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The first bicycle was invented at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but it wasn’t until the 1890s that the craze really took off. This brought with it the fears, scaremongering, worries and uncertainties that inevitably accompany any new fashion. Women (often unchaperoned and oddly dressed) taking to “velocipedes”; over-exertion; the possibility of heart disease—these are just some of the fears that haunted the establishment in the late nineteenth century… But with it, of course, came the joy and wonder of “the easy and agreeable motion” of this thoroughly modern means of locomotion.



















 







 





The books in “Found on the Shelves” have been chosen to give a fascinating insight into the treasures that can be found while browsing in The London Library. Now celebrating its 175th anniversary, with over seventeen miles of shelving and more than a million books, The London Library has become an unrivalled archive of the modes, manners and thoughts of each generation which has helped to form it.


From essays on dieting in the 1860s to instructions for gentlewomen on trout-fishing, from advice on the ill health caused by the “modern” craze of bicycling to travelogues from Norway, they are as readable and relevant today as they were more than a century ago—even if the cardiovascular dangers of cycling have now been disproved!
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CONTAINING:


Instructions for Beginners;


Choice of a Machine;


Hints on Training


With Practical Illustrations


BY CHARLES SPENCER, 1877





CHARLES SPENCER owned a shop on Old Street selling equipment for the building of gymnasia. He devoted most of his writing to the subject of cycling, and was heavily involved in the Middlesex Bicycle Club. On 17th February 1869 he rode his bicycle from Trafalgar Square in London to Brighton in just fifteen hours.








Preface


The wonderful transformation undergone by the Bicycle since its introduction, a few years ago, having rendered any previous work upon it quite out of date, I have attempted, in the present, to give a few instructions suited to the new style of machine, and hope they may be useful to our constantly increasing friends, and receive as favourable acceptance as my former little volumes.


2 Old Street, E.C.,


July, 1876.


Introduction


“What makes him go sideways?” was the question addressed by Mr. Snodgrass to Mr. Winkle on his tall bony steed, in the memorable journey of the immortal quartette to Dingley Dell, described in the “Pickwick Papers”; and as any one crossing a bicycle for the first time would feel something of Mr. W.’s awkwardness, and from exactly the same cause—want of skill in riding—I am about to give a few simple instructions for learners, with the view of enabling them to get some command of their iron (or steel) steed at an earlier period than they would be able to do by themselves, as I well remember my own early experiences, and can heartily sympathize with their difficulties.


And as I had the principal share in the first introduction of the bicycle a few years ago, and have kept pace with its various stages of improvement up to the present time, it is easy for me to explain and illustrate the enormous difference between riding the early machines and those of the present day; and the contrast between them is really so marked that it is visible to the most ordinary observer. It is difficult to realize the fact that the low clumsy affairs first introduced have developed into the light and graceful machines of the present day. But the simple fact is, that if the present style of bicycle had been brought forward in the first instance, its form would actually have hindered and stood in the way of its own success, as it would have been impossible for any one to have learned upon it, and in consequence it is probable not one in a hundred of our present numerous riders would have been able to master it.


And although I must certainly plead guilty to being agreeably surprised at the wonderful improvement in the bicycle itself, I must claim to have always recognized its capability, and to have had a firm belief in the steady increase in the number of riders. And as it has now gone successfully through the various stages of being laughed at as a toy, and tolerated as an amusement, so I am firmly of the opinion that it will eventually become generally useful as a means of locomotion.


And as we have various kinds of riding-horses for different purposes, from the roadster to the race-horse, so we have naturally machines of different construction, adapted to the use they are intended for. And here let me make a remark about bicycle racing. It is sometimes asked, what is the good of riding at full speed round and round a smooth and level cinder path, when the true use is to travel along turnpike and other roads—good, bad, and indifferent? But, as the race-horse is the highest development of that noble animal, so the racing bicycle is the best form of machine for speed which is the primary object in each case; and, of course, it is highly interesting to know the greatest distance that can be run in a given time. And we should no more think of habitually careering along a heavy turnpike road on a racing machine than on a veritable race-horse.


There is no necessity for me to go into a detailed account of the various stages of improvement which the bicycle has gone through, or to give an elaborate description of the first “hobby-horses,” “tricycles,” &c., &c., or a long and tedious narrative telling who enlarged the fore wheel and diminished the hind one, or to whom we are indebted for steel spider-wheels and india-rubber tyres. This has been done at length by some writers, and any one who wishes can find out these particulars for himself. We have to do with the machine as it is now; and my object is to produce a small handy volume, which may be easily carried in the pocket, containing a few plain instructions for learners and as to the choice of a bicycle, a few hints on training—not special, but suitable for general adaptation—and a comprehensive road book, as the true use of the machine is for travelling far and wide through the country.


And here I may remark that, whereas it was formerly looked upon as a great achievement to run to Brighton in a day, it is now thought nothing very extraordinary to go there and back in the same time.


Lessons in Bicycle-Riding


In the little work I brought out some six or seven years ago (which contained the first instructions for learners ever published), I pointed out the necessity of getting one of the old construction to begin upon; these may be got at a reasonable price, as many have been discarded for the modern ones. They are called “practises,” or, more familiarly, “bone-shakers.” In learning to ride, it is advisable to have a competent teacher, who can not only show what is wanted, but can also put the beginner in the way of doing it himself; but as many may be unable, from distance or other causes, to avail themselves of this kind of assistance, the following instructions are intended for those who are thus thrown upon their own resources. Of course it is necessary to have recourse to a friendly arm, and there may be many cases in which two friends are desirous to learn the bicycle, and can give mutual help.


In the early illustrations, it will be seen that the bicycle is of this construction, that is, of moderate height and the most solid build, and altogether very different from its latest development, as shown in the later sketches, with its enormous driving-wheel and general lightness of make. These machines, with comparatively little difference in the height of the wheel, are best for beginners, as, being low, the getting on and off is easier and safer, and they are in every way adapted for the purpose; and it is only when tolerable command of this kind is acquired, that the modern large-wheeled bicycle may be adventured with fair prospect of success.


But even with these some discrimination is necessary. In choosing a machine on which to begin practising, I strongly advise the learner to select one of the size suitable to his height, as, if it is too small, his knees will knock against the handles, and if too large, his legs will not be long enough fairly to reach the throw of the crank. I know it is not uncommon to begin with a boy’s machine, and on an inclined plane; but the benefit of these is very doubtful, unless you are totally without help, and have no one to lend you a helping hand.


The best guide in measuring oneself for a bicycle to learn on is, I consider, to stand by its side and see that the saddle is in a line with the hips. The point of the saddle should be about six inches from the upright which supports the handles; for if the saddle is placed too far back, you decrease your power over the driving-wheel, especially in ascending a hill.


When you have secured a good velocipede, well suited to your size, you will find it useful to practise wheeling it slowly along while holding the handles. While thus leading it about, of course you will soon perceive the fact that the first desideratum is to keep the machine perfectly upright, which is done by turning the handles to the right or left when there is any inclination to deviate from the perpendicular. If inclining to the right, turn the wheel in the same direction, and vice versâ, as it is only the rapidly advancing motion that keeps it upright, on the principle of the boy’s hoop (so often quoted), which, the faster it rolls, the better it keeps its perpendicular, and which, when losing its momentum, begins to oscillate, and finally must fall on one side or the other.


Now for the—


First Lesson


Having become accustomed to the motion of the machine, and well studied its mode of travelling, the next thing is to get the assistant to hold it steady while you get astride, and then let him slowly wheel it along.
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Fig. 1: How to commence practice








Do not attempt at first to put your feet on the treadles, but let them hang down, and simply sit quiet on the saddle, and take hold of the handles, while the assistant moves you slowly along, with one hand on your arm and the other on the end of the spring, as in Fig. 1.


It is hardly necessary to say that the best place to learn is a large room or gallery, with smooth boarded floor or flagstone pavement.


Now, directly you are in motion you will feel quite helpless, and experience a sensation of being run away with, and it will seem as if the machine were trying to throw you off; but all you have to do is to keep the front wheel straight with the back wheel by means of the handles, and the assistant will keep you up and wheel you about for a quarter of an hour or so, taking rest at intervals. When you want to turn, move the handle so as to turn the front wheel in the direction required, but avoid turning too quickly, or you will fall off the reverse way.


Observe that, in keeping your balance, all is done by the hands guiding the front wheel. Do not attempt to sway your body, and so preserve your balance, but sit upright, and if you feel yourself falling to the left, turn the wheel to the left; that is to say, guide the machine in the direction in which you are falling, and it will bring you up again; but this must be done the same moment you feel any inclination from the perpendicular. Do not be violent and turn the wheel too much, or you will overdo it, and cause it to fall the other way.


Practise guiding the machine in this way until you feel yourself able to be left to yourself for a short distance, and then let the assistant give you a push, and leaving his hold, let you run by yourself for a few yards before you incline to fall. Should you feel that you are losing your balance, stretch out the foot on the side on which you incline, so that you may pitch upon it, and thus arrest your fall.


Second Lesson


Having pretty well mastered the balancing and keeping the machine straight, you may now take a further step, and venture to place your feet on the treadles (as in Fig. 2), and you will now find the novel movement of the legs up and down liable to distract your attention from the steering or balancing; but after a few turns you will get familiarized with the motion, and find this difficulty disappear; and it will seem within the bounds of possibility that you may some time or other begin to travel without assistance.
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Fig. 2: Lacing your feet on the treadles








Of course in this and in the former lesson some will take to it more quickly than others, and the duration of the lessons must depend on the learner himself, and the amount of mechanical aptitude which he may be gifted with. Some I have known to take six times as much teaching as others; and I have had the honour of teaching many, and among them some who bear eminent names, M.P.s, bankers, literary men, &c., &c.


Third Lesson


Now, having in the first lesson ridden with the feet hanging down, and in the second with them on the treadles, in the third lesson you should be able to go along for a short distance, working the treadles in the usual way.
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