TRACK SPRINTING

Track sprints are won by a combination of speed and surprise.
It also takes good bike handling and confidence to make an all out effort inches away from another rider. Once the sprint has started you must be totally committed and give one hundred percent effort. However before the sprint starts there are ways to gain an advantage.

Tactics: If you have drawn the inside lane then you must lead the first lap at no less than walking pace. During your time as leading rider you should keep a careful watch on the other rider. The easiest place to keep watch is either on the pole line or the fence line. You should only be looking over one shoulder at once. If you ride in the middle of the track you will have to look over two shoulders at once and this is very difficult!.  If you are unable to look over both shoulders at once (as is the case for most of us) then your opponent will wait until you have turned your head from one side to the other and jump away on the other side.

Your opponent will try to ride in a position in which it is difficult for you to see him, probably two lengths back hard on the fence or poleline.  If you are the leading rider you need to not only look forward to see where you are going but also backwards to see your opponent.  The following rider is most likely to make his move when you turn your head to look forward. 

 The following rider usually sits back two lengths. Sitting back much further than  two lengths would put you at risk of losing contact if the leading rider accelerated away.

At this distance it is harder for the leading rider to see the following rider and  when the following rider does jump they will both surprise the leading rider and also be going much faster as they as going past their opponent. This speed differential makes it more difficult to get on the wheel of the attacking rider. If a gap of  5 meters is established within the last 250m  it may  never be regained and the added advantage is then that the rider leading into the final bend on the pole line rides a shorter distance than the rider that has to ride just outside the sprinters line. Riding one meter wide on the curve at Blenheim adds approximately 3 metres to the distance. Riding two curves at Wanganui above the sprinters line adds about 6 metres to the distance. 

Tracks vary in length and whilst there is a very good chance of passing a rider in the final straight at Blenheim ( the track is 455 metres long) there is a very slim chance of passing a rider in Wanganui (which is only 250 metres long).

Conclusion: On a short track there is considerable advantage to entering the final bend on the inside.

Height on the track also can be used to gain advantage. The higher rider will have gravity to help them accelerate faster. You are leaving yourself in a dangerous position if your opponent rises on the track and you stay low.

Should you be  leading and the following rider goes up the track a good defence is to accelerate immediately on the pole line   This will probably draw the other rider down again. If it doesn’t and they continue climbing, they are then exposed as you will now have a considerable gap and  may take the opportunity to jump away.

If you as the leading rider, attempt to rise on the track in response to the following rider rising, you may be caught rising when the following rider jumps away under you. This will depend on the separation. You will then have to change direction and also accelerate back down the track. 

This is an important principle. If you can catch the other rider with their head turned or their wheel pointing up the track when you jump then you will have an immediate advantage. 

Whilst the following rider has better visibility  the leading rider has  a number of options available to them as well. If you are  the leading rider:

1. After the first lap you can standstill and attempt to force the  following rider ahead. Standstills should last no longer than three minutes. A standstill requires sufficient skill to balance as well as watch your opponent. Care must be taken where you do it.  (the top of a steep banking is not  a good place to slow down or attempt a standstill! Slow speeds on a steep track will result in you clipping a pedal and falling.) A sharp drop in speed may have the same effect if the following rider is not paying attention or sitting too close.

2.  At slow speed if the contestants get close enough you can position yourself slightly ahead of the other rider so as to box them in. Technically you must leave riding room and not make contact but it is possible to intimidate your rival  and hold the sprint late so that the advantage of the jump goes to you, the leading rider. The following rider may defend his position by leaning on you, or continuing to push forward out of the box.  Slowing down quickly may get you out of the box, but there is a risk in this,if you are seen to deaccelerate your opponent may take advantage of this.

3. When the following rider jumps immediately accelerate ahead of them ( riding them on your hip) and ride them up the track, holding them up until at least well inside the final 200 meters and then drop away under them thereby gaining an advantage of  surprise and also of riding the inside of the curve. In a short sprint the advantage is definitely to the leading rider. Remember that when the sprint starts in earnest, even if outside the 200 metres you must hold your line. 

4. Rise and fall on the track encouraging the following rider up the track to neutralise the effect of the front riders height advantage. When the following rider is rising with his wheel pointed up  you can jump away thus gaining an advantage of a few metres from surprise and the change of direction required by the following rider. To be able to do this you need to practise riding forward looking back!!!

5. Jump early (300m plus) hoping to establish a winning break that cant be closed. Should you try this tactic and your opponent does get on your wheel, ease but continue to go at a good speed, hoping that you can  kick again and get into the last bend first. If your opponent is a “short sprinter” only, two of these may wear him down. Hopefully you have won one each of the first two sprints!

Longer tracks usually result in longer sprints and slightly higher speeds with bigger gears and longer straights.

You should  consider the relative strengths and weaknesses  of both yourself and your opponent and note the gear he is riding.

It is worth remembering that humans can only produce a maximum effort for  about 12 to 15 seconds, any longer than  this and the power available starts to decrease. This is about 30 pedal revolutions which for a novice gear of 6.61 meters (82.8 inches) is exactly 200 metres. 

Three up sprints. These are quite a bit more difficult as there are two other riders to watch. These will almost always be won by one of the first two riders. The chance of the third placed riders coming around two others on a short track is minimal. When the sprint starts they are already 5 metres from the front at a minimum, and add to that the extra distance of the curve of 5 to 6 meters means that they have a 10 metre deficit before they start.  This emphasises the importance of being in the front on the last curve on a short track.

The Sprinters Lane:  When you are riding a pursuit you want to stay on the pole line as it is the shortest way around the track, however if you are the leading rider in a sprint you will want to ride just inside the sprinters line which keeps the following rider just a little higher on the track. You should practice this by yourself and make sure you can position your bike exactly where you want it. Do not come out of the sprinters lane once the sprint has started.

