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Foreword


In 1817, in the southwestern city of Mannheim, Germany, an inventor named Karl Drais created the first machine to employ the principles of propulsion we recognise in a modern bicycle, first riding this exciting new machine on 12 June of that year. His inelegantly named Laufmaschine, or the hobby horse or dandy horse as it was called in England, literally means ‘running machine’ and requires the rider to perch on the two-wheeled contraption and use his feet to push along the ground, all the while steering by means of the front wheel and handlebar arrangement.


Later on the French, very sensibly, added cranks and pedals to the mix and what became commonly known as the velocipede was born. Michaux and Company began mass producing this revolutionary new vehicle in the 1860s and it was a great success, though not without its problems. The main issue was the shockingly uncomfortable nature of the ride, which led to it being given the disparaging moniker, ‘Boneshaker’. The penny-farthing’s large front wheel was an attempted response to this, but soon alternative ‘safety bicycles’ were developed, enabling the rider’s feet to be near the ground, and keeping their feet away from the front wheel.


The advent of the bicycle opened up a whole new world for both men and women. The thrill of personal transportation fuelled the bike boom of the 1890s and once an appetite for cycling had been firmly established, there was no turning back. Indeed, the humble bicycle played no small part in sustaining societies through world wars, peacetime strikes, demonstrations, women’s suffrage … all manner of historical events were aided by the ability to jump on a bicycle and pedal off independently and under one’s own steam.


Today the bicycle enjoys a privileged position as one of the most globally successful means of personal transport, as well as a beacon of sportsmanship. Cycling sporting heroes have become icons, whether Olympians or Paralympians, or stars of Tours and road-races. The impressive Mirrorpix photographic archive, home to one of the world’s largest photographic libraries, with over 100 million images and more than a century of news coverage, is the perfect medium to present the changing fashions of the bicycle as it reaches its 200th anniversary. From dustmen to postmen, from children to soldiers, from amateur Polo clubs to Paralympians, these beautiful and evocative images reveal the power and impact of the bicycle upon society across the changing years.
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