French cusine for the Cyclist
Why are the French so slim? Scientists used to wonder why the French are generally slim despite the apparently rich cuisine. Now we know - most French people eat a Mediterranean diet, considered to be one of the healthiest styles of eating to adopt. 
Fact Despite fairly high consumption of cream, oils, cheese and meat, just 10 percent of French adults are obese, compared with 24 percent of British adults.  

Fact A Mediterranean type diet results in more stable blood sugar levels than British diets which are often dominated by convenience foods. 

Fact A review of 35 studies on the Mediterranean diet has shown favourable effects on lipoprotein levels, insulin resistance, cardiovascular mortality and cancer incidence.  

Fact While the French may love cheese, they also eat a fair amount of nuts, seeds, olives and seafood, all of which supply healthy fats shown to protect against cardiovascular disease.

Why is the French diet good for cyclists?

The Mediterranean diet is rich in ‘good’ fats which reduce inﬂammation – great for anyone with injuries, joint problems or allergy-type reactions.  And if you want to keep cycling into old age, research has shown that among individuals aged 70 to 90 years, adherence to a Mediterranean diet and healthy lifestyle is associated with a more than 50 percent lower rate of all causes of mortality. 

It’s not just the type of food
Recent studies have shown that smaller portion sizes in France may explain why they can seemingly eat mussels drenched in garlic butter and still stay slim. 
In fact, on average they consume far fewer calories than we do. This is partly because of their relaxed style of eating – the French savour their food. For them, it seems, eating is a life-enriching pleasure, not something to be rushed. 
Eating in France is also very much a social activity. By taking things more slowly, there’s plenty of time between courses for the body to work out when it’s full. So for them, it’s quality that counts, not quantity.
So, whilst on holiday you might pick up some life enhancing habits that you can continue when you come home.     
Just compare a typical British diet with the healthier French version:
  

	Typical British diet
	Typical French diet

	Rushed meals in front of the TV
	Sociable, leisurely meals

	Big portions
	Smaller portions

	Sausages, burgers – lots of saturated fat

	Lean meats, ﬁsh and seafood – more protein, less carbohydrate

	White toast and sugary jam
	Smaller portions of breads and pastries

	Sugary sweets and drinks 
	Dark chocolate



	Fast foods and ready-meals
	Local cheeses and hams 

	Crisps and biscuits 


	Olives, nuts, seeds and dried fruits

	Processed foods and drinks
	Plenty of local fresh vegetables, fruits and whole grains

	Beer and wine (often to excess)


	Small amounts of red wine with meals 

	Trans fats, margarines 


	Butter and olive oil

	Salt and ketchup
	Garlic, herbs, citrus juices and vinegars for ﬂavouring


Cycling Nutrition

Running out of energy on a bike ride is colloquially known as the bonk, a term which equates to the wall experienced by runners. Legs can turn to jelly and a feeling of exhaustion and dizziness overcomes the rider. To avoid this sudden physical crash, it's essential for cyclists to eat the right foods at the right time.

Carbohydrates are an obvious choice for cyclists, and huge plates of pasta may just account for the prowess of generations of Italian road racers! Pasta is an example of a food with a low glycemic index, and a source of carbohydrate which is slowly metabolised. As such, it provides sustained energy. Highly glycemic carbohydrates are easily-absorbed, boosting blood sugar and keeping energy levels topped up. 

A Balanced Diet

A diet rich in fruits and vegetables (fresh if possible), whole grain breads, pasta, cereals, milk, eggs, fish and red meat is ideal. These foods need to be combined in such a way that about 60-70% of the total calories are coming from carbohydrate sources, 25% from fats and the remainder (about 15%) from proteins.

Carbohydrates
Carbohydrates are great foods for cyclists. They don't clog your arteries or give you cancer, but carbohydrates don't all metabolise at the same rate.

The glycemic index rates the speed at which various carbohydrates are metabolised and their ability to raise blood sugar. Foods that rate high in the list make their energy available after twenty minutes or so, while foods which come in under 35 provide sustained energy. Glucose is the reference point, with an index of 100.

The glycemic response is influenced by the amount of food you eat, its fibre content, fat content or amount of added fat, and the way the food is prepared.

If cycling for longer than an hour or so, load with two grams of low-index carbohydrates per kilogram of body weight. These foods will help to keep your blood sugar level stable throughout the ride.

Highly glycemic carbs are best just before, during, and after exercise. The sugars from these foods enter the bloodstream quickly to be available to your muscles. However, avoid highly glycemic foods too long before exercise, or pick foods richer in fructose than glucose or the mixture of the two sugars, sucrose. 

Breakfast

The meal before a ride should be low in fat and with no big lumps of protein. Both will tie up body resources in digestion, resources which are really needed for powering your legs. Also, cut down on fibre, which will absorb water and sit in your stomach. This is the only time where you don't want fibre in your system.

Eggs are not a  brilliant choice, and milk is a poor beverage for the cyclist. Pasta or pancakes are great pre-ride meals, while whole-grain cereal with milk is much less so.

Try to pick a food with a low glycemic index, such as pasta, grains like all-bran and oatmeal. These will release their energy over the day, rather than twenty minutes after the meal. The advice is to avoid cereals such as corn flakes and cheerios, sugars, and white breads – but who can resist the allure of freshly baked croissants or a crispy baguette!  

Pre-Ride

It is best to avoid eating anything within an hour of the ride. If you leave less time, you will sabotage your blood sugar with an insulin reaction. An hour leaves enough time for insulin and glucose levels to return to normal, but leave more for solid foods and even more for hard-to-digest proteins and fats.

Don't eat anything for the first half hour of the ride. On the other hand, eating during the ride is good for endurance - otherwise you'll find yourself with an energy dip after about two hours. The sugars are used directly by your muscles, sparing their precious stores of glycogen.

Drinking

Hydration is also key for cyclists, with at least 750ml per hour needed to replace the fluids lost through exertion.

Drinking large volumes of water is a must for cycling. Nearly every calorie of heat you produce must be dissipated by evaporating water from your skin, which adds up to tremendous volumes for replacement: one large water bottle of 750 mL or 24 oz per hour of riding. Water is especially vital in hot or dry weather, or when at altitude.

Dehydration can cause heat stroke and heat exhaustion especially in the summer but by the time your feel thirsty, you are already dehydrated! Drink water preemptively and drink more water than you think you need. 

Choosing a Drink

When you’re being more active than usual on your cycling holiday, it is a good idea to get in some carbohydrates and nutrition in your drinks. A mixture of 50% fruit juice and 50% water is an inexpensive and steady source of sugars and carbohydrates. One hour's worth of this mixture contains 133 calories, a fair chunk of the 250 calorie per hour minimum for rides longer than two hours.

What about wine? Wine contains a rich mix of cardio-protective nutrients. These include salicylates, which have an anti-platelet effect, and ethanol, which can cause the blood vessels to dilate and help reduce blood pressure. 

Red wine also contains a mix of ﬂavonoids that reduce free radical formation and the risk of thrombosis. These also raise HDL cholesterol (the good stuff) and inhibit LDL oxidation in the arteries. The beneﬁts appear greater when you drink it like the French – in small amounts with meals.      

So drinking red wine in moderation is definitely claimed to have a beneficial effect on the heart but there’s a lot more to it. The Mediterranean style of eating is typically abundant in protein-rich meats and ﬁsh, fresh vegetables, fruits, nuts and seeds, yet low in sugary grains and processed foods. 

But save your glass or two until the end of the day – alcohol and cycling don’t mix very well!

Energy Drinks

Energy drinks generally contain enough water to metabolise the carbohydrates they contain, but not enough to keep you hydrated, so extra water is needed. Generally, you should be drinking one large water bottle per hour (24 oz or 750 mL).

Caffeine

Many cyclists avoid coffee while cycling as it’s a diuretic. A diuretic, of course, is a substance which reduces the amount of water your kidneys reclaim while cleaning your blood, moving water from your blood (and muscles) to your bladder. Having a water shortage of a mere 2% of your body weight (or 1 litre per 110 lbs of body weight) can impair performance. However, staying away from caffeine completely is not necessarily a good idea.

One important point to note is that while exercising, the dehydrating effects of caffeine are almost unnoticeable. The main effect of caffeine is to burn fat rather than your body's limited carbohydrate reserves. On average, only about 19% of your energy comes from fat; less when you're really exerting yourself. With caffeine in your system, however, enough fat is burned to provide 40% of the needed energy.

Coffee is a good source of caffeine and a delicious, typically French start to the day. A cafe au lait has large amounts of steamed milk, giving it significant nutritional and energy value
