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EDITORIAL


FROM THE AUTHOR


E-biking is wonderful. I say that with the deepest of convictions and after years of enjoyment on bikes of all kinds. I cannot remember exactly when an e-bike first appeared in our garage; what I do know is that my entire family uses e-bikes for myriad reasons—and to many a great benefit. My wife, a doctor, has ridden to work on an e-bike for the past six years. My younger son used to take the bus to school, but after the bus schedule changed, he now uses one of my e-bikes. And my eldest son now loves to take his e-mountain-bike to the trail—sometimes using electric assistance, sometimes not. We all own muscle-powered bikes too, and use them interchangeably.


Not every family is as crazy about bikes as mine, and some have a difficult time finding room for them in their lives and literally in their homes—we do too! Choosing to buy an e-bike might come down to a decision to swap a conventional bike for an e-bike, but other e-bike owners may find they ride their other bikes more often too. Whether or not you can find the right e-bike isn’t a question anymore, as the bicycle industry has electrified every type of two-wheeler, and the options continue to expand. From city bike to mountain bike, lightweight road bike to cargo bike—all of them can be fitted with an electric motor. You will find essential information regarding the various types of e-bikes throughout this book.


Don’t let anyone tell you that e-bikes are only suitable for older or less athletic people or for commuters and urbanites. That is simply not true. On the contrary, e-bikes help people become more active again—both those who formerly lacked motivation or experience with a bike and those who worried that they might run out of energy before reaching their destination. And on the other side of the spectrum, there are very sport-oriented bikes for fit, experienced cyclists who like to tackle virtually every terrain available—now with electric assistance.


E-bikes open new dimensions to cycling. They extend the distance riders can travel or help riders do more with the endurance they have. You will read about these and other advantages in the very first chapter.


There is a lot more to say, and you will read about much of it on the following pages. I truly hope to convey at least some of my enthusiasm for e-bikes. If you only buy this book as a practical guide, that’s great, but please do not just toss it somewhere in the garage . . . use it!


If I may add a final request: please always wear a helmet when cycling, and ride safely; both can save your life.


Enjoy your ride!
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WELCOME TO E-BIKE WORLD




ELECTRIC POWER MAKES RIDING A BIKE EVEN MORE UNIVERSALLY ACCESSIBLE—AND MORE FUN. E-BIKES MAY HAVE BEEN SEEN MERELY AS A NOVELTY SOME YEARS AGO, BUT NOW, JUST ABOUT EVERY POPULAR BIKE MANUFACTURER OFFERS SUPPLEMENTAL-ELECTRIC-POWER MODELS IN ITS LINEUP—IN NEARLY EVERY CATEGORY. FOR MANY, E-BIKES EVEN REPRESENT AN ALTERNATIVE TO DRIVING A CAR, WITH ALL THE FINANCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS THAT REPLACEMENT ENTAILS.





TEXT & PHOTOS: MARTIN HÄUSSERMANN


In 1932, the electronics company Philips debuted a bicycle model that included an electric motor. Placed in the middle of the bike’s triangular frame, the motor powered the rear wheel via the chain; the battery sat in the bottom of the frame to allow for an optimal center of gravity—just as they often do today. In spite of its sensible design, the Philips Simplex Electric Bike was far ahead of its time—by some 75 years.


The term “e-bike” has been a label for more than one form of vehicle. It was once reserved only for electric mopeds, which are powered solely by an electric motor and do not require any physical effort on the part of the user. But these days, an e-bike is a bicycle driven by pedals with electric assistance. And they have really taken off—not just in the literal sense. In the US, nearly 80 percent more e-bikes were sold in 2018 than in 2017. And so the world, and opportunity, of e-bikes continues to grow.


VARIETY ATTRACTS ALL KINDS OF RIDERS


The reasons behind the grand success story are many; one standout is the enormous variety of models available. There is indeed no bike category today that doesn’t have a model also available in an electric version. While only cumbersome, unsophisticated models were available years ago (particularly targeted at making bike riding more accessible for older riders), the e-bike world is now much more vibrant and geared toward riders young and old: with hip urban bikes, mountain bikes, cargo bikes, and even racing bikes with electric drive assistance. E-bikes have done away with the “old fogy” image and instead have become a symbol of a modern, eco-friendly lifestyle.


LEAVE THE TRAFFIC BEHIND


In an age where traffic jams have become the norm and emissions from gas-burning auto–mobiles cause public health and environmental problems, many have started to think differently. The number of people commuting from home to work on a bike is steadily increasing. For short distances through the city, a bike already can’t be beat, and the parking convenience alone is usually much better than for a car! In the event that you have to pick up more than a few things from the store, or the kids need to be taken to and from school, a bike trailer or a cargo bike is an easy solution. Of course, all these things are also possible on a bike without electric drive assistance. But having an electric wind at your back helps defeat any hesitations of making the effort to pedal rather than drive. When a bike commute seems too long, an e-bike commute easily becomes feasible. Riding an e-bike to an appointment means you won’t arrive completely drenched in sweat, which is an especially important argument for topographically challenging cities like Seattle or San Francisco.
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In cities, the e-bike reigns supreme over other modes of transportation.





Even the longstanding tradition of “earning your turns” among athletic mountain bikers and roadies is turning the corner to electrification. A motor helps level the playing field among cycling friends out for a fun ride, as you’ll learn from a few stories told in these pages. A stronger cyclist can ride to their heart’s content on a traditional bicycle, regardless of road or riding conditions, and a weaker or less experienced cyclist will still be able to keep up with the help of the motor assistance. This enables couples or groups of differing abilities to go on cycling trips that will be enjoyable for everyone. For some young or young-at-heart mountain bikers who have no trouble with difficult terrain, the motor just accelerates the fun. They love to ride steep, challenging singletrack trails and downhills—the more the better. On the way to the next slope, it’s simple: use a motor instead of hiking up or taking the chairlift.
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First to day care, then grocery shopping. With an e-cargo-bike, even everyday errands become an adventure.
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Even cities dominated by cars are making room for bikes.
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The e-fat-bike is a type of e-MTB that maintains grip even on the loosest surfaces.





NEW PERSPECTIVES


My esteemed colleague Gunnar Fehlau, who pops up here and there in this book and who also is the proud owner of an impressive number of bikes, once told me, “A new bicycle piques my interest when it opens new possibilities and perspectives for me.” An e-bike can do that, no doubt, even if it’s just on a leisurely Sunday ride, spontaneously going left or right off the planned route. The motor is there to help get you home safely in a pinch too. A motor also encourages older people or people who are aiming to lose some weight to get back in the saddle without any insecurity. They don’t need to be afraid of riding the next steep hill or getting out of breath, and they’ll be doing something good for their health. After spending some time building up their conditioning on the e-bike, people who might have originally needed the motor for assistance may even find themselves reducing the level of motor support or turning it off altogether. The argument of “I am way too young to need an e-bike” is really something of the past. What do we say to the skeptics? Get on and try it! Without a doubt, after their test ride they won’t be able to wipe the grin from their face.









NECESSITY, THE MOTHER OF INVENTION




ELECTRICAL ENGINEER BERNHARD SPRENGER USED AUTOMOBILE PARTS TO BUILD AN EARLY ITERATION OF AN E-BIKE IN 1983, EARNING NO RECOGNITION FOR A TRUE LEAP IN BIKE ENGINEERING. THE TIME WAS JUST NOT YET RIGHT. STILL, HIS STORY OF INNOVATION IS ONE THAT WE CAN IDENTIFY WITH TODAY, SHARING IN THE JOY OF RIDING A BIKE WITH A LITTLE ASSISTANCE—NO MATTER THE REASON.





TEXT & PHOTOS: MARTIN HÄUSSERMANN


With a friendly smile and sparkling eyes, Bernhard Sprenger welcomed me into his garage, saying, “Welcome to my tinkering cave.” The 77-year-old retiree’s garage is full of tools, as well as electrical measurement and charging devices. There is no doubt that an electrical engineer is busy here—and no doubt that he is also a longtime e-bike fan. Even before we begin speaking about his little piece of history, Sprenger examined my own e-bike, the Riese & Müller Delite hybrid I rode to our meeting. Fittingly, the Delite was bedecked with a Bosch e-bike transmission; after all, that’s the company for which he once worked. The transmission features a double-battery system and Nyon display with integrated GPS. The technology I used to arrive at his home serves as a monument to this man’s role in developing the e-bike.


Sprenger worked in the electronics and research and development departments at Bosch. His specialty was in high-voltage meters for automobile ignitions. Bosch made a name for itself early in the company’s history as a supplier to car manufacturers, which remains an important part of the company’s business.


Back in Sprenger’s day, no one showed any interest in e-bikes. But he continued to dream up designs for an electric-powered bike. His career eventually led him to a position at the Bosch development facility, where a bicycle path leading up to a plateau consisted of just under 500 feet of climbing through a forest, making for a pretty steep climb. “Riding a bike to work was fun for me, but I wanted to make it a little easier so that I didn’t arrive to work all sweaty,” explained Sprenger. Thus began his efforts to transform an old bike that he had received while in grade school into an e-bike.


It was no easy undertaking, as e-bike trans–missions did not yet exist, and neither did the other parts needed to complete the modifications for the bicycle. So this natural-born tinkerer reached for anything that was available and adaptable to his design. For the power supply, he chose a device used for lighting in a gutted VW bug. In the car, it generated 180 W at 6 volts. However, because Sprenger had decided on a 12-volt battery, he was able to generate even more power from it, already entering the range of power offered by today’s e-bikes.


Due to weight concerns, he initially chose to use a motorcycle battery, but its capacity proved insufficient: “The battery was empty halfway into my commute.” So he hung a more powerful car battery within the main triangle of the frame. Everything he secured to the frame was held by straps: “It wouldn’t have been a good idea to drill into the frame’s tubes because the frame’s integrity would have been compromised.” The engineer was then barely able to make it to work because the battery provided almost exactly 3 miles of assist.
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Bosch engineer Bernhard Sprenger used car parts to build his own e-bike 25 years ago.
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Sprenger was resourceful. He used a car alternator for the propulsion system, and a car fog light provided the necessary light at night.
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Multiple gears made riding uphill easy. A device (measuring amperes) on the handlebars displayed the battery charge.





Compared to the maximum power generated by e-bikes today, Sprenger’s solution provided a relatively measly amount of power. But it was enough for him. And he had enough spare power to play a car stereo along the way. He added a front light—taken from the Bosch automotive fog light collection—after he fell along that forest path one winter day due to poor visibility.


Sprenger connected roller wheels from old office chairs to an alternator. With the flick of a switch, the roller wheels applied power by friction to the rear wheel, which worked best in dry conditions, and helped push the engineer up the hill toward work at a speed of 12 mph. The roller wheels also served as a transmission brake on the way home, thereby putting back a little electricity in the battery by charging it. “When it snowed or rained, the roller wheels had less purchase on the tire, so I had to pedal harder,” pointed out the still-fit retiree. Sprenger never noticed additional wear to the rear tire. The battery, on the other hand, was worn out after 220 charging cycles: “So I had to buy myself a new one every year.”


He rode from his home up to the hilltop office for seven years. At work, however, no one showed any interest in his idea. He suggested that the company pursue his idea of an electric bike and developed technical drawings of the concept, but the company declined: “In those days, people thought of bikes as sporting goods that needed no motor,” explained Sprenger.


After Bosch’s success in the e-bike market, Sprenger tried to make suggestions to the company a second time—to which he received a prompt answer. Claus Fleischer, director of Bosch eBike Systems, responded to Sprenger personally, writing him by hand: “Your invention was probably just too ahead of its time. A great idea is followed by a long path, and yours will be seen as a success story.” Sprenger received a 250 euro gift certificate for a local bike shop, where he used it to purchase a helmet and a lock for his current e-bike, which does not feature a Bosch system: “Such a bike was too expensive for me at the time,” explained Sprenger. Looking at my Delite again, he brooded: “Having such a bike would be awesome.” And for a Bosch e-bike pioneer, it would be fitting.









OPINION




E-RESPONSIBILITY ON THE TRAILS


THE ELECTRIC MOUNTAIN BIKE IS A HIGHLY CAPABLE MACHINE THAT CAN BRING A LOT OF JOY TO A RIDER. IT’S ALLOWED ON MORE TRAILS IN EUROPE, BUT EVEN THERE, IT REMAINS A POINT OF CONTENTION. THAT NEEDS TO CHANGE, SAYS H. DAVID KOSSMANN, JOURNALIST AND E-MTBER.





TEXT: H. DAVID KOSSMANN. PHOTOS: BIKE NEWS SERVICE (PRESSEDIENST-FAHRRAD)


“E-mountain-bike riders are just lazy slackers. They’re ruining trails and have no etiquette.” “If you can’t get up the mountain under your own steam . . .” These comments have appeared in more than one online discussion or on the side of the trail post-ride. What can we do to come together as cyclists and remove the tension between riders who enjoy the e-MTB and those who don’t?


AN EMOTIONAL DISCUSSION


I am both astounded and confused by how emotionally loaded the topic is. The rejection of e-bikes that is gaining traction in comments sections and forum threads is shocking. How has such black-and-white thinking become so rampant? I recognize the parallels between these sentiments and conversation about topics in our society: fronts are established, differences are emphasized, and unsubstantiated fears are stirred up.


When it comes down to it, though, we all just want the same thing: fun riding bikes in the mountains and in the woods.


These fiery speeches against the new are just as predictable as they are nonsensical in retrospect. Nearly every technological advancement in cycling has been met with vehement resistance—and then, it’s normalized. Why draw a line in the sand when it comes to motors, while other developments are welcomed with open arms? What’s the use of making the motor into the bogeyman, especially among brothers and sisters in spirit? No one is losing anything. What especially gets me is the ignorance: Many of the so-called haters have never even sat on an e-MTB and experienced how to move with it. Some aren’t even familiar with the concept of pedal assist, and they think e-bikes are actually motorcycles with a throttle.


FINDING COMMON GROUND


I’ve found that many land managers, environmental organizations, and hikers don’t care whether we ride with or without a motor. An e-MTB does no more harm to the trails and forest than a normal bike. To them, it’s simply important that we not behave like a bull in a china shop—shouldn’t that also be important to us?


There are, by the way, plenty of examples of bikers with and without the extra wattage happily riding together. So, why not remind ourselves of the things we have in common and concentrate our efforts that way? There are already many of us, and our numbers are growing steadily. Some of us enjoy using suspension, some prefer to ride singlespeed, some brag about their total elevation gain, some would rather ride the chairlift, and still others will expend serious energy biking to the wildest, off-the-map places. Mountain biking has never been so socially acceptable, or easier. So, it’s only natural that our growing numbers will also prove problematic in certain areas. There are indeed some crowded trails out there. But it is possible to address those problems head-on—both tourism and local industries have a vested interest in doing so. If not, then we are all faced with an important task—one that could stand a lot more careful thought, energy, and elbow grease.
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