
training runs that I did not eat or drink anything before-
hand. I really struggled after 14 miles...” A high school 
soccer player admitted, “I’m so afraid I’ll throw up if I 
run with food in my stomach.” He ate only a light lunch 
at 11:00 and then practiced on fumes at3:30. No won-
der he had a disappointing season.

An estimated 30-50% of endurance athletes (includ-
ing up to 90% of distance runners) have experi-
enced gastro-intestinal (GI) issues during and after 
hard exercise. They fear bloat, gas, nausea, stomach 
cramps/pain, side stitch, diarrhea, vomiting, and 
urge to defecate. These issues arise during long bouts 
of exercise because blood flow to the gut is reduced 
for an extended period of time. When combined with 
dehydration, elevated body temperature and high 
levels of stress hormones, normal intestinal function 
can abruptly end.

If you are an athlete with a finicky GI tract, restricting 
your diet before and during exercise will not solve 
the problem. You want to learn how to train your gut 
to accommodate performance enhancing carbs and 
water. That way, you can train better—hence compete 
better—without stressing about undesired pit stops.

Thankfully, the gut is trainable. Competitive eaters 
have proven this point. Google Nathans’ Hot Dog Eat-
ing Competition and watch the video of a champ who 
stuffed 72 hotdogs into his stomach in 10 minutes. 
Clearly, he had to train his gut to be able to com-
plete that task.

 Competitive eating is unlikely your goal, but you may 
want to be competitive in your sport. That means 
you need to fuel wisely in order to perform optimal-
ly. While some “keto-athletes” choose to train their 
bodies to rely on fat for fuel (fat is less likely to cause 
GI distress), training the gut is a far easier alternative 
for most of us.

The following tips can help you exercise with diges-
tive peace.

• Drink enough fluids. Dehydration triggers intestinal 
problems. Your goal is to drink enough to prevent 
2% dehydration (sweat loss of 2 pounds per 100 
pounds of body weight from pre- to post-exercise). 
If you are a “big guy” who sweats heavily, this can 
be a lot of fluid. For example, a 200-pound football 
player could easily lose 4 pounds (a half-gallon) of 
sweat in an hour of exercise. He needs to train his 
gut to handle fluid replacement during training. 
He could need as much as 12 to 16 ounces every 15 
minutes during a two-hour practice.

•  Feeling “full” and “bloated” during exercise 
indicates fluids (and foods) have not emptied from 
the stomach. This commonly happens during really 
hard exercise, when reduced blood flow to the 
stomach delays stomach emptying. Hot weather 
and prolonged exercise in the heat can also reduce 
stomach emptying.

•  You want to dilute highly concentrated carbs (i.e., 
gels), so be sure to drink enough water during exer-
cise (i.e. 16 oz. water per 100 calories gel). This will 
help speed up gastric emptying.

• If you plan to eat a peanut butter on a bagel before 
you compete, you want to routinely eat that before 
important training sessions. This helps train your 
gut to accommodate fat (sustained energy) as well 
as carbs (quick energy).

• Once carbohydrates (such as sport drink, gel, ba-
nana, or gummi bears) empties from the stomach, 
it enters the small intestine and is broken down into 
one of three simple sugars (glucose, fructose, galac-
tose). These sugars need “taxi cabs” to get transport-
ed out of the intestine and into the blood stream.

• Too many gels or chomps without enough trans-
porters can lead to diarrhea. By training with your 
race-day carbs, you can increase the number of 
transporters. 

• If you typically eat a low-carb Paleo or keto-type diet 
and then on the day of, let’s say, a marathon, you 
decide to fuel with carb-rich gels and sports drinks, 
your body won’t have the capacity to optimally trans-
port the sugar (carbs) out of your intestines and to 
your muscles. You could easily end up with diarrhea.

• When planning what to eat during extended exer-
cise, choose from a variety of carbs with a variety of 
sugars (i.e., sport drink, gum drops, and maple sug-
ar candy). This helps prevent the glucose transport-
ers from getting saturated. Too much of one kind of 
sport food can easily create GI problems.

• “Real foods” such as banana, raisins and cereal, 
have been shown to be as effective as commercial 
sport foods. Your body processes “real food” every 
day and has developed a good supply of transport-
ers to deal with the carbohydrate you commonly 
eat. By experimenting and learning what works best 
for your body, you can fuel without anxiety about 
undesired pit stops.

• For exercise that lasts for up to two hours, research 
suggests about 60 grams (240 calories) of carb per 
hour can empty from the small intestine and get 
into the blood stream. Hence, that’s a good target. 
For longer, slower, events, the body can use 90 g 
(360 calories) carb per hour from multiple sourc-
es, as tolerated. Again, train your gut!

 

Are You Training Your Gut?

The bottom line: 

• Train with relatively large volumes of fluid to 
get your stomach used to that volume.

• Routinely eat carbohydrate-based foods before 
training sessions to increase your body’s ability 
to absorb and use the carbs.

• During training, practice your race-day fueling. 
Mimic what you might eat before the actual 
competitive event, and tweak it until you find 
the right balance.

• If you are concerned about diarrhea, in addi-
tion to preventing dehydration, limit your fiber 
intake for a few days pre-event (fewer whole 
grains, fruits and veggies).

• Reducing your intake of onions, garlic, broc-
coli, apples, and sorbitol might help reduce GI 
issues during exercise.

• Meet with a sports dietitian to help you create a 
fueling plan that promotes intestinal peace and 
better performance.
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