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NOTE ON SOURCES


The websites I have come across during my research for this book are far too numerous to list, but I do recommend the first-class British Cycling website (www.britishcycling.org.uk), which I have used extensively to check facts and fill in gaps in my knowledge. It contains a wealth of information about how to get into whatever cycling you want to get into, as well as information about British riders and events across the entire competition range. If your cycling pursuits are purely leisurely, you should also check out the national cycling charity CTC’s website (www.ctc.org.uk).


 


To the best of my knowledge, the facts and figures in this book are correct as at the end of October 2017.




INTRODUCTION


Bicycling is a healthy… pursuit, with much to recommend it, and, unlike other foolish crazes, it has not died out.


The Daily Telegraph, 1877


 


This book is an update of the 2013 publication The Joy of Cycling. Since then, cycling has continued to go from strength to strength around the world, as a sport and as a leisure pursuit. New superstars like Chris Froome and Peter Sagan have emerged on the road and Mark Cavendish and Geraint Thomas have joined Froome on the exclusive list of British riders to have worn the yellow jersey in the Tour de France. On the track, Jason Kenny has matched Chris Hoy in winning a total of six Olympic gold medals, more than any other British athletes in history. Kenny also married Laura Trott, currently the most successful female track cyclist in Olympic history and Britain’s most successful female Olympic competitor in any sport. If genetics have their way, their children may one day challenge them for the title of most successful British competitors of all time.


Cycling continues to have a lot going for it as a leisure pursuit, and none of that really changes from one year to the next. The ability to travel at around three times the pace of walking for the same amount of effort remains as attractive now to millions of adults and children across the globe as it was to the early riders of the ‘boneshakers’ and penny-farthings of the late nineteenth century. As more and more of us take to two wheels today, this edition of the book contains advice on how to look after our bikes and improve our cycling.


Cycling also has longevity going for it. Most bike riders start young and many will keep riding until well into their twilight years, whether to remain fit and healthy or just for the sheer fun of it. And there are those who could simply not imagine life without the more extreme forms of cycling – from professional racers to round-the-world tourers, or from daredevil mountain bikers to Guinness World Record seekers.


Bikes feature in many of our earliest memories. For me, it was trying to keep up with my older brother, Ken, as he pedalled effortlessly for miles over a ridiculous number of hills to the sand dunes of Irvine or the shores of Loch Lomond. There were times on those days when I found it difficult to remember what he looked like from the front.


And we never forget the first time a child of our own pedals away without stabilisers. At first oblivious to the fact we have let go of the saddle, then the inevitable wobble of panic as they realise we are no longer there, then the look of joy/relief/satisfaction on their little faces as they realise they are going to survive. With my daughter, Holly, it was more a look of grim determination. As a child who took her childhood very seriously, she went on to declare Halfords her favourite shop at the age of seven. She could have chosen Toys R Us, but she didn’t. She chose a bike retailer. Sometimes it’s hard not to be proud of them.


But no childhood memories of, or lifelong love affairs with, the bicycle would be possible if a volcano in the Dutch East Indies hadn’t erupted in 1815. This book will justify that seemingly ridiculous claim before looking at the earliest incarnations of the bike. It will follow its evolution from a thing of wonder to a utilitarian form of transport and then on to the lean, mean racing machines that we marvel at during the Tour de France or the Olympics. It will look at the bike’s survival in the face of monstrous levels of motorised transport and rejoice in its recent resurgence.


As the human race re-evaluates its position on planet earth, bikes are once more being seen as an integral part of the future, not the past. On account of their obvious ecological, financial and health advantages, they are once more part of the solution, not the problem. Many cities already bring joy to cyclists with city-centre rental schemes and safer cycle lanes and paths.


Like all subject matter of such historical, cultural and practical significance, cycling is awash with interesting characters and anecdotes, many of which this book takes a lighthearted look at. Read on to discover what led female Victorian cyclists to torture their cats and dogs, why Pope Pius XII refused to bless a pink jersey and why a sprint to the line in a 1,000-metre track race at the 1908 London Olympics never happened.




CHAPTER 1


THE ‘ERUPTION’ OF THE BICYCLE


Progress should have stopped when man invented the bicycle.


Elizabeth West, Hovel in the Hills


 


In 1815 the volcanic Mount Tambora in the Dutch East Indies erupted, and it forgot to stop. Within three months, it had filled the skies of the northern hemisphere with grey ash cloud, blocking out the sun and causing northern Europe and North America to be drenched in cold rain. The following year became known as ‘the year without a summer’. Crops failed, including the oats needed to feed horses, so farmers and other horse owners had to shoot them rather than let them die of starvation.


It is thought that the resulting lack of horses inspired the German inventor Karl Drais to research new ways of horseless transportation, and led him in 1817 to invent the literally revolutionary all-wooden Laufmaschine (running machine), also known as the ‘draisine’ and the ‘hobby horse’. There were no pedals but there were two wheels joined together and a means to steer them in a forward motion as your legs ran at a pace hitherto unknown to mankind. This was the ancestor of the modern bicycle and a definite step towards mechanised personal transport. Agriculture recovered, however, and Drais’s idea was shelved for the next 40 years or so.


In the second half of the nineteenth century, though, trial and error spawned a bewildering array of contraptions that followed the basic form of Drais’s running machine:


BONESHAKER


With pedals now attached to the front wheel, the velocipede (literally, ‘fast foot’), or boneshaker, invented in 1860s Paris did indeed shake the bones as riders traversed the cobblestones of the city. The pain was eased slightly with the later addition of metal ‘tyres’ to the wooden wheels, but not by much.


Only the rich could afford to own one outright, as they are said to have cost the equivalent of an average worker’s pay over six months, and not that many people could afford to rent them by the minute even in the rinks that were set up for that purpose in Europe and America.


Not many boneshakers survive, as most of their metal frames and ‘tyres’ were melted down to help produce the armaments of World War One, and those that do survive command prices of several thousand pounds when they change hands.


PENNY-FARTHING


This was a ‘high-wheeler’ made from metal in the 1870s and 1880s, and named ‘penny-farthing’ on account of its different-sized wheels. The rider sat on a saddle over the much larger front wheel, which was so designed in order to better absorb the shock of metal wheels on poorly paved surfaces. This front wheel was up to 1.5 metres (5 feet) in diameter, about double the size of today’s bicycle wheels, while the smaller rear wheel was a mere 40 cm (16 in.) in diameter.


The penny-farthing became ridiculously popular, given how difficult and dangerous it was to ride. Problems with braking, steering or just being knocked sideways in a breeze all took their toll. Injury, and quite often death, awaited those who were suddenly rotated 180 degrees forward after applying the brakes. For obvious reasons, this became known as ‘taking a header’ and the penny-farthing came to be referred to as the ‘widow-maker’.


When ‘safety’ bicycles (see ‘Rover safety’ below) were introduced in the mid 1880s, diehard penny-farthing riders would come to refer somewhat ironically to their bikes as ‘ordinaries’ in order to distinguish them from the newfangled contraptions with two similar-sized wheels.




RE-CYCLED FACT


‘It’s like riding a bike’


We may not easily forget how to ride a bike, but it’s not always that easy to get the hang of it in the first place. Nowadays parents can teach their children the skill and balance required, but that wasn’t the case for the early riders. It was such an unnatural thing for them to ride a velocipede, never mind a high-wheeler like the penny-farthing, that riding instruction books were published and riding academies, very much the equivalent of today’s driving schools, sprang up on both sides of the Atlantic to satisfy the demand.





HIGH-WHEEL TRICYCLE


While men rotated to death on their own front axles, many ladies who were confined to corsets and long skirts took to the parks on tricycles with two giant rear wheels and one smaller front one. These machines also afforded greater dignity to gentlemen such as doctors and clergymen, who could not be seen to be flying through the air by the members of Victorian society they served. Queen Victoria herself owned such a high-wheeled tricycle, a ‘Royal Salvo’, but there is no evidence that she rode it.


HIGH-WHEEL SAFETY


The high-wheel safety was more of a ‘farthing-penny’ than a penny-farthing, as the rider-carrying large wheel was swapped to the back in an attempt to reduce the ‘death by rotation’ statistics – the smaller wheel at the front prevented the whole bike from rotating forwards when the brakes were applied.


ROVER SAFETY


The British cycling industry started in Coventry and took a huge step forward with the introduction there of John Starley’s ‘Rover’ in 1885. Now back to two wheels of similar height (so that both feet could be placed ‘safely’ on the ground), but with solid rubber tyres, a steerable front wheel and a chain drive to the rear wheel, the Rover was much faster than anything that had come before and a bit more comfortable. The riders of high-wheelers literally and metaphorically looked down on these new imposters, referring to them as ‘dwarf machines’, ‘beetles’ and ‘crawlers’.


But it was during the development of Starley’s safety bikes that the diamond-shaped frame that has survived to this day came to be recognised as the most efficient and effective design for the core of a bicycle; and the addition of pneumatic tyres in the 1890s was welcomed by backsides everywhere and continues to be appreciated (or, at least, taken for granted) by the posteriors of today.




RE-CYCLED FACT


Air we go!


John Dunlop was a Scottish veterinary surgeon practising in Belfast in 1887 when he took it upon himself to develop the first practical pneumatic tyre to make his young son’s tricycle more comfortable. Willie Hume, the captain of the Belfast Cruisers Cycling Club, proved the tyre’s worth by winning races on it and commercial production began in 1890.





And so it was towards the end of the nineteenth century that the bicycle once more came to threaten the horse as the main form of human transport, but this time without the aid of volcanic eruption or crop failure. As Butch Cassidy (Paul Newman) declared after performing stunts on a safety bike to impress Etta Place (Katharine Ross) in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid: ‘The future’s all yours, you lousy bicycle.’


Ironically, the bicycle industry itself would soon come under threat from its own products, as the mechanics and pneumatics it invented soon began to be applied to the early forms of the motor car. The Wright brothers would even have the audacity to apply the knowledge they gained repairing bikes to their rudimentary flying machines. And the riders of bikes didn’t exactly help themselves either, demanding the improved riding surfaces that would literally pave the way for the motor car.


But the bike would survive and so, for the record, would the horse.




RE-CYCLED FACT


The way ahead


It is a little-known fact that road surfaces were greatly improved in the late nineteenth century thanks to campaigns organised by pioneering cyclists and before the age of the motor car. Some raised cash themselves to help fund the much-needed repair of roads that were originally built to carry horse-drawn carriages, and some even experimented with different road surfaces. Granite, tarless macadam, rubber and hardwoods were all trialled before the more permanent solution of tarmacadam came along. Mostly, though, the cycling associations that were springing up around the country brought about improvements by taking parish councils to court to force them to maintain their roads to the standard demanded by the Highway Act of 1835. They enlisted the help of well-connected members of cycling clubs to exert pressure on councils. These well-connected people included Sir Alfred Frederick Bird, proprietor of the famous Bird’s food business and also a champion tricyclist.







CHAPTER 2


THE EVOLUTION OF REVOLUTION


Other forms of transport grow daily more nightmarish. Only the bicycle remains pure in heart.


Iris Murdoch, The Red and the Green


 


It is fair to say that the bicycle has been life-changing for many people, and for many different reasons. In this chapter, we will look at its usage and development in the context of the role it has played (primarily in Britain) in the pursuit of everything from leisure and business to war and the emancipation of women.


CULTURAL CHANGE


For those who could afford them in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, bicycles suddenly enabled day trips or even whole weekends away. Hitherto unexplored countryside was explored; as yet unseen seasides were seen. For many women, bicycles also meant an end to total reliance on men for transport.


Bicycle trips educated people about the geography and ways of life that existed beyond their natural doorsteps. City boys and girls met country boys and girls, and within a generation the gene pools of an area were extended as far as it was possible to cycle in a weekend. There may even have been some cross-fertilisation across the class divide as social barriers are said to have largely fallen away on bike rides, even if those barriers went straight back up on a Monday morning back in the real world.


The unprecedented social change of the time was personified in a remarkable 16-year-old girl called Tessie Reynolds, who, in 1893, took it into her head to cycle all the way from her home in Brighton to London Bridge and back in a day. This didn’t just show that a young woman could be a supreme athlete, it showed that she didn’t have to live her whole life in the town or village or street in which she was born.


Clothing was an immediate issue for female bike riders, it being apparent from the start that bicycle pedals could not be operated from the ‘ladylike’ side-saddle position then employed on a horse. Corsets and petticoats had to stay in the wardrobe if women were to enjoy the freedom and equality promised by the bicycle. Tailors got rich quick by providing the bloomers, knickerbockers and divided skirts that allowed women to mingle unchaperoned with their male counterparts on bicycle rides and to join in unisex games like bicycle polo. At a more utilitarian level, some women would even find the bicycle an indispensable means of carrying out their jobs, particularly those, such as midwifery, that involved getting from house to house over a wide catchment area.


In spite of such heady beginnings for the fairer sex, however, cycling remained largely a male pastime. Initially, this had much to do with the costs involved, and with the fact that the predominantly male family breadwinner had more need for transport than those left at home.




RE-CYCLED FACT


The lunacy of cycling


As the bicycle became safer to ride and more widely available, some members of Victorian society railed against what they saw as an unnecessarily dangerous pastime. In 1894, a report by the Commissioners in Lunacy pointed out an increase in the numbers of ‘idiots and lunatics’ in England and Wales and partially attributed the increase to bicycle riding, pointing out that the circular motion of the wheels caused the human brain to reason in circles, which in turn led to a weakening of the mind.


The media on both sides of the Atlantic, including The New York Times, were quick to pick up on this development, with reports of ‘otherwise mild clergymen and physicians’ mowing down pedestrians and leaving them for dead at the side of the road. Women bicycle riders were said to be rendering themselves infertile and many were reported, as a direct result of the circular motion of their bicycle wheels, to have taken to torturing their domestic pets ‘in the most frightful fashion’.





ON THE JOB


In addition to the midwifery already mentioned, other professions that were to make extensive use of the bike included the following:


Police Officer


The great British ‘bobby’ must have been pleased to give his ‘plates of meat’ (that’s ‘feet’ for anyone unfamiliar with Cockney rhyming slang) a well-earned rest upon the advent of the bicycle, and must initially have felt greatly empowered to be on a form of transport quicker than the foot. (Although I do accept that the odd criminal might have escaped over the fields on horseback, I doubt it would have been a very common occurrence.)


Taking a lead from the USA and Canada over a hundred years later, a twenty-first-century revival is seeing mobile police officers on state-of-the-art mountain bikes in many cities and rural areas around the world, including across Britain. Advantages are considered to be faster response times compared with police officers on foot or police cars stuck in traffic; rapid access to incidents in places like housing estates, playing fields or canal towpaths; and greater connection with the younger generation.


Soldier


As early as the Second Boer War (1899–1902) in South Africa, scouts and messengers used bikes, and cycle-mounted infantry conducted raids on both sides. An army cycling manual of the time recommended that riders should turn their bikes upside down and spin the wheels in order to spook enemy cavalry horses.


In World War One, the Germans had cycling companies within each of their 80 infantry battalions and the British Army had an entire Cyclist Division. In 1937, Japan included around 50,000 bicycle troops when it invaded China. In World War Two, BSA Airborne folding bicycles were sometimes parachuted in with the Allied paratroopers who used them to make a quick getaway as soon as they were on the ground behind enemy lines.


Delivery rider


The jolly image of the British postman delivering letters on his trusty bike emerged with the penny-farthing of the late nineteenth century, and a quarter of Britain’s letters were still being delivered on tens of thousands of ‘Pashley Red’ Post Office bicycles as late as the 1970s.


Private companies across the globe, including DHL for the final stage of some of their worldwide deliveries, still use the bicycle for delivering letters, packages and important documents. The takeaway food industry also plays its part in keeping the planet green, not least in the delivery of the ubiquitous pizza and in the iconic ice-cream-vending trolley bike. For true cycle-delivery chic, though, we need look no further than Amsterdam to see everything from flowers to furniture being delivered in bicycle baskets and trailers.




RE-CYCLED FACT


The self-riding bicycle


The self-driving technology being applied to cars has been introduced to bicycles in Amsterdam. The on-board computers take account of traffic and weather conditions to deliver the bikes safely to their riders in any part of the city, or to allow their riders to get on with other things while the bikes beneath them do all the work. Business people can make telephone calls or catch up on emails on their laptops en route to the office. Small schoolchildren can finish off their homework, no matter how bad the city-centre traffic becomes and without the need for their parents to accompany them on the journey to school.


Note: The self-riding bicycle is only available for sale on the first day of April each year.





Butcher’s boy


This black classic roadster was designed to carry heavy loads in the large wicker basket over the front wheel, and had a large metal plate hanging from the crossbar to advertise the company colours and logo. Like the Post Office bikes, these ‘Delibikes’, as they are now known, were mainly made by the Pashley bicycle company that started up in 1926 and is still going strong today.




RE-CYCLED FACT


That Hovis ad on the telly


The ‘butcher’s boy’ bike was equally useful for the delivery of bread, as evidenced by the iconic 1973 Hovis ad that forever implanted the theme from Dvořák’s New World Symphony into British consciousness. The nation sighed nostalgically as ‘Boy on Bike’ delivered bread to old Ma Peggity at the top of Gold Hill in Shaftesbury, Dorset, before freewheeling back down to enjoy his own Hovis ‘doorsteps’ when he got home. The ad was directed by none other than future Alien, Blade Runner and Gladiator director, Ridley Scott.





Factory worker


Memories of factory workers pouring through the gates en masse on their bikes were revived in the 2010 British film Made in Dagenham, which portrayed the struggle of women in 1960s Britain to get the same pay rates as male workers involved in the production of cars. Commuting to work by bike remains hugely popular in towns and cities around the world, and even in pockets of Britain.


Heavy, load-bearing bicycles also continue to be used as transport within large factories and warehouses where motorised vehicles are prohibited for safety reasons.


Bicycle taxi


Until recent times we could only have the bicycle taxi experience when travelling in the rickshaws of Asia, but nowadays many major Western cities have students and others performing the same job in order to give tourists a fun, relaxing and environmentally friendly tour of their major sights.


THE MOTORISED ENEMY


As soon as Henry Ford launched his Model T car, otherwise known as the ‘Tin Lizzie’, in 1908, bikes stopped being man’s newest toy, but for another half a century the bike would remain the only toy that most people could afford. As the economic effects of World War Two finally began to wear off in the 1950s and 1960s, more people took to the roads in mechanised forms of transport and the bike was increasingly looked upon as the poor man’s car, or the young person’s plaything. In some cases, manufacturers even stopped worrying about whether bikes worked. The Raleigh Chopper of the 1970s and its smaller version, the Tomahawk, looked great, but they felt like they were designed for circus clowns to ride round and round on in the big top. However much you wanted to, it was very difficult to run away from home on a bike with an ‘ape-hanger’ handlebar, different-sized wheels and a spongy saddle the size of a small sofa.
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