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Of Explosions and Implosions


A DULL ROAR, AMONG OTHER THINGS, WAFTS THROUGH THE open window here, 24-7. The freeway is about a half mile away, alternately hissing, whispering, and humming with the sound of tires on pavement. Traffic streams along I-25 day and night, and from here it actually sounds a bit like a mountain river, fourteen lanes wide. A high-pitched sport bike speeds off into the distance, dominating the avant-garde symphony for a few moments. I visualize its pilot hunched down over the gas tank, ecstatic. A Harley takes off after it in a clatter of explosions. The steady tch-tch tch-tch and baritone rumble of coal trains slow-chugging through the BN & SF rail yard under the highway every twenty minutes. Jets headed west over the Rockies, Pratt & Whitneys broadcasting proudly across miles of sky. And the helicopters buzzing from horizon to horizon. The military versions are instantly recognizable by the extra whup-whup-whup of their special wide blades—the guys who figured that it was a good idea to rely so heavily on these things in guerrilla wars, and whup-whup-whup exact troop locations to anyone within ten miles, were perhaps not thinking straight. But I didn’t go to war college.


Those wondering what society is all about could get some ideas just by listening to it. It sounds like explosions encased in steel. Citizens of this clattering, heavily motorized world are slurping up about eighty-five million barrels of liquid petroleum every day and exploding the vast majority of it inside the combustion chambers of their motor vehicles. This number is down a bit from the all-time high (reached sometime around January 2008) as a worldwide economic slump has weighed heavily on habits of petroleum consumption around the globe. This decline in oil consumption was the first in the United States—where 5 percent of the world’s population consumes a quarter of its oil—in more than twenty years, and thus a real eyebrow-raiser.


The price of oil and the pace of economic activity affect each other in myriad and complex ways, a continuous feedback loop. There is no beginning or end to it, so it is folly to try to sort out cause and effect in these markets. Some of the causes are effects and some of the effects moonlight as causes. It should be noted, however, that ten of the last eleven recessions were immediately preceded by spikes in the price of oil. It doesn’t mean that the oil spikes caused the recessions, but it sure doesn’t mean they didn’t.


Sometime during the summer of 2008, I walked past two women having a conversation on the sidewalk downtown. They were dressed smartly and appeared to be two successful professionals. I caught just enough of their conversation to get that one was explaining to the other, in step-by-step detail, how to siphon gas. Interesting times. The price of crude topped $100 in January, shot up to $147, contrary to expectations, and then, just as soon as most people lost their cookies and started to predict an assault on $200, fell $90 in ninety days with the flappy sound of a whoopee cushion. It has been, by far, the most insane year the energy markets have ever seen. Completely unprecedented. As the summer of 2008 turned to fall, the oil situation continued in such volatility, such uncertainty, such along-for-the-ride-ness, that at this point the price of crude could spike back to $150 or sink into the single digits and the top experts and energy consultants would just shrug it off. Whatcha gonna do? They lost their handle on this thing a long time ago. The energy markets became an uncontrolled fire hose, blasting this way and that at high pressure, and seemingly in chaos. Analysts of the Peak Oil persuasion predicted tremendous, unprecedented volatility as a consequence of a plateau in global oil production, and economic chaos as a consequence of a spike in oil futures; their ideological foes among the economists contended that supply issues were illusory and said the price of oil would collapse to its familiar low level. The worldwide economic disaster of 2008 gave both groups a chance to appear correct for a while, but nobody can say with any authority which way(s) the oil market will go in the next six months or a year.


It’s a crazy time to write a book relating to energy, as it’s all happening right now. While nobody can predict the future of energy with much certainty, because there isn’t enough reliable information available and the price per barrel travels in both directions with conviction, and the commodities markets could very well be manipulated by nefarious forces, I believe our energy future is starting to reveal itself. Evidence is now convincing that the world has already entered a new phase in its energy history—a phase that promises to be relentlessly interesting.


The Invisible Solution


The high point of his campaign, so far, has been his energy policy, which is comprehensive and bold, but does not try to turn us into a nation of bicyclists.


David Brooks, referring to presidential candidate John McCain in the New York Times, July 20081


I know there are bicyclists out there, and in increasing numbers, but I can’t hear them. Bicyclists don’t broadcast their movements for the entire jungle or the entire city.


As you may have guessed by the title of this thing, I’m here to promote the bicycle. But I’ll put this out there right at the start: The bicycle is not going to solve our energy problems. The bicycle is not going to make the United States independent of foreign oil. And the United States is not going to morph into a nation of bicyclists as it does in the darkest apocalyptic visions of David Brooks. The first thing we need is for people to be realistic.


As the energy monster emerges from the shadows and starts to reveal the furry edges of itself to a sleepy populace, Americans cling with renewed urgency to the ideal of the personal automobile. Sure, Americans drive less as energy prices rise, but most of us are driving a little less while looking forward to the plug-in electrics, the theoretical hydrogen and compressed-air cars that will surely bring back the days of driving with impunity. In these popular visions of the future, technology comes riding to the rescue of the American Way of Life, and the thought of having to drive less is exiled to the back alleys of the mind. The simplest solutions—those that don’t involve carrying a few tons of metal and plastic around everywhere we go—are banished from the discussion. It’s a colossal and perhaps fatal failure of imagination.


In the public realm, the notion of bicycling for transportation, when mentioned at all, still tends to be treated as some sort of joke. On the radar screens of the officials and technocrats charged with figuring all this out, bicycling registers scarcely a blip. For instance, a commission appointed by the Department of Commerce prepared a highly touted report for President-elect Obama and Congress in 2008: “A Transition Plan for America’s Energy Future.” The report contained no fewer than eighty-eight separate recommendations. Some were good, and some, like the continued subsidization of ethanol, were very bad. In typical fashion, the plan included not a single word about human-powered transport. Observing all this, I am under no illusions that bicycling will become a primary mode of everyday transportation in this country. We are all-in for driving. David Brooks will continue to be chauffered around Washington and Manhattan in the back of a Lincoln Town Car for the foreseeable future. At some point he may switch to a hybrid Lincoln Town Car.


Many serious analysts—and a lot of shysters too—agree that there is no single solution to the energy challenges of the twenty-first century. If we are ever going to halt the heinous and massive transfer of American wealth to hostile or indifferent, undemocratic “petro-states,” if it is somehow possible to lift ourselves off the hook of dependence, a multi-pronged response will be necessary, with many sources and strategies put to work at the same time. I believe the bicycle could, and should, become one component of this multifaceted solution.


There are a lot of easy things that can be done to get us moving in that direction, and I’ll mention a few of them along the way. But the bicycle works its real magic on the level of the individual. The bicycle won’t solve the world’s problems. That rocket has launched. It could very well solve some of yours, however. On an individual level the bicycle transforms lives, in times of plenty and times of hardship. I may be able to convince some readers of these things eventually. First, let’s look back and see if we can figure out what in the hell happened.
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Night Dreams


IT BEGAN WITH THE BICYCLE. SUMMER, 1892. A YOUNG Hiram Percy Maxim,* superintendent of a bullet factory in West Lynn, Massachusetts, was pedaling back home from Salem in the dead of night. Salem and Lynn were connected by about five miles of dark road. Maxim enjoyed riding his bicycle but on this particular night, after a notably successful date, he found himself running on empty and wishing he didn’t have to pedal anymore. But there he was, dangling out there on old Essex Road and detecting his proximity to the Swampscott Cemetery by its earthy smell. At this moment of grumbling dissatisfaction with his mode of travel, the little mustachioed MIT grad looked down at the cranks and bottom bracket and the pedals inexorably turning—the Circle of Power of his fixed-wheel machine—and experienced a flash of inspiration. I might be able to attach a small gasoline engine to this thing and dispense with the pedaling. Even better, his thought progressed—or devolved, as the case may be—I could put a gas engine on a buggy and dispense with the bicycle altogether. Maxim imagined pushing a button or pulling a lever and being spirited away to his doorstep as if by magic, without physical effort. We can do this, he thought. He went into a happy trance while rolling through the darkened farmland. Instead of watching the road ahead, he gazed into the future of human transport and saw bicycles, horses, and trains all bludgeoned into obsolescence by motorization.1 Good thing he didn’t hit any potholes while trancing out in the dark, or he would have eaten some of that road between Salem and Lynn.


Lately, the Massachusetts Highway Department is reporting that the flow rate along Maxim’s old route is in the neighborhood of twenty-five thousand motorized vehicles per day. The hallucination has become real. The world has been Maximized.


The Bicycle Idea


Maxim’s idea will seem quite ordinary to us today, but it bordered on revolutionary in 1892, when the rare seeker of gasoline had to acquire the stuff in eight-ounce increments from highly suspicious paint store clerks. Given the relative scarcity of small gasoline engines at that time, and the fact that he had never in his life seen one attached to a bicycle or carriage, Maxim figured his Aha! moment might have been original and highly consequential. He later found out that many others around the world had already been visited by similar thoughts. Motor-carriages were in commercial production in France in the early 1890s.2 In the United States, Maxim’s lightning bolt of inspiration was just one of many; similar bolts smacked George Selden, H. K. Shanck, Alexander Winton, Elwood Haynes, Charles King, Henry Ford, Ransom Olds, and the Duryea brothers, most notably, and no doubt many others. Winton and Shanck were each building bicycles in Ohio when their inspiration hit, years apart. The Duryeas, who were the first Americans to build a gas-powered car that actually functioned, were bike mechanics and bike manufacturers when they accomplished the feat.3


Many decades later Maxim offered a theory to explain why so many different engineers, machinists, and tinkers fell under the influence of the Motor Madness at nearly the same time, each substantially ignorant of the others’ efforts:




We have had the steam-engine for over a century. We could have built steam vehicles in 1880, or indeed in 1870. But we did not. We waited until 1895.


The reason why we did not build mechanical road vehicles before this, in my opinion, was because the bicycle had not yet come in numbers and had not directed men’s minds to the possibilities of independent, long-distance travel over the ordinary highway. We thought the railroad was good enough. The bicycle created a new demand which it was beyond the ability of the railroads to supply. Then it came about that the bicycle could not satisfy the demand which it had created.4





This passage has been quoted often, and Maxim’s theory endorsed by many scholars of automotive history. That doesn’t mean he’s right, of course. There may be some holes in the theory. For instance, it’s not true that steam-powered vehicles weren’t produced prior to the bicycle craze. They were, although without much success. But Maxim was right there in the thick of things, so his opinion carries the weight of personal experience along with its simple elegance. The bicycle, particularly the modern-style “safety bicycle” with pneumatic tires, gave people this delicious and unprecedented taste of freedom, an awakening to the possibilities of a different kind of travel altogether after thousands of years of draft animals hauling wagons. Quite a bite of apple that was. Suddenly everyone could see the possibility of using machines to roll freely over the roads for long distances, at any time of their choosing, at twice the speed of a horse. Thus with a pedal stroke it vanquished foot travel, horse travel, train travel—and bicycle travel, too.


It’s safe to say that some riders in Maxim’s day took from their bicycles great rewards that were separate and distinct from mere transportation. While moving from here to there with unprecedented efficiency, they also reveled in the exhilaration of speed and balance peculiar to an in-line two-wheel vehicle. Rather than being chased into the arms of motors by the thought of the physical exertion required to propel the “bike-rider system,” some enjoyed that part of bicycling, too. To these riders no greater form of transport needed to be invented. The bike was their dream, realized—the bike was the realization of a dream they hadn’t even dreamed yet.


But to some others, it just left them hanging out there on the road between Salem and Lynn, wanting more. To Maxim, et al., the bicycle was a puzzle that demanded a solution.


Maxim, Pope, and the LAW


Maxim was transformed by his vision and could think of little but gasoline engines and mythical motorcars for several years. He became useless at the bullet factory and began to exhibit symptoms usually seen in the later stages of human-to-werewolf transformation. Having heard of a small engine driving a water pump somewhere nearby, he went to see it at first opportunity, brimming with excitement. It seems likely that he may have been foaming at the mouth a bit as he stared at the motor long and hard, caressed it, listened to it, fell in love. Maxim was simply obsessed with the thought of driving a magic motorcar, and he was not alone.


In the following year he designed and pieced together his own engine, then mounted it on a rickety tandem tricycle. The contraption was a flop as a practical vehicle, struggling to manage walking speed up slight grades and toppling over with frightening ease. Unsafe at any speed. Even so, his machine was a mindblower. Maxim’s experiments soon attracted attention from higher-ups at the Pope Manufacturing Company. Pope was then the leading producer of bicycles in the United States, with thousands of employees and five factories5—in fact, the tricycle upon which Maxim placed his first engine was a Pope Company product.


Maxim became chief engineer of the newly formed Pope Motor-carriage Division.


Colonel Albert Pope, the man behind the Pope Company, had been America’s first and most successful bicycle maker, but also its first major cycling advocate. In 1880, during the high-wheeler era, he created the League of American Wheelmen (LAW). Although his first thought was probably for marketing his Columbia-brand bicycles, the League grew into a multi-pronged organization with impressive reach into wide-ranging aspects of bicycling. It served cycle tourists with maps and guides, sparred with a natural enemy in the railroads, and pestered lawmakers into a variety of bicyclist-friendly provisions. It even wrested control of the racing side of things, which was big business. It is inconceivable to imagine one of today’s broad-based cycling advocacy organizations (like the League of American Bicyclists, the LAW’s post-post-modern successor) with its fingers in the racing cookie jar.


Most notably, the LAW succeeded in a widespread movement to have public roads paved and improved, primarily to benefit recreational bicyclists (and the bicycle industry). The League was not an order of utility cyclists, mind you, trying to improve their routes to work. These were primarily weekend warriors, coming at the politicians in such numbers and with such combativeness that the politicians couldn’t resist. Their Good Roads Movement altered the landscape noticeably, changed the country’s expectations about street surfaces, and benefited the early auto builders in obvious ways.


The bleating of the Wheelmen improved the infrastructure and institutional framework for bicyclists—for road transportation in general. It even laid the foundation for bicyclists’ basic legal right to use the roadways, which, if you’re a bicyclist or thinking of becoming one, is critically important. But the bitter fights over things like road paving, access to Central Park, and whether bicyclists should be allowed to take their wheels aboard trains for free must have seemed pretty silly to the wider population. Complaints rang hollow when the complainers used their bicycles almost exclusively as toys and otherwise lived their lives in conspicuous comfort. Still, the LAW cried discrimination and made lists of “targeted” politicians whenever they met resistance to their demands. They won many of these scraps. In the process they may have given the well-to-do wheelmen a reputation for insufferable spoiled whining. Bicyclists have had a hard time shaking this rap, partly because it’s been a convenient narrative for antibicycle forces, and partly because it’s true.


By 1898 Colonel Pope’s company, thanks in large part to Hiram Percy Maxim, was selling a variety of reliable selfpropelled four-wheel vehicles, both electric and gas powered. That year the League saw its enrollment contract for the first time, dropping 15 percent in six months.6 Within a few decades the LAW would drop off the map, along with interest in bicycling among adults in the United States.


To Be Taken Seriously


Eighteen ninety-three was a great year for the bike industry but perhaps not so great for the bike. Big cities around the world were experiencing large increases in the numbers of bicyclists on the streets and an even more pronounced increase in the numbers of unscrupulous or reckless riders, setting the stage for conflict and contempt. In New York City anger toward bicyclists erupted when one Edward Kleinschmidt ran over and killed a little girl named Katie McGlynn on May 26. The tragedy set the tone for the rest of the summer. Pedestrians and cart drivers intensified their hateful glaring at the growing crowd of bicyclists. The New York Times editorialized in favor of registration, licensing, and greater enforcement applied to wheel jockeys—all of which echoes perfectly in contemporary arguments.


The bicyclists glared at each other in distrust as well. Isaac Potter, a well-known cycling advocate of his day, was quoted in the Times denouncing the new crop of rolling hoodlums, seeking to draw a distinction between the unsavory newcomers and the “respectable” old-school wheelmen.


Years before the death of Katie McGlynn, Potter had been instrumental in the passage of a New York state law granting bicyclists all the rights and responsibilities of vehicles—vehicles meaning horse-drawn carriages. Carriages were then limited by law to a maximum speed of five miles per hour in New York. Obviously, it was easy to pedal a bike at more than three times this speed; it was also easy to use a bicycle in places and in ways a carriage could not operate, and many wheelmen did exactly that. The NYC police in the early 1890s did not feel particularly threatened by this new brand of lawbreaking and settled into a hands-off policy, ignoring the classification of bicycles as carriages and allowing bicyclists the freedom of movement inherent in their machines. With the public outcry over the girl’s death amid growing traffic chaos, the police launched a bit of a crackdown on speeders—one of the first of dozens of crackdowns against scofflaw bicyclists that would be launched in cities throughout North America over the next century—and outfitted the first bicycle cops for the specific purpose of chasing down other bicyclists.7


But let’s go back—why would Isaac Potter or anyone who rides a bike want to be classified with carriages? Given the maneuverability and potential speed of bicycles, isn’t that a big step down? At the time Potter wrote this law and pushed it through, 1887, the wheelmen had been banned from Central Park, one of the best places to ride. The new law was a compromise of sorts that placed bicyclists under far greater control of the Man, but guaranteed their right to travel wherever other vehicles were allowed to go. Thus the wheels would not be banished from the park or any other public road. This was viewed as a major victory by many New York wheelmen, and they dubbed it “The Liberty Law.”8


Some wheelmen did not appreciate the sweeping and sudden criminalization of many of the new safety bicycle’s advantages. If there was a third way, perhaps to create laws that would be more accommodating of the bicycle’s unique capabilities, such an alternative seems never to have been considered.


To Potter and his ilk, the compromise of holding bicyclists to vehicular laws while guaranteeing them vehicular rights was well worth it. In fact, it wasn’t viewed as much of a compromise at all. One gets the impression that the Potters yearned to roll at five miles per hour in the most deliberate carriage-like fashion, law or not. Anybody riding like that could hardly be accused of using their bicycle as a toy. Above all else Potter and his like-minded wheelmen yearned to be taken seriously.


Gapers


In 1895, after numerous test runs around the company yard, Maxim took his first halting drive through the streets of Hartford in his prototype Pope gasoline-powered horseless carriage. His assistant rode alongside on a bicycle with a sack of tools and spare parts, fully expecting a breakdown. Maxim didn’t appreciate audiences for his experiments, so he was unsettled when a procession of an additional twenty to thirty bicyclists formed behind—random strangers seeming to accumulate like moths around a porch light. This would become a familiar but disconcerting routine. Maxim wrote, “It should be remembered that I never took the machine out that I did not collect a flock of bicyclists who followed me around as children follow a parade.”9


Horses displayed nearly the opposite reaction. Every time Maxim encountered a horse on the roadways while driving his carriage, he had to stop, dismount, glide over to soothe the animal, and lead it past the car. When he failed to perform this ritual in time, the horses panicked, reared up, and occasionally, if they were good country horses, tried to stomp his clattering alien machine into submission. Dealing with horses and bicyclists was among Maxim’s least favorite aspects of being a transportation visionary.


Not Enough


It’s not enough to say that the bicycle planted the dream of a certain type of mobility in the human psyche; the booming bicycle business of the early 1890s also made fulfillment of that dream possible in direct ways, spawning multiple industrial advances that were needed by the automakers in ensuing years. Bike tech created ball bearings, frames constructed from hollow welded steel tubes, lighter and stronger alloys, spoked wheels, mastery of chains and gears, and, crucially, pneumatic tires, all of which showed up in the first cars. Also, of course, the specialized tools needed to make all these things. Add to the list of contributions, simply, manpower—the bike manufacturers became carmakers. Their ideas for running factories and marketing their products and creatively bilking their customers were transferred to a new industry. Even the bike racers got into the act, abandoning the wooden tracks in droves to build and drive race cars.


It would be difficult to overstate the influence of the bicycle on the ensuing motor age. But I might try anyway—watch out.


Ford Gawks King


Inventor, n. A person who makes an ingenious arrangement of wheels, levers and springs, and believes it civilization.


Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary10


On March 6, 1896, Charles King, one of the important pioneers whose name has been almost lost to history, exhibited his motorized wagon in Detroit. He showed off a top speed of eight miles per hour—definitely goggle-worthy. Everybody hold on tight.


A flock of bicyclists quickly materialized, swarming the novel machine as it chugged around in a cloud of exhaust and noise. Our old bud Henry Ford was pedaling with the peanut gallery that day. He was gathering intelligence for his own effort, the “Quadricycle,” which was brewing in his garage a short distance away.11


Ford’s Quadricycle was finished and ready to roll just a few months after King’s exhibition. At this point Ford learned that the shed door wasn’t as wide as the completed vehicle, so he grabbed a blunt instrument and bashed out the bricks on one side (he was renting) to get the thing out. At about three in the morning on June 4, 1896, Ford and a distinguished few mechanics birthed from the altered structure a five-hundred-pound gasoline-powered contraption that had four bicycle wheels, a frame of steel bicycle tubing, and a bicycle seat.12


E. G. Graham was one of many who received a ride in the Quadricycle that summer.




I recollect there was quite a cloud of smoke well in the air behind us, and we hadn’t gone far before there were twenty-five to fifty bicyclists following us. We circled around—I do not remember where—until finally we reached Lafayette Street, going west, and when we got fairly close to Fourth Street Mr. Ford instructed me when we turned the corner to jump out and run and open the door of the stable so that the car could be driven in before the crowd of bicyclists overtook us. This was done, and Mr. Ford had just snapped the padlock in the hasp when around the corner they came and one of them said, “Mister, can you tell us where that horseless carriage went?” Henry replied, “Yes, right up that alley,” and away they went up the alley to the east. Mr. Ford gave one of his humorous chuckles, and we walked back to the Edison station.13
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