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Mountain Biking 101

Schooled By A Pro: Riding
with Alison Dunlap
To learn to golf, you go to classes. To play tennis, you
take lessons. So why on earth doesn't anybody teach
us how to mountain bike better? (Guess what? They
do.)
GINA DEMILLO
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(Photo by )

Sweat and sunscreen burn my eyes as I fly down the
rocky singletrack of Moab's Porcupine Rim Trail,
sucking off the back wheel of world champ Alison
Dunlap. I'd wipe my brow, but my hands are frozen to the
grips. My fingers are numb, and there's no safe moment to let
go. Instead I blink furiously and catch a hazy view of reality:
just off my right elbow, a cliff with a death drop to the Colorado
River 200 feet below. Ahead, the blue and yellow team-issue
jersey undulates like a Jet Ski on an ocean wave. I'm tethered
to it by a desperate thread. My legs quiver with fatigue and
fear. More sweat, and rocks, rocks, rocks--the jagged, flaky, red
kind you only find in the Southwest. And dust. I breathe it in. I
drink it with every slurp from my CamelBak. I blow out brown
snot. To add insult, every minute or so Alison's back wheel fires
pebbles at my chest. Each sting reminds me that I'm still alive.

S

The pro's advice is running through my head: "Head up, relax,
breathe, weight back." Relax? Yeah, right.
The trail winds like a stretched Slinky and the drops get
steeper, but Alison doesn't touch her brakes. Neither do I. My
hips sway over the saddle, attempting to do what my arms
can't: steer my bike around hairpin turns, dodge boulders, the
occasional tree, and that cliff. That cliff! I follow Alison's line,
all the time trying to ignore the voice in my head that screams
with each drop, "Holy shit. I'm an idiot." And I am. We round a
bend and Alison launches a doozie--vaulting off a slickrock slab
that leads to a four-foot drop into a quicksand-thick sand trap
below. She sails gracefully and lands confidently, her loose
limbs absorbing the impact. Stiff and unsure, I fool myself into
thinking I should follow. By the time my senses kick in, it's too
late. No time to bail. This is more than a drop; it's a leap of
faith.
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Alison Sucked Once, Too
I'm not Alison's typical riding partner. As a pro with Team
Luna Chix, she's used to tearing up trails with superstars like
12/5/14 1:39 PM
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Marla Streb and Juli Furtado. But this week she's left the
racing circuit to lend her skills to a group of weekend warriors
through her new adventure camp, one of a growing number of
venues for regular folks to get coached by pros (see Skills Camp
sidebar, p. 108). In this case, nine women, all beginner- to
intermediate-level riders, have paid $1,300 to spend a week in
Moab camping and riding with Alison, polishing their skills
and learning what it takes to ride like a star.
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Everyone comes with her own stories of biking success and
defeat. Some of the women are roadies making the switch to
dirt. Others race on the sport level and want to gain a
competitive edge. Still, others just want to keep up with their
burly husbands and boyfriends, for whom fear (or is that
common sense?) never seems to be an object. As for me, I'm a
recreational rider who occasionally competes in adventure
races and triathlons. I'm also a rider who falls. The scars on my
legs recall slides on muddy embankments and logs I couldn't
quite get over. Early in my learning curve, I endured an
embarrassing crash in which I barreled out-of-control down a
small hill on a gravel bike path, hit a rut and endoed. The
result? A dozen stitches in my elbow and confidence so
shattered that I'd sometimes cry in the car on the way to group
rides, anticipating the fear I'd feel on steep descents.
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You wouldn't think Alison could relate. But long before she
won her world mountain bike title in 2001 or had dreams of an
Olympic medal in Greece, she was a young rider just trying to
figure things out. As the only woman on the road cycling team
at Colorado College, she was lapped in several races. At the end
of her first season, she raced the Collegiate Nationals, where
the guys on her team decided to give her some advice.
"This was the biggest event I'd done in my life and I was scared
out of my brain. Literally 10 minutes before the start, this guy I
had the biggest crush on comes up to me and says, 'I don't
know how to tell you this, but you're not supposed to wear
underwear under your bike shorts.' Our shorts had white
panels down the sides, so I'm sure he could see the color of the
flowers on my panties. I was horrified."
Like any champ, Alison didn't let it get her down. She ran to a
Port-A-Potty, took the underwear off and stashed them in her
jersey pocket for the entire race.
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Three seasons later, she won the Collegiate Nationals and went
on to join the U.S. National Team for the women's Tour de
France. "It was terrifying. The roads are really narrow, the
women are big and intimidating, and there are sharp turns
everywhere. I was so overwhelmed the first day that I just sat at
the back of the pack and cried." By the end of the two-week
stage race, Alison emerged to finish 20th overall. She credits
the intensity and risk of road racing with inspiring her to
switch to mountain biking.
The Learning Process
These days, you'd never guess she had anything to be nervous
or embarrassed about. As our camp group rolls into the
trailhead parking lot, riders approach us wanting an autograph.
The attention doesn't faze her. "Keep on going, I'll catch up,"
she yells to us. The women and I exchange knowing
smiles--our coach is famous.
All the camp activities thus far have been leading up to this ride
on Porcupine Rim, rated an advanced to expert run in most
Moab guidebooks. Our first day we went to a local park to work
on technical skills like trackstands and bunny-hopping. From
there, we got our feet wet at Klondike Bluffs, a fun path over
slickrock and sandy washes, with a few climbs and views of
dinosaur footprints. Day 3 we rode the newly opened Sovereign
Trail, where we learned to climb more efficiently and tackle a
few winding descents.
Off the bike, we're treated like queens. We wake to fresh coffee
and hot, calorie-packed breakfasts (usually pancakes or French
toast, eggs and hash browns). Our guides lead us in yoga as
dawn light dances on the redrock spires that form the backdrop
of our camp. Greg, Alison's husband and our group mechanic,
buzzes about, switching out pedals, lubing chains and topping
off air in tires. We roll out of camp while the air's still chilly.
Then, each evening we indulge in solar showers, a baptism of
sorts, washing clean reminders of the day's trail sins-dirt, blood
and dried sweat--leaving only pure, holy souvenirs like
sunburned cheeks and sore quads. After dinner, we lounge in
folding chairs and learn about other aspects of training, from
nutrition to stretching and recovery.
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By the end of the week, we've spent 5 to 7 hours a day in the
saddle tackling tricks and climbs we never thought we'd be able
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to do. We also walked sections, and everyone crashed at least
once. But with our increased competence as riders came more
confidence as well.
Lessons Learned
Seconds after Alison lands the slickrock hurdle, my front tire is
airborne and I hear myself yell, "Weight back! Relax!"
I scoot way off the rear of my saddle and feel my arms go to
Jell-O. My time in the air feels like an eternity. Is it too late to
clip out and jump over my handlebar like the experts do in
extreme dirt videos? Intuitively, I'm aware that Alison has
stopped ahead to watch my folly. Now she'll know I'm an idiot
too.
And then it happens. Suddenly my back tire hits the ground
and spanks me in the ass. Then the front lands with a jolt that
almost sends my chin into the top tube. But to my surprise, I
land the drop. I stop to catch my breath and receive a high-five
from Alison. Then, like any proud camper, I take a picture to
prove to myself and friends back home that I actually did it.
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As we continue on the Porcupine, I get to a point where I no
longer have to tell myself to relax and keep my head up. I've
chilled out so much that I start looking for faster lines, hugging
turns and flying over ledges. On flat sections, I catch myself
with my eyes off the trail, gazing like a tourist at the Colorado,
a sparkling ribbon so many feet below.
Toward the end of the ride, I notice Alison up ahead, walking
her bike. As I approach I can see why--there's another death
drop on the trail, this one with two deep steps in a narrow,
twisting corridor. Alison shrugs, smiles and says, "I don't ride
this part." I hop off my bike and follow her over the ledge. And
that's when it hits me. We all have something to learn.
Let's Go To Camp
Want to ride Moab's slickrock trail with Alison Dunlap,
Vermont's Kingdom Trails with 24-hour champ John
Stamstad, or vie for a spot at the Olympics (no joke)? Whether
you're a beginner whose goal is to finish a century or triathlon,
or you want to become a racing star, these camps have
programs tailored for you.
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Durango Mountain Bike Camp
If you're already an accomplished NORBA racer looking to get
even better, you need to know about DMBC, which offers both
juniors and adults the chance to get expert coaching (the staff
currently includes 6 world champions and many still-racing
pros) with the ultimate goal of becoming a world-class racer.
And if you do really well, you actually have a shot at attending
Endurance Training Camp at the U.S. Olympic Training Center
(doing well in several qualifying races is required first).
(877/267-3622 or www.bike-camp.com (http://www.bikecamp.com/); more on qualifying rules from USA Cycling at
806/762-9846)
Singletrack Ranch
Mountain Bike Hall-of-Fame inductee John Stamstad is known
best for his off-road endurance records (think 2,500 miles and
nearly 200,000 vertical feet of climbing in 18 days). But he
demands much less from his campers at Singletrack Ranch,
requiring only that they go home better riders than when they
arrived. Camps run 3 to 6 days and are available all over the
country including great riding locales like Moab, Hood River,
Oregon and Snowshoe, West Virginia. Daily activities include
skills clinics with one-on-one attention and afternoon trail
rides to test your new skills. (3-day camps start at $900 and
include lodging and meals; 888/310-1212;
www.singletrackranch.com
(http://www.singletrackranch.com/))
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Alison Dunlap Adventure Camps
World champ and Olympian Alison Dunlap teams with expert
guides from Western Spirit to offer a challenging, fun,
mountain biking vacation that tours all of Moab's best tracks.
Expect a mix of long trail rides, skills and video clinics, and
informal seminars on nutrition, bike maintenance, racing and
trail-use issues. Plus, gourmet meals and support from some of
the best guides in the business. Camps are divided into
women-only and coed weeks, with either condo
accommodations or camping under the stars. Best for
advanced beginner to intermediate-level
riders. ($1,295-$1,995, includes meals and lodging;
800/845-2453; www.alisondunlap.com
(http://www.alisondunlap.com/))
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