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My philosophy of life:

If a person is riding a bike they must be a good person! 

Happy Riding!

Find me on facebook
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The All New All Singing and Dancing Retro Bicycle

A Guv'nor on Television

I was watching television, I don't do it often but I did, and there on the little screen, we only have a small television I hate those ugly newfangled big screens, was a Pashley Guv'nor, a retro bike harking back to... well the 1930's, it had clean lines, looked like a classic bicycle, was beautifully put together and looked a real gem. I love bicycles but I hate the modern carbon fibre road bikes. Now real bikes are back with beautiful clean lines and a classic bicycle shape and I have come in from the cold.

The Pashley Guv'nor and the Pashley Speed 5 are modelled on the old track bikes of the 1930's. Girls' bikes are back too with their upright sitting position, curved main frame, comfortable snub nosed seats (so they can wear a dress) and those swing back handlebars designed to be held easily. Girls' bikes come in a beautiful range of vibrant colours and have a basket, the basket is back. I must admit I have always been prejudice against girls' bikes because they can have a bit of a wobble, the frame not being quite as strong and they tend to be a bit heavier, but my wife, Sue, has a Linus mixte, she fell in love with the rosewood colour and the feel of the bike and I can tell you as a fact it looks good and it is light and handles beautifully. Girls' bikes now have a great feel, so do girls but I won't go into that here as I don't want to be labelled a sexist.

Not only is the classic bike in but stylish dressing on one's deadly treadly is back. Take a look at the book and the blog Cycle Chic by Mikael Colville-Andersen, his manifesto states: one's bike should not cost more than the clothes the rider is wearing, the bike must have a stand, a bell, a chain guard, mudguards and a basket, the rider must choose style over speed and no lycra. The websites for companies like Brooks, the saddle people, Pashley, one of the leaders in retro bikes, and Linus, a Californian bike maker, all show bikes being ridden by stylishly dressed people with panache rather than badly dressed people in racing lycra. Grant Petersen of the book Just Ride fame has a different take on the modern bike, he also rejects lycra and carbon fibre racing bikes, he designs very good looking machines but he believes a bike is a workhorse for everyday use, and especially overnight camping trips, and his company sell some of the best looking and most useful saddle bags available in the marketplace.

For both men and women there are a range of classic bikes available today, some based on the safety bike, the first real bicycle, and then there are a series based on the Cafe Racer (pronounced caff racer) of the Ton-Up Boys from England in the 1950's and 1960's. They had stripped back motor bikes with short handlebars adapted for a quick fun race and the bicycle boys have now adapted this concept and styling to create the Cafe Racer with inverted North Road handlebars, classic slack geometry, (what the hell is that you may say, we will get into that later, I'm really not sure what it means myself but what a brilliant phrase) and, getting back to the bikes, the stripped back styling with steel or chromology frames to create a sensational looking classic bicycle. 

Part One

The Invention of the Bicycle

To Begin at the Beginning

The beginning is always a good place to start even if the beginning is the end. Bikes started in Germany with a funny old doctor, no not a doctor, a funny old Baron, who wanted to design a mechanical horse! Why bother about the history, get on with it you say. Well I am a historian, that is I went to Adelaide University and studied law, so how does that make me a historian? I hated law, I failed law and so moved back to my old love history and studied history for 4 years, I even got an honours degree in it. Getting back to bicycles, I believe to love someone, or something, properly and this book is about loving your bike, you have to know something about it, it's like when you get a new girlfriend or boyfriend, as the case may be, you want to know something of their history and about how they got to be where they are today, the same with the bike. Anyway Baron Draisine invented the bicycle in 1817. 

So on to bikes. As thousands of horses died from crop failure, no feed, Baron Draisine invented what he called The Running Machine. It had two iron shod wheels, was made of wood, had a rear brake and you could steer it but you propelled it by pushing it along with your feet, not much good for a twenty mile hike and it would play havoc with ladies stilettos. Draisine saw the need and invented the solution, on its maiden voyage it did thirteen kilometres in less than an hour.

The Draisine 1817

Bikes have been around for two hundred years, in 2017 it will be their 200th birthday. The first bike, the Draisine, was a two wheeled wooden vehicle designed in Germany but the first use of the word bicycle was in France in the 1860's. There are claims that a student of Leonardo da Vinci designed the first treadly in 1493 and, not wanting to be outdone by the Germans or the Italians, there is also a claim that the French designed the first peddlo in1791. Be that as it may, I think the Draisine is the front runner in the first bike stakes. As with all important inventions the bicycle evolved. Ideas were tossed about and slowly the modern bicycle emerged, it is the result of the collective thought of humanity rather than one brilliant man or woman. 

The first commercial bike was the Draisine and it was manufactured in commercial numbers in both Germany and France, it was also called a velocipede and even a hobby-horse. The bicycle is basically a horse with wheels. I read somewhere that the bicycle was a development of the wheelbarrow, I would love to see the person who came up with that idea peddle a wheelbarrow for thirteen kilometres!

An English improved version, popularly called the hobby-horse, was introduced in 1819 and was a hit in London society. But riders on the pavement were fined and accidents occurred and the craze for the velocipede, hobby horse and the Draisine died a death. However the phoenix rose from the ashes. In France cranks were added and pedals mounted on the front wheels and a metal frame was used and the modern bicycle was born. A company was formed just for the manufacture of the new machines, Michaux et Cie, and the bicycle craze took off again.

In England these early bicycles made of iron, with iron wheels were christened boneshakers, you can easily imagine what such a machine was like to ride over the cobbled streets of the time. The bicycle was a commercial success but had its problems, stability wasn't good, comfort was poor and steering worse, try steering a front wheel with peddles on it whilst peddling! These problems, or the solution to these problems, eventually led to the development of what we call today the penny farthing.

Two things which improved the bicycle were ball bearings and solid rubber tyres and with these the bicycle became a social hit with special rinks developed where people went to ride the newfangled contraptions. However once the craze had run its course the popularity of these bikes waned. You still see it today, bicycle design goes through crazes, we have had the carbon fibre road bike and now the mountain bike seems to control the streets of cities as well as the sides of mountains and now there is a craze for retros (old 60's and 70's style bikes) and fixies, old style racing bikes with a fixed wheel, no gears and dressed in bright luminous colours.

Freewheel 1869

To cycle up a hill can be darn hard work but one of the greatest pleasures in life is to freewheel down the other side. Sue, my wife, compares it to flying, like a bird not in an aeroplane. Apparently the freewheel, that is the ability of a bike to move forward without its pedals going round, as do fixed wheel bikes or fixies, was first invented in 1869 by a chap named William Van Anden (he sounds as if he could be Dutch) he seems to have put some sort of ratchet device in the hub of the front wheel, we are talking here about the boneshakers that were peddled directly from the front wheel. 

The first popular freewheel bike was the whippet manufactured by Messrs Linley, Biggs and Archer from 1889. The whippet had an expanding chain wheel two speed gear, to change gears one had to back pedal so it needed a free wheel. This bike needed a good brake and had one that was applied to the rim of the back wheel by the left foot, it sounds a bit dubious but when I went to school some boys rode bikes without brakes and used their feet, well their shoes, applied to the back wheel to stop! The whippet actually looked like an expensive modern mountain bike so really nothing is new.

The Penny Farthing 1870's

Then came the penny farthing, the high wheel bicycle or the ordinary which was developed in Victorian England and was especially popular there. Basically the penny farthing was a bicycle with pedals on the huge front wheel, one sat on the front wheel, metaphorically speaking, if one literally sat on the front wheel it would play havoc with one's ability to reproduce the species, and the rear wheel was very small hence the term penny farthing, a penny was a big English coin and a farthing a small English coin worth a quarter of a penny and about a quarter of the size. The advantage of this arrangement, the big and small wheel, was that the machine was geared up to go faster and on rough terrain the penny farthing was a smoother ride than the old boneshaker as the big wheel went over bumps with ease, the disadvantage was that if you stopped quickly, or hit a bad bump in the road, over you went, this was called coming a cropper or taking a header. Broken wrists were common and riders were even killed in falls. 

Apparently it was a Frenchman who invented the penny farthing but the English manufacturers who made it popular. As well as the development of the penny farthing in the 1870's, ball bearings, solid rubber tyres and hollow steel frames became the thing and the bicycle industry started to take off. American companies began manufacturing these bikes and formulated all sorts of modern adaptions to the production process including mass production. They supported improved roads and advertised aggressively bringing a spurt of popularity to the bicycle in the USA. 

However cycling was still the sport of energetic rich young men. HG Wells in his book The Wheels of Change describes a workman on a penny farthing: a workman riding to destruction on a very tall ordinary, so the ordinary was also used by the working class, this was perhaps when they had been discarded by the rich who moved on to safety bikes and the poor could snap up a penny farthing cheaply. The description of the ordinary as very tall points to one of the reasons why they were expensive rich men's toys, each bike was customised to the length of the rider's leg, the size of the front wheel was directly proportional to the owners legs so mass production was not possible.

The Rover 1885

Next came the safety bicycle which became a means of transport for people in all walks of life, in fact the safety bicycle helped liberate not only the common working man but also women from all social classes. The most famous safety bicycle, the Rover, was developed in 1885 by John Kemp Starley in Coventry England. The Rover had two wheels of the same size, a chain drive to the back wheel and a triangular diamond frame and was the first bicycle that could be instantly recognised as the father of the modern bike. It was said at the time that the Rover set the pattern for the world. Not only was the safety bicycle invented at this time but Dunlop pneumatic tyres appeared in 1888 giving a much smoother ride for the safety bicycle and the new diamond frame design was much more efficient and stronger. Another famous safety bike was the whippet, already mentioned, it was patented in 1885, it had sprung suspension and even a derailleur with a magnificent selection of two gears! 

In HG Wells's books the words diamond frame, safety bicycle and Dunlop figure highly when he describes a bicycle, this shows the significance of these developments in the collective brain of the time. What's more the safety bicycle was now cheaper to manufacture than the penny farthing and ordinary people could afford at least a second hand bike.

Brooks Saddle 1882

The saddle is one of the most important parts of a bike and can give you a hard uncomfortable ride. I'm no expert on saddles but in my cycling life I have had 3 bikes with Brooks B17 saddles and for my current bike I have an el cheapo vinyl covered padded plastic thing, it actually looks good, not as good as a Brooks though, and it is fairly comfortable. My wife insisted on a padded sprung seat of the female variety with a snub nose and she finds it comfortable so she is happy to cycle.

One book I dipped into suggested the best seat was made in Italy by a company called Cippeli, or something like that, but Brooks have a very high reputation and are certainly some of the most elegant looking saddles that you can put on a bike. Brooks was established in 1866 by a gent called John Boultbee Brooks. Should have called his saddles Boultbee:

'What are you riding?'

'A Boultbee.'

'Cool!'

He started the company in Birmingham and was into horse harnesses, saddles for horses and that sort of thing and in 1878 old Brooks's horse carked it so he loaned a cycle and was the ride ever uncomfortable. He decided he could make a better bike saddle, no worries, and his first bike saddle was patented in1882 and was a great success. As well as saddles Brooks made bags and accessories for bikes and motorbikes but business is not always straight forward and the Brooks Saddle Company was taken over by Raleigh Bicycle Company in 1962 since then there has been a management buyout, I think, and even a takeover by an Italian firm if my memory serves me rightly.

Some of the old advert's for Brooks saddles are interesting:

1921: We believe, and are convinced that all riders will agree, that a comfortable saddle is one of the greatest, if not the greatest asset to real pleasure cycling. I would agree with that.

1926: The wise man who is taking up cycling in any form, or changing his style of riding, due either to age or inclination, will exercise great care in the selection of his saddle. I'd agree with that too.

So what makes a leather saddle so good, well the story goes that after many hours of riding the saddle slowly moulds to the shape of your body. I have been looking at Brooks saddles myself and fancy one of the sprung B17's however the biggest drawback with a leather saddle is that you can't get it wet.

In Richard's Bicycle Book there is a good story about saddles: Two of my friends set off from London to India on their bikes, and within two days were each swearing a blue streak at their saddles – one a leather Brooks and the other a Stella Italia foam filled anatomic. Discomfort mounted and when raging pain bought the duo to a halt a few days later, as a last resort they switched saddles. Suddenly all was bliss and they completed the rest of the 6,000 mile journey without
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