Why does my 5-year-old helmet probably need to be replaced?

The Snell Memorial Foundation - a non-profit organisation dedicated to research, education, testing, and development of helmet safety standards over the last 40-odd years - recommend you change your helmet about every 5 years.

'The 5 year replacement recommendation is a consensus position from both the helmet manufacturers and the Snell Foundation. Glues, resins and other materials used in helmet production can affect liner materials, plus general deterioration as a function of hair oils, body fluids, cosmetics, and normal 'wear and tear' all contributes to helmet degradation.
Additionally, experience indicates there will be a noticeable improvement in the protective characteristic of helmets over a five year period due to advances in materials, design and standards.'
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If your helmet looks like this...
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and it doesn't have something like this.. 

Giro Roc Loc integral retention device
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you should be looking at something like this... 
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or this...

A new helmet such as a Giro Targa or a Specialized Air Wave will be about 33% lighter and will fit infinitely better than your old hard-shell, so why not treat your brain to a new lid? After all nothing, not even your bicycle helmet, lasts forever.

One promise: when you do get round to replacing your old helmet, you'll be amazed how much they have come on in the last 5 (or was it 10?) years since you last bought one.
Where should I lube my bike and how often? 
Q. What do the longevity and reliability of your bicycle's components and the smooth running of your brakes and gears all have in common?
A. A little lubrication goes a long way.
A small amount of oil or grease in the right place ensures that your bike's moving parts keep on moving as they should, and that they last 2 or 3 times longer than components that are not cleaned and cared for.



A guide to lubricating the bike:
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a. Brakes - Front and Back
Lubricate all moving parts. Pay special attention to lube the cables where they come out of the brake levers and cable housings as these are the most common wear points. If oil drops onto the wheel rims wipe it off with degreaser or hot soapy water.

Lubed cables make for smooth-working brakes. Running a lightly lubed rag over all exposed cable every few months helps ward off corrosion. At least once a year, it makes sense to remove the cables from their housing for inspection, cleaning and lubing. If there is any sign of wearing or fraying, replace the cables. If you have V-brakes or cantilevers (found on most mountain bikes and town and trail bikes) remove then once or twice a year and grease the frame's brake bosses.

b. Gears
The front and rear mechs should be lubricated at the same time as the chain - approximately once a week (for a bike in a regular use) or after cleaning. Lubricate the pivot points and all moving parts.

As with the brakes, gear performance depends upon lubed cables. Pay particular attention to where the cable enters and exits the cable guides such as under the bottom bracket. Running a lightly lubed rag over all exposed cable helps ward off corrosion. 
If your bike has slotted cable guides (most modern bikes do), you can lube the whole length of the gear inner without having to undo the cable. Usually, all you have to do is shift the gear to the largest cog and chainring. Then without turning the cranks, change gear as you would if you were shifting to the smallest cog and chainring. This introduces enough slack to make it easy to release the cable housing from its slotted guide. You can then slide the housing out of the way and treat the now revealed inner cable to a replenishing shot of lube. (If you have a Shimano Rapid Rise rear gear such as a Nexave, the cable is at its highest tension on the smallest gear so here, you would shift the chain to the smallest rear cog, then shift the lever as you would if you were changing to the biggest cog - again without pedalling forward so the chain stays put and the cable goes slack enough to pull it out of its housing.)
c. Hubs Front and Back
We recommend you overhaul hub bearings once or twice a year. New ball bearings are not expensive (about 5p each form an Engineering supplies shop), so replace them as a matter of course with fresh grease. (Don't oil hubs. This washes out the grease so it's counter productive.)

d. Bottom Bracket
Traditional ball & cone type bottom brackets should get by with an annual overhaul - 11 new quarter inch ball bearings and fresh grease on each side.
In recent years, most better bikes (around £250-up) have come fitted with a sealed cartridge bottom bracket. Sealed bottom brackets require no maintenance and usually last for years. When it does eventually wear out (you'll feel the play) replace the whole unit.
Whether it's sealed or ball & cone, you can 'kill' a bottom bracket with overzealous use of the jet spray hose or the can of WD40, so once your bottom bracket is fitted, leave well alone.
Lubricating the Chain
Keeping the chain oiled will triple it's useful life. Running a worn-out chain will halve the life of anything it touches - the cogs, chainrings and jockey wheels.

What to do: Inspect the chain every week and look for a nice silky finish as on the chain below. If the chain loses it's silky look and takes on a highly polished chrome look, you have left it too long. If it turns to brown (rust) you have definitely left it too long.
As a rule of thumb, if you are a year-round cyclist, lubricate your chain at least once a week in the rainy season(s), and once a month when it's dry, plus make a habit of lubing the chain every time you get caught in the rain as soon as you get home. X-Lite’s water dispersing bike spray is especially handy here. Chain lube frequency depends on whether you use a dry lube or a wet lube. Dry lube is much cleaner but washes of more easily. Wet lube hangs on longer. Many of us reserve our dry lube for the summer and switch to a wet lube such as Finish Lind Cross Country in winter.
The best way to lube the chain is to stick it in top gear (big chainring/small rear cog). Then while slowly back-pedalling, drip or spray the lube until every link of the chain is oiled. Run through all the gears to distribute the lube over the sprockets, and to help it penetrate the chain's rollers. Leave for at least 10 minutes if possible, then wipe off any excess.
Whenever you lubricate any part of the bike, allow the lube to penetrate, then wipe off the excess with a dry cloth. Beware that too much lube is almost as bad as too little. Excess oil attracts dirt, and that kind of defeats the purpose of keeping the bike clean and lubed. 
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Seatpost and stem
An unlubricated seatpin can seize inside the frame. When this happens, it might not budge should you ever want to alter your saddle height or replace the seatpin. To avoid this disaster, the wise cyclist occasionally (once a year will do) removes and greases the length of seatpin that's hidden inside the frame. 
What are Suspension Forks All About ? 

Suspension forks are growing in popularity both as a standard feature of new bikes and as an upgrade. The advantage of suspension on a mountain bike is its ability to handle bumps at a greater speed, allowing you to ride faster. What's more, the extra cushioning means that your body suffers less from fatigue, allowing you to ride longer and further in more comfort. Most riders appreciate extra comfort and now suspension forks are becoming commonplace on better hybrid bikes, and some road bikes too.

Types of suspension forks:
Suspension forks are now highly sophisticated and far more dependable than the prototypes of 10 years ago. Different manufacturers offer a choice of forks so you will see forks for road bikes with as little as 1 inch/25mm travel, forks for cross country mountain biking with 3 inches/80mm travel, and forks for downhill bikes with as much as 8 inches/200mm travel. The 3 main spring systems are:
· Air/Oil (Light weight, especially air, expensive and short to medium travel 3”- 5”)

· Elastomer (Simple and cheap but less effective, travel around 3”- 4”)

· Coil Spring (Good, hard wearing and used for long travel 5”- 8”)


Each system has its own advantages and fervent supporters, but to generalise
Elastomers work especially well over the sort of continuous 'ripple'-type bumps that can be so fatiguing on trails. They are also usually the least expensive spring type.
Air/Oil is the favoured spring medium for the lightest weight forks (and you can usually adjust the preload with a pump).
Good old Coil Steel Springs make up for their weight penalty by offering the most progressive spring rate over the widest range of conditions, and they tend to be the most reliable.
Many forks combine these different springs systems - e.g. by using a coil spring damped with an elastomer or a hydraulic cartridge - to create a best of all worlds. If you are thinking about getting a pair of suspension forks you should consider:
· how hard you ride 

· what types of terrain you are likely to cross 

· how often you cycle 

· what type of riding you will be doing: e.g. racing, cross-country touring, downhilling etc. 
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How Suspension Works

a) When your bike hits a bump the fork's spring compresses to take up the shock. This rate of compression can be adjusted on some forks (damping).

b) Once over the bump the fork begins to travel back to its normal length. A damper in the fork controls the rate at which the 'spring' expands back (rebound). The time taken to return to normal length is determined by the damper setting. Most suspension forks have an adjuster to control this setting and the loading of the 'spring' (preload).

c) Once the forks are back to their original length your bike is ready for the next shock.
How should I prepare my bike for going a trip or taking on holiday and what tools should I take? 
Before setting off - check the bike
It doesn't take long to give your bike a quick check over. This simple check can prevent a lot of misery.
· Check the brake blocks for wear and adjustment. 

· Test your gears before you rush off into the hills and find your day is spoiled by a jumping chain. 

· Check your hubs, headset and bottom bracket bearings for any play. 

· Check for any loose nuts and bolts. 

· Check your wheels are true and spin freely. 


These basic checks are very easy to learn from cycle maintenance books. If you are unsure about checking your bike, take it to a shop and they will give it a thorough check for you. There is usually no charge for examining your bike, or for advice on what may or may not be required.

Things to take with you.
So you're ready for your day out, weekend away or continental trek. Carrying a few spares and a couple of handy tools will see you through most of the minor breakdowns that can happen. You can never carry enough tools or spares to cover every possible breakdown but this simple guide will see you through most.

Day trips
First comes the puncture repair kit and Tyre Levers. A spare Inner Tube is always a good idea, as no-one likes fixing a puncture in the rain - just replace the tube and mend the original tube once you reach your destination. Then, depending on how far you are going and for how long, other useful items are: Allen keys and 8, 9 and 10 mm spanners for your brakes and gears. Also make sure you have a spanner to take off your wheels if they are not quick-release. A pump: don't forget this essential piece of equipment. We occasionally find stranded victims on the side of the trail who had packed a bag full of tools and spares but forgot the most basic item - a pump. Another not so smart thing people do is set off with a pump without checking that it fits their valves so check it out before you set off.

For longer trips
As well as the above, take spare brake and gear cables, spare nuts and bolts to re-fix things like toe-clips and mudguards that may rattle loose.
If travelling to exotic resorts such as Bettyhill or Borneo, you might find yourself far from a Western -style bike shop, so packing a spare tyre makes sense. Kevlar-beaded tyres pack pretty small, but if you want to carry the bare minimum, take a tyre boot at least (Park Tools make good ones). This will seal a gashed sidewall till you get back to 'civilisation'.
Although it's thankfully a rare occurrence, chains do break - even perfectly joined perfectly maintained new chains, so take a chain tool with you whenever you cycle far from town. If your chain breaks, dispose of the problem link, and rejoin the chain. Given that a new chain has 116 links, ditching one link shouldn't compromise your gear capacity. Just to be on the safe side, it's wise to check that you still have sufficient chain length to achieve the most extreme, big-ring-to-big-cog gear. If you can't, limit the gears you run accordingly.
A spoke key is also a good idea. If you don't know how to use a spoke key, consider our 6-week cycle maintenance course that includes wheel truing. If such tuition is not for you, a harmless way to learn how to true wheels is to practice on a redundant old wheel. Expedition tourists also carry a few spare spokes. We stock spokes in around 40 lengths in 2mm steps so carefully measure the size your wheel requires or bring the bike to the shop when you buy your spokes and we'll measure the spokes for you.
One last thing on tools. You can get some great multi-tools these days which are very small and which do a surprisingly large number of jobs. They are not intended to replace your home tool kit but are excellent for taking on holiday. Check out the Topeak and Minoura tools catalogues.

So here's our advice: 
· Make sure your bike's running properly before you leave town, it's safer and more fun. 

· Keep your bike clean and well lubricated. Regular cleaning and oiling of your gears will double their useful life. 

· Most of all enjoy yourself. 

What are the differences between the various styles and models of helmet, and what specific features should I look for when buying one? 
Although regarded by many as a fashion accessory and an encumbrance by others, a helmet is an essential piece of cycling equipment. If you come a cropper, on or off-road, the only thing between your head and the ground is your trusty helmet. Better to learn to love it than loathe it.

Good helmets will meet a recognised safety standard such as CE (European Union Certification which supersedes the old BS). The actual fit is of great importance; a good, comfortable fit keeps the helmet in place when it's needed most. When the going gets tough a cool head is required, so ventilation also plays a part in helmet choice. Unsurprisingly, more and/or bigger slots strategically placed increases the air flow - something you'll appreciate, even on a cool day, when you are climbing. 

Material-wise, the basic helmet comprises a light impact-resistant outer shell, covering a softer interior which should have good wicking qualities in order to cope with perspiration. Generally speaking, better quality – usually more expensive helmets - use more advanced materials in their construction. We recommend helmets from brands with a proven track record such as Specialized, Giro and Bell.

Thanks to the widespread adoption of Rear Retention Systems to augment the traditional chin strap, helmet fit has taken a quantum leap over recent years. Variously called RocLoc, Super Web, Brainlock, Brains Trust, InstaFit and so on, the Rear Retention System is fundamentally a nape-hugging strap that restrains the helmet, and helps prevent it from rocking back uselessly. If you have failed to find a good-fitting helmet up till now, you owe it to yourself to try a new one with a Rear Retention System.
The chin strap on my helmet continually loosens off. What can I do to stop this happening? 
This is an irritating feature of some helmets. You put your helmet on, go for a ride, and take it off again. The next day, however, you need to pull the chin strap tight again, as it has worked slightly loose.
The best solution for this problem, is to apply a couple of loop stitches to the chin strap. Hold the two straps together close to where they enter and exit the chin buckle. Then simply stitch through both straps a few times to hold them tightly together. Voila - no more loosening straps.


Can you recommend a good biodegradable degreaser for use with a chain cleaning system that can be bought in bulk to reduce costs? 
Those lazy, hazy Sunday afternoons spent cleaning your pride and joy are made so much easier with the right materials. For chains and sprockets try Finish Line Eco Tech Degreaser, which is biodegradable and extremely effective at banishing that thick, black, oily gunge that seems to appear from nowhere. For reaching those hidden nooks and crannies, apply with a chain bath and sprocket brush. This degreaser is water soluble, so for frame cleaning it can be mixed in a 50/50 ratio to make it last twice as long. Specially made for the modern bike, you can safely use EcoTech on any material - it won't wreck plastic chain baths or rubber fork seals.
Muc-Off is another good degreaser/cleaner, and it's available in family-sized 5 litre bottles. It's even stronger than EcoTech. You just spray it onto an unclean bike, hose it off with water, and your bike is clean again. Miraculous. 
What can I use to clean tarnished alloy components? 
To restore those tarnished alloy components to their former glory you need some of that old fashioned, fail-safe product ... elbow grease! To assist in your task those innovative people at Finish Line have developed Pro Detailer Spray polish, which can be used all over your bike and will provide endless hours of fun as you seek that perfect gleam.
Should I have 3 chains on the go and change them over at regular intervals if I want to get maximum wear out of the transmission? How many miles should I run each chain before changing it? How much longer do steel chainrings last compared to alloy rings? 
Over time, the link bushings wear. This is called 'chain stretch'. Initially the chain's hardened coating resists this process, but once the hardened coating wears off, the stretched chain starts to wear down the rear cogs and front chainrings.

Chain wear depends on many factors. Is the chain kept clean and well lubricated? Are you cycling in winter on salty roads? Do you regularly go off-road through mud? Do you cycle hard i.e. stomping on the pedals? Are you using the gears correctly? Do you ride in one gear all the time or do you 'spread the load? Are the gears, freewheel and chain-rings worn? Is your chain compatible with your gears and freewheel e.g. super narrow 9-speed chain with 9-speed cogs?

Due to all these factors it's not possible to give you a length of time, or mileage, over which a chain will last. One approach is to run 3 chains and swap them regularly to maximise the life of the whole drivetrain. This is sound in theory and works for some people, but it does sound a tad obsessive. Our recommendation is to use a chain checker. This is a tool which accurately measures stretch and alerts you when it's time to replace the chain BEFORE it does too much damage to the rest of your components. 
Chainring wear is pretty easy to spot. If the leading edges of the teeth are much flatter than the trailing edges, it's time to replace the rings; otherwise, the chain will start slipping. Steel chainrings last longer than alloy rings. However, if the chain is worn your transmission system won't work even if the rings are made of Green Kryptonite. 
What is the law regarding bike lights? 
'From half an hour before darkness till half an hour after sunrise, bicycles must display a working white front lamp and red rear lamp which must be seen from a regular distance.'
This makes sense. After dark you are 4-times more likely to be involved in a collision, simply because the other road user hasn't seen you in time.
Our tip on fitting lights: mount the lights so that motorist can see them, so fit the rear light at least 70cm off the ground - this positions it where motorists would expect to see the rear lights of a car - and mount the front light on the handlebars if possible, so it's level with most car drivers' line of vision. Don't point the beam down. Town cycling requires a forward beam - be visible.

Flashing rear LED lights really get you noticed. Use these in conjunction with a constant beam light. (Strictly speaking, it is illegal to mount flashing lights on a bike, only emergency services can do this, so to be within the law attach a steady-state light to the bike and a flashing light to your clothing or a rucsac strap.)

In addition, get reflectors. By law you need a rear red reflector. Plus we recommend retro-reflective ankle bands and helmet bands, which glow when picked out by car headlights.
You can never be too visible

Is there anything that can be done with a stripped thread on a crank? 
In general once an alloy crank has had the threads stripped, it is knackered. If the damage is only slight there is a possibility it can be cleaned up with a thread chaser designed for this task. Without wanting to preach, it is very important to make sure that the crank extractor is screwed into the crank tightly before removing the crank - prevention being better than cure.

If the thread is damaged beyond repair the crank can still be removed by other methods. A Crank Puller, which bolts on to, as opposed to in to, the crank, will remove the crank. Suppliers of these tools do however warn that permanent damage to the cranks can occur.


What does the B-tension adjustment bolt on Shimano gears do? 
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The job of the rear gear is to move the chain between sprockets: this itself is no revelation. However there are several factors which work against this movement, one being the distance between the top jockey wheel in the rear gear and the sprockets.

The greater this distance the more the inherent lateral flex in the chain disrupts the effectiveness of the changing. The B-tension adjustment bolt helps to minimise this problem. The spring at the pivot bolt of the rear gear works to rotate the gear as far forward as possible wrapping as much chain as possible around the sprockets to minimise the distance.
However when the chain is on the largest sprocket the effect of this forward rotation can bring the sprocket and jockey wheel into contact. By screwing in the B-tension bolt the rear gear is rotated backwards and so the top jockey wheel is distanced from the sprocket.

So when adjusting the rear gear, the B- tension bolt should be set so that the sprockets and the gear jockey wheels are as close as possible but without interfering with each other.

What does a Scotsman wear under his cycling shorts? 

Well - nothing. Most underwear has seams in all the wrong places for cycling, and will ruin the benefit of well cut shorts. If you are a bit worried about going out with no underwear, try a pair of sports undershorts. These come with or without padding, the seams won't ruin the performance of your cycling short plus you won't suffer from VPL (visible panty line).
Is it OK to 'jet wash' my bike?

Jet washing is OK up to a point. It is excellent at getting rid of excess mud and grime from your wheels and frame. You should however be very careful not to point the hose at the bearings - hubs, bottom bracket, headset, pedal bearings- these are packed with grease and if you should wash the grease out, it's quite frankly a pain to re-grease them all.

You may find that some grime will not budge with a jet wash, such as a build up of oily grime on chainstays. For this you need good old-fashioned elbow grease and a solvent cleaner, such as Finish Line Bio Citrus Degreaser.

After a jet wash we recommend you dry of your bike with a rag and re-oil the brakes, chain, gears and any exposed cables.

What can I do to stop my brakes squeaking? 
Brake squeaking is usually simple to cure but so many people just accept the horror of squeaky brakes. Here is a checklist to ensure silent smooth braking:
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Are your rims clean? Never clean your rims with polish or any greasy cleaner. The best thing is soap and hot water, and take care to rinse all the soap off.
2. Are your brake callipers loose or rattly? If your brakes are not correctly tightened up the vibrations will cause noise. If you are not sure how to adjust correctly, best come into the shop.
3. Are your brake blocks correctly positioned? When fitting the blocks, ensure that they are toed in, as shown below. This eliminates vibration and about 90% of squeaky brake problems.

4. Check your brake blocks for wear and foreign bodies embedded in them. Your blocks are worn when there is no raised tread left, and they are completely flat.
If you are in doubt, bring your bike into the shop. Brakes are something you don't want to gamble with.
Some new chainrings look as if they are broken or have missing teeth. What is going on? 
The most common of these chainrings is the Shimano "Hyperdrive C" . The idea is to decrease the amount of chain length it takes to shift gear to get a faster and smoother change. The "missing" teeth act as guides and hooks and help the chain engage quicker. - don't worry, it's designed this way.
I have noticed that there are different sizes and types of headset and stem, what are they? 
Traditional headsets fit threaded fork steerers, Aheadsets fit unthreaded steerers. You can tell which system you have by looking at the handlebar stem.
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When the fork is threaded, the stem's quill fits inside the steerer. When the fork is unthreaded, the Aheadstem is clamped over the unthreaded steerer. Most better quality modern mountain bikes have come Aheadset equipped since the mid 1990s. Note that headsets and stems made for unthreaded steerers are not interchangeable with headsets and stems made for threaded steerers. There are three common sizes.
Standard or 'one inch' - found on most road bikes and first generation mountain bikes. 
Fork steerer diameter: 1" (25.4mm).
Aheadstem clamp: 1" (25.4mm).
Stem quill diameter: 22mm.
Headset locknut is usually 32mm.

Avenger or 'inch and an eighth' - found on most better quality mountain bikes since the mid 1990s.
Diameter of fork steerer: 1 1/8" (28.6mm).
Aheadstem clamp: 1 1/8" (28.6mm).
Stem quill diameter: 25.4mm (headset only).
Headset locknut is usually 36mm.

Evolution or 'inch and a quarter'- popular in the early 1990's, now rarely seen.
Diameter of fork steerer: 1 1/4" (31.8mm). 
Aheadstem clamp: 1 1/4" (31.8mm). 
Stem quill diameter: 28.6mm. 
Headset locknut is usually 40mm.

In short, if you need a new headset, stem or fork you'll need to do some careful measuring. Alternatively, bring the old component to the shop to ensure you get the correct replacement.
Quill stems offer a little up-and-down height adjustment, but note the stem's minimum insertion line. This line should be out of sight, buried in the fork steerer, when fitted.
Aheadstems offer zero height adjustment. If you feel you're too bars are too low, swap the Aheadstem for a High rise one or some riser bars.

What is the best thing for keeping the paint on my bike shiny? 
Simply a lot of cleaning. The trick is not to let your bike get too grubby. Once the shine has gone completely it is harder to remove the build-up of muck. We recommend Finish Line Pro Detailer Spray Polish. Happy polishing.






