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In doing my research for this article, I was a little disappointed where most of the written information 
leads the reader.  Year round riders don't want preaching to, and already know the obvious.  Yes, we 
know snow is cold.  Yes, ice is slippery.  No, we don't expect any of our riders to actually freeze to 
death.  Much acknowledgement needs to go to the many "old guys" that I talked to that have been 
winter riding for decades.  Especially my Canadian brothers that really know this stuff.  
   
Instead, my goal in this article will be to identify the enemies of winter riders, pass along some ways 
to mitigate them, and hopefully expand on what we already know and put that to use.   
 
Please also note that this article is written specifically for the street rider and his/her heavy cruiser or 
touring bike in those areas of the country that experience temperatures at or below freezing.  Nothing 
about these two types of bikes are winter-friendly other than maybe the heat generated by the air-
cooled ones.  In fact, I consider my Harley big-twin bagger to be a far better two-wheeled space 
heater, than a long distance touring bike.  Water cooled bikes, while superior in the summer, have 
their own issues in winter - check for fresh anti-freeze, and the condition of your hoses.   
 
If you are riding a dual-sport bike (THE most appropriate street 
bike for any serious street riding in frozen precipitation) or any 
other bike light enough to save a "low-side" by putting a foot 
down, much of the article might not apply to you.  For the rest of 
us; however, unless you are Superman, you're not saving that 800 
lb. big-twin from going down merely by putting a foot down. 

wwiinntteerr  rriiddiinngg  

BByy  RRoocckkeett  
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TTHHEE  66  EENNEEMMIIEESS  OOFF  WWIINNTTEERR  RRIIDDIINNGG  
 
WIND IS YOUR ENEMY  
 
Wind Chill 
First, a note about "relative wind".  Relative wind is the result of your vehicle's movement.  Even on a 
still day, the wind you feel on your hand if you hang it out the window of your "cage" at 70 mph is a 
"relative wind" (70 mph).  While Mother Nature's wind is added to, or subtracted from, relative wind, 
for our purposes here, relative wind is the bigger enemy. 
 

 
 
As you can see from the wind chill chart above, most of the wind chill happens in the first 35 MPH of 
vehicle speed.  That means if you are going to ride in the winter at all, there is no avoiding the most 
significant wind chill drop.  As an example, notice that at a normally tolerable sounding 40°, riding at 
just 35 MPH sends the wind chill plummeting 12° - to below freezing (28° in this case).   
 

Also note that the colder the temperature to begin with, the more significant the drop will be (at 30° 
the drop at 35 MPH is 16°).  So any thought of limiting speeds to limit wind chill above 35 MPH is a 
waste of time.  In fact, at our original 40°, every 10 MPH above 35 MPH only results in a drop of an 
additional two degrees on average.  So if you are going to go, going slow won't help much. Use that 
extra time investment to make more frequent stops instead. 
 

Keeping the Cold Air Out 
Anything you can do to deflect or avoid relative wind will make a 
big difference. The windshields and fairings on big baggers and 
touring bikes make them the best choice in the winter. Those 
with lower fairings or add-on wind deflectors are even better. 

While my heated gloves 
did a passable job on my 
big cruiser without 
fairings, they work like a 
champ when tucked behind the windshield/fairings on the 
bagger where the cold air otherwise would have just blown 
away all of the electrically generated heat. 
 
Remember that rain-suit shell you bought last spring?  While 

good for rain use, they are even better as your outermost 
windproof layer in winter.  All the bulky middle layers of 

Handlebar grip wind guards 
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clothing are useless if the wind can penetrate.  Top it off with that rain-suit shell - breathable 
preferred (Gortex, NeoShell, Polartec, etc.).  
 
Keeping the Warm Air In 
Layer up and trap body heat. Wear at least three layers of 
clothing.  An inner layer of silk, microfiber, or other synthetic 
to wick moisture away from the body.  Middle layers of wool 
or synthetic provide insulation without collecting moisture 
and can be removed or added to during stops to adjust 
comfort level.  Never choose cotton for any layer, it collects 
moisture like a sponge and loses any insulation value when 
wet. 
 
Wear a hat or something similar when your helmet is off.  A 
great deal of body heat can be lost when your head is 
exposed.  Wear insulated boots or comparable footwear.  Remember that leather gloves and 
footwear, like cotton, sponges up water and loses insulation value when wet.  Treat with 
waterproofing or use a non-leather alternative.  Keeping hands and feet warm is critical for 
manipulating controls adequately.   
 

With the possible exception of the wicking layer, do not wear tight 
clothing.  Loose clothing allows more space to trap warmth and won't 
restrict movement as much.  Don't underestimate the wetting effects 
of perspiration. Wicking and venting of body moisture can be as 
important as protecting from rain or snow.  
 
"Mind the gap!"  Gaps at the wrists, ankles and neck are often 
overlooked.  These places are also significant areas of 
thermoregulation heat loss because of greater blood flow close to the 
surface.  Gauntlet style gloves and neck warmers/balaclavas are good 
investments.  To seal the boot to pants/chaps gap, I use a 2" wide 
length of double sided Velcro with some elastic at each ankle to seal 
cold air out from going up my legs. 
 
While we are on the subject of legs, remember to warm them too. 
While we feel the cold more in our torso, overlooking heat loss at 
your legs will lower your overall comfort quickly.  

 
Staying Warm vs. Getting Warm 

Like anything else that contains a lot of water, it take some time to warm up a cold-soaked body.  The 
key to being comfortable for the longest possible time is to avoid cold soaking in the first place.  Don’t 
wander around the house in shorts and T-shirt for an hour getting ready or worse yet make little 
"quickie" trips to the garage dressed like that. 

Starting out already cold-soaked makes your winter clothing or heated gear do double duty - first, 
trying to warm a lot of cold-soaked water (your body), and then secondly keeping you warm.  You 
could ride a lot of misery filled miles before ever even accomplishing that first task - removing the 
cold-soak. 
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Here is my defense for starting a ride already cold-soaked:   While I am normally a last minute sort of 
person, winter riding isn't one of the times I can do that.  All those things that one normally does to 
prepare their bike for an outing in the winter, I do the day before the ride.  Doing a T-Clocks check, 
packing saddlebags or strapping down some extra clothing layers out at the bike, expose you to the 
cold before you even get started on your ride.  Best to do all these things the day before when you 
can step back inside as many times as you need to stay warm while accomplishing these tasks. 
 
The best technique I've found to start off warm 
and stay warm is to do all those little chores the 
day before, leaving only 2 things to do the day of 
the ride - a hot heat-soaking shower and putting 
on my riding gear.  Most often, I'm darn near too 
warm at the start, and the first few miles of cooling 
actually feel good!  
  
Riding comfortably in the winter requires planning 
more trip time than in warmer temperatures. But, 
investing that extra time in slowing down to 
reduce wind-chill doesn't work nearly as well as 
more frequent stops.  Stop often.  Good winter 
stopping places take you out of the cold entirely 
and allow you to get off the bike and move around 
to get your blood flowing again.   
 
I like to plan my stops at places like Wawa, Sheetz or any other convenience store/gas station 
combination where I can also get a hot drink, as well as use the restroom and fill my tank.  Take this 
opportunity to make any adjustments to your gear like adding or subtracting a middle layer or fix that 
gap that developed at your right ankle.  I use a little acronym I made up (DRAG) to remind me of all 
the things I intend to do/check at each stop.  Drink/food, Restroom, Adjust gear, Gas.  
 
What You Eat and Drink Before and During the Ride Matters 

They may go down nice and warm, and make you feel warm inside, but alcohol and caffeine can be a 
danger in the cold.  Both increase blood flow to the skin causing you to lose body heat faster.  CORE 
heat is the goal.  Hot chocolate is a better choice, or at the least a sweetened decaffeinated coffee. 

Winter riding and diets don't mix.  You need carbohydrates to produce heat.  Before and during your 
ride, carb heavy foods and hot sweet drinks will help your body to produce core heat, especially when 
you aren't exercising much - like riding a motorcycle.  Carbohydrates, fruit, soup, ginger and spicy 
foods are particularly good.   Any dehydration in cold weather hastens fatigue that degrades reaction 
time, so even plain water is always a good choice. 

Heated Clothing 
Lastly, a few words about heated clothing:  All the manufacturers will tell you that their clothing is 
designed to keep you warm, but generally skip talking about how slow they are to warm a cold-soaked 
rider.  Some, but not all, will tell you to monitor your heated clothing electrical load.  To do that, add 
the cost of a voltmeter or amp-meter for your bike to the cost of the heated gear itself.  You're going 
to need one of these.  While simply doing the math, "this bike generates this much electrical power", 
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beyond its own lighting needs, minus "these heated gear items require this much power", should 
work, the operative word here is "should".  Good luck with that method.  Buy the voltmeter.  
 
If you're not able to see it happening, your heated gear may draw more power than your bike can 
generate.  That means drawing into battery power you may have been planning on for minor things 
like starting your bike after a stop.  Even when I keep this electrical draw "in the green", I often find 
my little trickle charger (another expense I recommend) takes longer to charge the battery back up 
after a ride using the heated clothing.  But if you live in a place that ever gets down to freezing you'd 
be smart to own one of these anyway (keeps your battery from  "going flat"  through the cold 
months).  
 

WET IS YOUR ENEMY 
 
And not just on the road surfaces. Like the way a swamp cooler works, any moisture evaporating from 
your body, creates more cooling.  Remember that your body cools down five times faster when wet. 
That wicking layer next to your skin and the outer wind and water shedding rain-shell are musts.  Both 
keep moisture from soaking through to your middle warmth-trapping layers.  Overlooking 
waterproofing my leather gloves and boots nearly cost me some frostbite a few years back, when 
both soaked up slush water like a sponge.  I still suffer the after-effects (Raynaud's phenomenon).  
The only good water on a winter ride is the water you drink - stay hydrated.  

 

DARKNESS IS YOUR ENEMY 
 

Northern Virginia Winter Temperatures 

Month Day High Average Night Low Difference 

Nov 59° 46° 34° 25° 

Dec 49° 38° 27° 22° 

Jan 45° 34° 23° 23° 

Feb 49° 37° 25° 26° 

Mar 58° 45° 33° 25° 
 
As you can see by the table above, temperatures drop considerably after dark.  In northern Virginia 
the difference between the daytime high and nighttime low averages more than 24 degrees. 
Suddenly, that tolerable 45° winter day turns into a sub-freezing 23° after dark.  And that is before you 
take into account wind chill at the speeds you will be riding.   
 

Also note that puddles during the day, may very well end up as ice after dark.  In fact, areas in 
constant shade should also be treated as possible ice threats even during the day.  Plan on limiting 
any riding after dark whenever possible.  
 

REDUCED TRACTION IS YOUR ENEMY 
 
Tires 
As I mentioned at the beginning, I'm not going to lecture anyone on how slippery ice and snow are, 
you know that. What I will remind you of;  however, is what the heck you can do to limit loss of 
traction in the winter. 
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While you might get away in the summertime with nearly bald tires, wet winter roads demand some 
tread.  If you plan to ride in the winter, waiting until spring for those new tires won't cut it.  Tires 
without adequate tread will hydroplane at much slower speeds. 
  
News flash!  If you haven't checked your tire pressures since the 
warmer weather, your tires ARE underinflated.  That same 
warmer air that was in the tire then, is much smaller now at 
colder temperatures, and that means lower pressure. General 
rule of thumb is a 1-2 pound air pressure drop every 10 degrees.  
Besides hydroplaning at slower speeds, underinflated tires have 
a smaller contact patch and make the bike sluggish, harder to 
handle, and slow steering.  ALL of which can contribute to the loss of traction.  
 

Experts are all over the place in their recommendations regarding how often to check tire pressures - 
from monthly to daily.  Darn few riders do either. At a minimum, understand that with no leakage of 
any kind, tire pressures will change with the seasons (temperatures).  
 

Smooth and Upright 
Smooth and upright is the ticket to maintaining traction in less than ideal 
conditions.  Anything that can spin or skid a tire, even momentarily, on 
contaminated road surfaces, can result in loss of control.  Any sideways 
movement of the tire in relation to the road surface can do the same. 
 

All curves or turns create sideways tension at the tire contact patch with 
the road.  Just the mere act of leaning the bike into the turn creates this 
normal sideways tension.  In contaminated road situations, that tension 
needs to be reduced to prevent slippage.  Under dry or simply wet 
conditions, your tires are designed to stick in the curves.  Under really 
poor conditions, however, like ice and snow, turns should be taken as 

slowly and as upright as possible when riding a large cruiser or touring bike.  
  
Watch out for those white lines on the road, and watch out even more for those still wider pedestrian 
crossing lines.  These white lines, although highly visible, are also exceedingly slippery. The same is 
true for where you put your foot down as well.  Every time you come to a stop, you become a tripod.  
Two legged tripods don't work so great. 
 

Unfortunately, even straight line riding can go wrong quickly on contaminated roads if the rider 
accelerates too rapidly, brakes too hard, moves the handlebars too quickly, or even lets the clutch out 
too quickly.  All of which can spin, slip, or in the case of 
clutch release, skid OR spin the rear tire. 
 

While positioning when stopped in traffic is important 
anytime, it takes on new meaning when roads are 
slick.  What if the orange car in the picture to the right, 
hits a slick spot and slides beyond his/her stop point?  
Bike stop point 1 offers little more than being rear-
ended at best, and crushed at worst.  Bike stop points 
2 and 3 are much better choices.  Both provide a little 
"scoot up" space in front of the bikes as well as escape 
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routes between the lanes of traffic if necessary.  These are good positions even before you stop when 
you see traffic slowing down dramatically.  While stopped, always stay in gear until you are satisfied 
the driver behind you will stop. 
 
Snow  
If you get caught in a snowfall, don't panic. Riding in a snowfall just requires you to slow down, be 
ultra smooth, and allow plenty of extra following and braking distance.  Make very gentle inputs with 
throttle, brakes, clutch, and steering.  Look for folks following too closely.  Falling down at low speed 
on a slick surface probably won't hurt you, but if the car behind you is too close or can't stop in time, 
it will be nasty.  Don't expect drivers to recognize how precarious things are for you - they won't.  
Falling snow will make you harder to see and they will turn in front of you, cut you off, and stop when 
you least expect them to.  Unless it's a light, brief snow AND you are close to destination, head for the 
closest motel or eatery, or the quickest way out of the storm (Ride down the mountain, for example.)  
I carry a bike cover for these little unplanned stopovers.  
 
Ice  
If you really must cross an icy patch or even a suspected one, keep the bike slow but moving at least 
15 MPH.  Stay straight and steady, and minimize control inputs.  Squeezing in the clutch and coasting 
across the ice will keep you from applying either too much or too little power that may spin or skid 
the rear wheel.  As a rule, on a heavy bike, you will be steadier with your feet on the pegs or 
footboards than attempting to drag them.  Also watch for sand and salt placed in the corners to deal 
with ice. 
   

HYPOTHERMIA IS INSIDIOUS AND IS YOUR ENEMY  

 
More to it than I realized.  This is where I learned the most in my research for this article.  No, I don't 
suspect anyone is going to freeze to death on a ride.  And no, I don't expect any of us are likely to 
experience the more severe symptoms of hypothermia.  Consequently, I'm going to skip the normal 
discussion of the more classic signs of hypothermia onset and treatment and instead concentrate on 
what more commonly affects winter riders specifically.   
   
Here was the shocker for me in my research on hypothermia - as soon as you start feeling cold, your 
physical performance and cognitive processes are already being negatively affected.  While not 
necessarily a big deal shoveling snow, it CAN be a big deal for those doing more complex tasks like 
riding a motorcycle.  Smokers, older riders, and those on certain medications may feel these effects 
first. 
 
The fact is, any cooling of muscles, slow them down.  
The same is true for our cognitive processes like 
making good decisions.  All of us have heard about 
"paradoxical undressing" in the later stages of 
hypothermia where the cold-soaked victim believes 
he or she is too hot, so they remove their clothing.  
Cold brains don't work any better than cold muscles 
and the victims of the onset of hypothermia are the 
last to recognize it is happening to them. 
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Physical and cognitive symptoms begin as soon as you feel significantly chilled.  If you let that go until 
you actually begin shivering, your body is already creating involuntary movement and you are in the 
more classic definition of hypothermia.   
 

Feeling chilled is your warning signal where you should have already doubled or even tripled following 
and braking distances compensating for slower reaction time.  Shivering is your STOP riding signal.  If 
you start to get cold, get inside and drink something warm.  Stay there until you are warm again.  
Once you become thoroughly chilled, your ability to control the bike will deteriorate rapidly.   

As cold soaks into your body and hypothermia begins to set in, you will get clumsy and then stupid - 
not a good combination on a bike.  If you can't get inside, try calisthenics at the side of the road 
and/or seek other shelter.  Here are the hypothermia clues others may already see in you at this 
point: 

 shivering, exhaustion 
 confusion, fumbling hands 

 memory loss, slurred speech 
 drowsiness 

 
Because of the insidious nature of hypothermia, and our inability to see it in ourselves, riders need to 
depend on each other to look for these and take action when necessary.  Don't take hypothermia 
lightly, it is life threatening.  Any combination of the symptoms above is all the reason you need to call 
911. 
 
RESTRICTED VISIBILITY IS YOUR ENEMY 
 
Fogged Visors and Glasses 
Over the course of 52 years of riding, I've tried just about everything you ever heard of to limit fogging 
while winter riding.  Dish soap, vinegar, tooth paste, spit, cigarette "juice", you name it.  Not to 
mention all the commercially sold "solutions" that don't work any better.  While some help a little, 
ALL that do, leave some kind of smeary stuff on whatever you're trying to anti-fog.  Half fogged and 
half smeared?  Oh yeah, that's great - don't waste your time and money putting these things on 
anything more than windscreens and mirrors.  A waste of time on visors and glasses. 
 
Here is the problem regarding visors and glasses:  Moist air (breath) and cold surfaces.  Like a cold 
beer mug on a muggy summer day, the moisture in the air condenses on the cold surface.  Once 
windscreen and mirror temperatures are the same temperature as the surrounding air, they will clear 
of fog.  Anti-rain products for plastic (different from auto windshield glass) are your best bet for 
mirrors and plastic motorcycle windscreens. 
 
There are only two solutions to the foggy visor and glasses problem that 
will avoid constantly having to flip your visor up and down.  Double-panes 
and not getting your breath (warm moist air) on them in the first place.  
Provided your helmet/visor setup will accommodate it, there are double 
pane solutions out there for visors.  "Pinlock" visors and inserts are good 
examples for visors.  All double-pane solutions provide an additional see-
through layer separated by a thin space of air.  The air space separates the 
colder outer pane from the breath-warmed inner pane to prevent the 
direct warm-to-cold contact necessary to produce fogging.  

Pinlock Visor 
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For those that wear prescription glasses, there is only one commercially 
available solution I can recommend.  Yes, there are double-paned 
prescription goggles available for those with money to burn.  Unfortunately, 
even these will fail if you are trying to keep your face warm with a winter 
facemask, neck warmer, or balaclava.  These face warming solutions allow 
warm breath to come in contact with the outer pane, defeating the whole 
purpose of the expensive double-paned goggles.  No, I don't want to chose 
between a frozen face and seeing.   
 
If you want to see and have a warm face, there is only one way.  You have to direct your warm breath 
away from your colder glasses.  You could breathe through a skin diver's snorkel piping the exhaust 
end somewhere else, but that solution isn't very practical if you like breathing through your nose too -
I do. 
 
The only commercially available solution I've seen, that actually works, is a thing called a "Fog 
eVader".  It's a winter facemask with a fogging solution.   It works by piping your warm breath down 
to your chin rather than allowing your breath to escape near your glasses.   For about $20, you can 
have a warm face and fog-free prescription glasses.  
 
Being Seen 
Nothing new here.  When faced with restricted visibility, smart riders wear bright colored gear that 
gets other drivers' attention, burn all available lights on their bikes, and stay out of blind spots. 

  
Seeing Ahead 
More than any other time of year, winter riding requires looking well down the road for issues that 
may require you to brake or maneuver.  Herculean, last-second quick swerves or emergency braking 
when your body and brain are cold may not work out so well.   Even worse if road conditions are poor.  
Motorcycle Safety Foundation (MSF) recommends scanning ahead 12 seconds.  You will need every bit 
of this distance if you are chilled or roads are icy.  

 
 

 
Thanks for reading, stay warm! 
 
Regards, 

Rocket 

 
VA 27-2 Safety Officer 
Region 2 
Combat Veterans Motorcycle Association 

 

 
Don't let your 

mom dress you! 

Don't let your 

mom dress you! 

Fog eVader 


