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Introduction The Safety Bike


Zahid Sardar


Recently, some friends and I took sturdy red Batavus MacBikes out north of central Amsterdam into a landscape of out-of-theway dikes, medieval streets, and secret gardens. The thrill of pedaling from a bustling city to a country adventure only a few miles away is still palpable and I realize that this is why, unlike other nineteenth-century inventions that have long disappeared, the bike is here to stay. It spells freedom.


One hundred examples of bikes by both well-known manufacturers and unknown individuals from around the globe that are included here epitomize the widespread twenty-first-century bicycle renaissance. The modern bike’s enviable agility and versatility have even prompted car manufacturers and aerospace designers to craft new versions of this remarkable invention. Relatively recently, Porsche, Ferrari, BMW, Mercedes Benz, and Audi have engineered lighter, aerodynamic bikes with hollow monocoque frames made of carbon fiber, aluminum, titanium, plywood, and the kind of bamboo used for Asian rickshaws. Sealed gear hubs, disc brakes, LED lights, and solar-powered batteries are other sophisticated improvements and yet, in essence, bikes are nothing more than frames, wheels, handlebars, cranks, pedals, gears, brakes, and saddles.


What is remarkable is that the first French and British iterations of this simple twowheeled 1860s wonder – clownish and hard to ride Penny-farthing or high-wheeler bikes – became nearly obsolete by the turn of the century. The iconic safety bike that emerged in their stead remained unchallenged for decades until the rising twentieth-century preference for cars, especially in North America.


The safety bike, on which most modern bikes are modeled, survived even this threat because of its smaller twin wheels, simple easy-to-weld diamond-shape frame of tubular steel and high handlebars that allowed upright sitting and better maneuverability. With a lower center of gravity the safety bike was not unwieldy; it could go fast, be mounted and dismounted effortlessly, and brought to a halt at will. Riding it was faster than walking and it cost far less to run than a horse or car.


Incremental refinements changed the safety bike only slightly until the 1970s when suddenly, thanks to a few renegade tinkerers in California, the bike changed in form and its use expanded beyond short-distance commuting or racing.


Teenagers in East Los Angeles who coveted unaffordable low-riding dragster cars began to modify bikes so that they resembled cars and motorbikes. Inspired by these new geometries, American bike manufacturer Schwinn introduced Al Fritz’s Sting-Ray cruiser in 1963. Californian John West and his son Angus transformed one of these into Spawn, an influential custom low-rider with extravagant, garish styling, and hundreds of others followed suit.


Two decades later in the San Francisco Bay Area, Joe Breeze, who is considered the father of modern mountain bikes, hand-built rugged frames for off-road mountain trails. Copycat bikes emerged with unusual aluminum frames, enhanced suspension, and maneuverability that allowed fearless riders to climb, soar, or summersault ever higher. Extreme sports bikes were born.


Although safety bikes continued to be indispensable modes of transportation in parts of Europe, Japan, China, India, and Africa after the Second World War, in North America the car might have nudged the bike into oblivion had it not been for the innovations of these young daredevils.


Although mountain bikes originated in California, British engineer Alex Moulton pioneered the use of conical rubber springs and small wheels for improved suspension in the British Motor Corporation’s 1950s Mini car. He replicated that idea for his 1962 small-wheeled, easy-to-dismantle Moulton bike that was not just comfortable to ride but swift enough to win some of bike racing’s greatest trophies. Moulton’s pioneering concepts undoubtedly inspired other British designers such as Andrew Ritchie, who created the modular folding Brompton in 1979, and Mark Sanders, who designed the portable folder STRiDA in 1987, as well as southern California designer David Hon, a former laser physicist who founded Dahon in 1982 and mass manufactured his folding bike designs in Asia.
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Union Station bike shelter


The United States, still a leader in handmade bikes from virtually every urban center in the country, is poised to take advantage of a trend all across Europe, Japan, and parts of Asia that again favors the bike as the best kind of urban transportation. With a greater interest in reducing carbon emissions and traffic jams in cities, more and more people are opting for bikes and mass transit. They are riding to work, to school, and to the supermarket. The ubiquitous black granny and grandpa Batavus bikes have been repackaged as the bright red, sturdily built, theftproof MacBikes we rented outside Amsterdam’s central railway station. Cities are re-zoning streets as bike lanes and some metropolises like Paris, Barcelona, London, and Montreal have unleashed thousands of share bikes that anyone can borrow. Following their lead, New York has commissioned 40,000 Alta Bicycle Share bikes from Portland, Oregon, and the Dutch team West 8 (founded by landscape architect Adriaan Geuze) will design a 40-acre park for Governors Island replete with 3,000 wooden bicycles for visitors.


Lighter bikes boosted with battery power will help riders climb even the steep hills of San Francisco. Designers are confidently rethinking the bike and even devising sophisticated storage shelters for it.


Bikestation, a Long Beach, California business launched in 1996, was modeled after Japanese and European examples, and is the first full-service membership storage and repair facility for bicyclists next to a metro station in the United States. The enterprise has expanded to other cities. In Palo Alto, California, architect Joseph Bellomo has created modular acrylic and aluminum bike arc shelters that can be used on sidewalks, at bus stations, and train stations. Perhaps the most arresting and iconic reminder of this growing bike movement is Washington, DC’s magnificent steel and glass bike shelter for 150 bikes in front of historic Union Station. The humpshaped structure with operable fins of fretted glass for natural ventilation and controlling heat gain, was designed by KGP architects.


For designers, and even former track racing champions intent on maximizing bike use, no idea is too absurd. New York architecture firm Manifesto has a Ferris wheel-style concept for storing bikes vertically against skyscrapers in crowded cities like Seoul. Dutch designers Merel Sloother, Liat Azulay, and Pieter Frank de Jong have created a cruiser that plays musical records on its wheels. At ECAL, an industrial design school in Lausanne, Switzerland, Christophe Machet has fashioned Camioncyclette, a large shopping basket on wheels complete with pedals. Bikoff by Marcos Madia in Argentina, is a folding bike that includes a snappy briefcase that locks into the frame. British Olympics gold medalist Chris Boardman now also promotes his eponymous brand of sporty urban bikes. Viennese product designer Valentin Vodev who has the distinction of being the only trike designer included here explains how he has improved three wheels: “It behaves like a bike. Trikes, like buses, lumber ahead in a straight line, but my electric trike turns and curves exactly like a bike.”
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Above (from top)
Batavus bikes, Amsterdam
Joseph Bellomo’s arc shelter
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Marcos Madia’s Bikoff


Australian furniture designer Gary Galego suggests that the bike is like a piece of furniture that moves. Other bike designers speak of comfort on a bike as if it were a chair and, not surprisingly, several of the bike designers included in this book are also furniture and product designers: Marc Newson of Australia, Hong Kong’s Michael Young, Tjeerd Veenhooven from Holland, Ross Lovegrove from England, and Joey Ruiter from the United States.


For flat Denmark, MIT researchers have created the Copenhagen Wheel, a battery-powered rear wheel that offers boosts and extends riding distances. In Copenhagen, Biomega founder Jens Martin Skibsted’s colorful, creative hybrid bikes make the same bike equally practical for riding in cities and on mountain trails. Skibsted also designs bikes for German sportswear company Puma as well as with KiBiSi, his multifarious design partnership with Lars Larsen and Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG).


BIG, a firm that believes the best design solutions for future cities include bikes, sometimes creates buildings in the shape of mountains and in the case of Building 8, a ten-story residential complex in suburban Copenhagen, bicyclists can actually ride up to their front doors.


BIG amplified its concept of integrating buildings and bicycle paths during the Shanghai Expo 2010. The firm’s Danish Pavilion building was essentially a spiraling ramp around a pool of water with Copenhagen’s original Little Mermaid in the middle. Visitors could cycle all the way to the top on one of a thousand free share bikes.


Architect Bjarke Ingels and other designers who question existing urban paradigms may inevitably alter the safety bike too. “Why Not?” is the response of maverick Italian designer Dario Pegoretti whose unorthodox, expressionistic painted bike frames have challenged conventional bike graphics for decades.
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Above (from top)
Christophe Machet’s Camioncyclette
Dario Pegorett’si Zahid
Why Not? Pegoretti bike frame
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Ducati’s Copenhagen Wheel
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BIG’s Danish Pavilion, Shanghai Expo 2010


Some international designers riff on urban bikes


Alex Moulton


“Design nowadays is all styling,” says Alex Moulton, the upper-crust inventor of rubber suspension for the small-wheeled Mini car. He famously applied similar suspension principles to his F-frame bike, the Moulton.


“I was the pioneer of the small-wheel suspension bike that is nice to ride,” he says.


Moulton’s design fared really well in Japan because “the Japanese are extremely open to innovation and they appreciate good functional design,” he says. “My design has a geometry that keeps the bike horizontal rather than driving down. This is a very nice feeling. The Moulton is for riding.”


The Brompton folding bike, the portable STRiDA bike, and even the full-suspension mountain bike owe much to Moulton. “I feel very flattered that people do recognize that the Moulton was the original thing in 1962,” he says.


Bjarke Ingels


“Cities are becoming myopic in their interest in cars,” says Danish architect Bjarke Ingels, the founding principal of BIG architects who commutes between Copenhagen and New York. “It is better to have vehicles that are most efficient. It is not that the bicycle is a new paradigm but for urban mobility the bicycle is the most efficient.”


In a community of townhouses with gardens that BIG designed in Copenhagen, bike ramps lead to front doors on all floors.


“Still, I doubt that such bike buildings will be the norm. You can eliminate parking to encourage public transportation, but you need to make the most efficient movement available,” Ingels says. “In New York I have a Puma folding bicycle to go to work and a car to go out of the city.”


Chris Boardman


“I love to see bikes becoming more popular as forms of transport rather than seeing them used only in races,” says British Olympic medalist Chris Boardman, who has a brand of bikes that carry his name.


His urban bikes are as exciting as any racing bike, he suggests. “We build some elegance into every design, because beauty and function are synonymous. Function is by far the most beautiful thing, and the machine that does everything it needs to without fuss tends to look more beautiful,” he says.


Boardman’s racing experience also has a big effect on his bike designs. “We don’t make super-light bikes that flex or TT bikes that are super aerodynamic but don’t handle properly, forcing the rider out of their aerodynamic tuck all the time.”
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