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We cyclists are a tense lot. By “tense” I don’t mean uptight 
(although that’s arguable too). I mean we’re prone to tight 
muscles that can lead to imbalances, injuries and—worst of 
all—time away from the saddle.  
 
To help with this, I’ve devised a little routine I’d like to share 

with y’all. I do this most evenings, especially after a long ride. It alleviates pain in my 
knee and lower back (my problem areas) and leaves me feeling like a million bucks the 
next morning. 
 
If you do it all at once, this routine takes about 20-30 minutes-- or you can break it up 
over a few hours. The one caveat to that is that I’d wait a few hours after riding. Exercise 
breaks down muscle. Foam rolling breaks them down even more (albeit differently). You 
need some time in between the two activities for repair. And just to be clear, I’m not a 
physical therapist. This is a great program—I’ve workshopped it with a few super-
knowledgeable cyclist buddies—but if you have serious issues, you should talk to a pro. 
 
Normally, I do this routine while watching The Colbert Report, which helps distract me 
from the (mild) pain and tedium. Feel free to watch whatever you’d like, except maybe 
Grand Tour coverage, because you should really focus when you watch those. (See 
above: Uptight.) 
 

Part One: Foam Rolling 
 
The fancy word for this is “self-myofascial release.” You’re basically giving yourself a 
massage while warming up for the other moves. The nice thing about foam rolling is that 
it allows you to find trigger points—parts of your muscle that are especially 
problematic—and to work them out. If you hit one of these spots, spend extra time there. 
It’ll hurt, but that’s a good thing. 
 
If you’re new to foam rolling, it’s easy to learn. Look it up on YouTube and you’ll find 
all kinds of simple tutorials.  
 
Thighs: 5-10 minutes each side. Roll out the whole quad, starting at the top or bottom and 
working your way towards the middle, remembering to focus on the parts that hurt the 
most. For me, that’s usually the front center part of the quad and right above the knee. 
 
Glutes and Hamstrings: 2-5 minutes each side. I usually just roll around here briefly 
checking for any trigger spots. If I find one, I’ll work on it for a few more minutes. I get a 
lot more benefit from focusing on stretching my hamstrings, as opposed to rolling, but if 
this does more for you, go for it.  



Part Two: Activation 
 
This is all low-level strength training. Sure, it builds strength, but it also helps engage 
muscles you might normally neglect, which helps with overall balance. 
 
Toe lifts: 30-60 reps. Stand with your back flat against a wall 
with your feet in front of you about 2-3 feet. Lift up and down on 
your heels as many times as you can, up to 60. This is a great one 
for warding off plantar fasciitis and shin splints.  
 
 

Calf lifts: 30-60 reps. Stand up straight. Lift up and down on the 
balls of your feet as many times as you can, up to 60 times. If 
your calves are loose enough, do this with your heels hanging off 
the back of a step. 
 
 

 
Forearm plank. Hold for 30 seconds, 3 sets. This is a 
basic core move—great because cyclists often neglect 
these muscles. Assume a top-of-a-push-up position, 
except with your elbows on the ground so that your 
arms stick out, like a sphinx.  There are three tricks to 
a good plank. First, make sure your shoulders aren’t 
scrunched up. The further away they are from your 
ears, the better. Second, make sure you’re straight, 
not swaybacked or with your butt in that air. If you don’t have someone to verify this, 
record yourself with your phone, but don’t put it on YouTube. No one cares. Third, 
engage your whole core, not just your abs. Flex your glutes and quads and try to visualize 
how they’re also holding you up. Once this gets easy, work up to 3 sets of 60 seconds.  
 

Tabletops: 2-3 reps, 20 second each. I find this releases 
the stress in my upper back and shoulders after hours 
hunched over handlebars. Get on all fours, looking 
straight down, and make sure your spine is dead-straight, 
from your butt to the base of your skull. Push your 
shoulders towards your hips and hold it for 2-3 reps. For 
bonus work, slowly alternate sticking your arms straight 
out in front of you without moving your shoulders.  

 
Bonus back stretch: As long as you’re on all fours, do a few Cat-Cows. Start with a 
relaxed, neutral spine. Now arch your back, like an angry cat, and hold it for a few 
seconds. Next, curve your spine down, like an old, swaybacked cow, and hold that for a 
few seconds. Keep alternating these two poses as long as you’d like. 

 
 



Part Three: Stretching 
 
Cycling is all about tightness. Stretching is all about looseness. Mix the two and you get 
balance. These are the stretches I prefer. If there’s another stretch that you like that works 
the same muscle, use that instead.  
 

Hamstrings: 60+ seconds each side. Put your foot up 
on a table or the seat of a chair. Then lean over and 
grab your foot or shin with both hands, trying to keep 
your knee and back as straight as possible. Don’t 
sacrifice form. If you can only reach your shin or 
even your knee, that’s cool. 30 seconds into this 
stretch, try to push it a couple inches further. Another 
option is to wrap a belt around your foot and grab 
both ends of it, pulling yourself forward.  

 
Calves: 60+ seconds each side. I do an old-school runner’s 
stretch, hands against a wall or gripping a counter, pressing as 
though I’m trying to push down said wall or counter. 
 
 

Standing Quads (The Easy Option): 30-60 
seconds each side. While standing, grab a 
foot behind your back. Pull in your foot 
while gently thrusting your hip forward. 
The pulling works the quads. The thrusting 
adds a nice little stretch to the psoas, which 
is the muscle between the quads and abs. (Everyone forgets about 
this muscle, but it’s a big culprit in lower back pain.) I like to do 
this without using my other hand for support because that adds a 
tiny bit of balance/core work to the stretch. 
 

 
Kneeling Quads (The Hard Option): 30-60 seconds each 
side. Most cyclists have really tight quads, so this stretch 
works ‘em good. With your back one or two feet from a 
wall (or other vertical surface), kneel on one leg, placing 
a folded up towel under your knee if you have knee 
issues. Lift your foot and put it against the wall, so 
you’re using the wall like you where using your hand in 
the standing quad stretch. Now put your other foot in 
front of you, as if you’re about to propose to someone. 
Put both your hands on your raised knee and gently lean back. This is a deep stretch, so 
be careful. If it’s too intense, go back to the standing stretch or try a vertical surface that 
gives a little, like an exercise ball. 
 



Psoas. 30-60 seconds each side. The psoas runs from 
your spine to the start of your quad and it tends to be 
tight in cyclists, given how they’re constantly bent 
over. A variation on the Kneeling Quad stretch 
without your back foot elevated works your psoas. I 
find it works even better if you raise the arm on the 
side of your kneeling leg straight up.  
 

 
IT Band: 60+ seconds each side. The iliotibial band, 
which is just outside the quad, is another problem spot 
for many cyclists. To stretch this one, sit flat on the 
floor with one leg extended. Cross your other leg over, 
with the foot flat(ish) on the ground. Now hug your leg, 
aiming your knee towards the opposite armpit. You 
may need to move the flat(ish) foot around a little to 
find your stretch.  

 
Keep in mind that we all have our problem areas and our favorite moves, so feel free to 
lengthen/shorten any move as needed and sub in your own stuff. The main take-away 
here is that this program is designed to cover all your leg needs, so don’t eliminate a 
move entirely, lest you create an imbalance.  Instead, find something else similar that 
floats your boat.  
 
If you have questions or feedback, I’d love to hear from you. Please drop me a line at 
info@denisfaye.com or on Facebook at www.facebook.com/realnutritionnerd. 
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