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FOREWORD

THIS BOOK is my personal and loving tribute to the bicycle and some of the many and varied aspects of cycling. It’s built upon my own cycling experiences and on conversations I’ve had with cyclists around the world.

I’ve travelled far and wide, despite the fact that “everything” is on the internet now. The net can never replace the experience of seeing a crank punched from metal in an Italian factory, hanging out in a Spanish cycle café, watching tubes being brazed by a British frame builder, or cycling up a French mountain, through New York or across the rocky gravel of a Swedish forest. Nor can I just Google my way to an understanding of the cities that have really chosen to embrace the cyclist, or the feeling in my own garage when I unscrew a bicycle, repair or service it and then manage to screw it back together. Here, I fully agree with the Chinese philosopher Confucius who, in 500BC, said, “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.”

I’ve always been someone who cycles, but only when this interest developed into a passion did I become “a cyclist”. At the same time, the number of bikes in my garage grew to a number that now causes me to pause when someone asks me how many I have – I always have to count (there are seven, one for each purpose, plus one in reserve and one simply because it’s beautiful).

The reason for my greater interest in cycling was fourfold: a new way to get fit that was gentler on my body; an ever-increasing environmental commitment which, among other things, resulted in three books on the subject; a growing aesthetic obsession for a beautiful mechanical machine; and an increasing desire to at least fully comprehend, in our otherwise computerized existence, how something works. This causal four-leaf clover behind my transformation into a cyclist has since grown further. If you’re cycling, you’ll soon be interested in the surrounding area, and you’ll begin thinking about bicycle-friendly road networks and bicycle-friendly, small-scale cafés. The environmental commitment also raises questions about urban planning, who has the right to dominate public space and how best to encourage climate-friendly commuting. The aesthetic appreciation of my bikes is not just about wanting to own beautiful items, but also about identifying what kind of person I am. They symbolize my ideas about democracy, urban planning, child education and a desire for a smaller organic footprint. And the joy of taking apart a bike and putting it back together offers the same feeling of wellbeing as other manual work provides. The homegrown tomato tastes better, the self-knitted sweater is cosier, the garden deck you build yourself provides a greater sense of satisfaction and the bicycle you assemble will soon become so familiar that it feels almost like a new family member.

Having said that, we can’t forget that the bike is also a simple and immediate way to create a feeling of wellbeing. Something that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the author of, among other things, the Sherlock Holmes books, pointed out a hundred years ago: “When the spirits are low, when the day appears dark, when work becomes monotonous, when hope hardly seems worth having, just mount a bicycle and go out for a spin down the road, without thought on anything but the ride you are taking.”

In its simplest form, an interest in cycling can be justified by this basic notion: cycle for a while and it will clear your mind, you’ll be happier. You might suggest that cycling should be prescribed by doctors, perhaps, and you’ll soon discover that it already is.
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ADVENTURERS on bikes – there have been plenty, in my native Sweden alone. Göran Kropp rode from Sweden to Mount Everest, which he then climbed without support or oxygen. Janne Corax has ridden in hundreds of countries and cycled just over two laps around the world. Renata Chlumska spent 439 days cycling and paddling around the United States.

But maybe it was Englishman Thomas Stevens who started the trend when he began his round-the-world ride from San Francisco on 22 April 1884 on a penny-farthing. His luggage consisted of a belt of money, two shirts, a revolver and a rain cape. Stevens returned to the American West Coast two years later, then wrote a 1,021-page book about his adventure.

ALBERT EINSTEIN in addition to being a scientist, was an extraordinary quotation-machine. His two best-known comments on cycling come, respectively, from a letter he wrote in 1930 to his son and his response when asked about the theory of relativity: “Life is like riding a bicycle. In order to keep your balance, you must keep moving,” and “I thought of that while riding my bicycle.”

ALFONSINA STRADA was a legendary Italian cyclist – the only woman to complete a stage of the Giro d’Italia. That achievement came in 1924, but it is hard to figure out the story leading up to it in the smoke screen that surrounds her life.

Born in 1891 in a shed outside Modena, her father a day labourer, her mother a wet-nurse, with ten siblings (eight of whom were brothers), Alfonsina learned to ride her father’s bike despite villagers cursing her for such sinful behaviour in a girl. She won her first race at the age of 13. The prize was a pig. She broke the world record by cycling 32.58km (20¼ miles) in one hour. She competed in exhibition races all over Europe and even in Russia, where she received a gold medal from Tsar Nicholas II. Her maiden name was Morini, but she married a man who was called Strada, which translates as “road.”

She was invited to participate in the Giro d’Italia by the organizer Emilio Colombo, along with the daily newspaper La Gazzetta dello Sport. He thought that a female participant would create additional publicity. The male riders, on the other hand, thought it was a gimmick and threatened strikes. Alfonsina was called “The Devil in a Dress” by her male antagonists.

In any case, Alfonsina came to the starting line, slipping through by using the more gender-neutral name of Alfonsin. She left many in her wake, but due to a storm, rain and slippery clay, Alfonsina crashed hard outside Naples and broke her bicycle. In the absence of a support vehicle, it was a long time before a farmer took pity on her and lent her a broom stick with which to mend her handlebars. Though close to her goal, Alfonsina had missed the time limit and was disqualified.

Recently, there has been renewed interest in Alfonsina Strada after the release of an album called Goodbike, by the Italian group Têtes de Bois, on which all the songs are about cycling. One of the tracks, Alfonsina e la Bici (Alfonsina and the Bike), has a fantastic video featuring the venerable Italian astrophysicist Margherita Hack playing the role of Alfonsina. This isn’t as unlikely as it may sound; in addition to her purely scientific publications, Margherita Hack has written books about her life, being among other things, vegetarian, antifascist, a peace activist and opponent of nuclear weapons. One of Hack’s last books was her autobiography La Mia Vita in Bicicletta (My Life on a Bike).

ALLEN KEY is a type of wrench, an indispensable tool for every cyclist. In Italy, the tool is called chiave a brugola, in France clé Allen, in the Netherlands inbussleutel, and in Spain llave Allen. Who Allen is or where he comes from, I don’t know, but I know that in many countries you can make yourself understood if you make a twisting motion with your hand and say, “Ikea”.
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ALLEY CAT RACE is an informal bicycle ride held in a city. The first was held in Toronto in 1989 and most participants were cycle messengers. An “alley cat” is a feral city cat.

Usually, the race is held at night and consists of, as in an orientation competition, a number of checkpoints. These checkpoints can sometimes (and this is where they differ from most orienteering competitions) consist of different tasks – physical, mental, alcohol-related – which must be completed before the next stage is begun.

An alley cat race is quite often, but not always, both informal and in many ways illegal. The first three past the post get the prize, while the final finisher becomes DFL, or Dead Friggin’ Last. Legal races occur, but it’s a bit like trying to domesticate a feral cat.

[image: illustration]

ALUMINIUM No one seems to love it. In any case, not as a material for bicycle frames. Exclusive cars may have aluminium bodies, as can aeroplanes and even mobile phones can have a back plate of brushed aluminium. But a bike frame? Nah. However, it was aluminium that ended the reign of steel as the winning material in, for example, the Tour de France. The window of fame for this material was short (it opened in 1995 and closed once more in 1998), but it should have generated some enthusiasts. If so, they’re difficult to find.

The first to resist aluminium were the nostalgic steel-lovers who thought that things were better the old way. Then came criticism from those who set their hopes on the eagerly awaited super carbon fibre. It didn’t matter to them that the material was lightweight – only one-third of the weight of steel – and rigid. Experimenting with different advanced composites, where aluminium was blended with another metal, such as a ceramic or an organic compound, and imposing names like “metal matrix composite aluminium” didn’t even help its case. The material was spurned.

Most cyclists had the unshakable opinion that aluminium frames were big and ugly. And, when they broke, they did so in a strange way – so you couldn’t go to the blacksmith and straighten up the frame again as you can with steel. The only time the aluminium frame was… perhaps not “loved,” but at least seen as a possible choice, was a few years ago when carbon fibre frames began to come down in price. Then there was the mantra: “Rather a good aluminium frame than a bad carbon fibre one.” There were those who thought carbon fibre frames broke in an even stranger way than aluminium ones.

Today, not one of the premium frames is made from aluminium. Just a few years ago, aluminium bikes sold for eye-watering sums. Today, it is almost impossible to find an even remotely expensive one, possibly with the exception of a mountain bike. These days, someone tired of resisting this material can get an aluminium frame from, for example, Dedacciai for a fairly reasonable price. In material and performance, it is the equivalent of the one on which Marco Pantani won the Tour de France in 1998 – the last time a metal frame was included in the prize pool. And if it worked for him, it should be perfectly fine for any happy amateur. It looks good, too.

ASPHALT TATTOO is a permanent reminder of a previous crash on a hard surface. Sometimes, it can look like a ladybird.

ATTITUDE Sometimes I feel everything is about attitude. If society’s other road users could change their attitude toward cyclists, everything would be so, so good. But obviously, it’s not easy to get everyone else to change their minds.

Let’s consider an example of bad attitude. New apartment buildings were put up near me. A sidewalk and a cycle path were created. After a while, the residents complained that cyclists cycled too quickly on the cycle path. So they were complaining about cyclists who cycled legally on a cycle path for cyclists. It’s a narrow sidewalk, I realize, but it’s not the cyclists’ mistake when pedestrians cross their path. Those in charge were not really of the same opinion; they highlighted the cycle path with thick, transverse white markings, so when cycling over them, it feels like crossing a pebble beach. Afterwards you have to feel around your mouth with your tongue to check if any of your fillings are loose. Those who want to ride a bike faster than about 7kph (4½mph) now cycle either on the sidewalk or on the road, where they soon get used to encountering irritated people.

A negative attitude like this arises because pedestrians consider a cycle path to be a kind of extra walkway, and the bureaucrats responsible think the same way. If pedestrians walked out in the road, they wouldn’t expect drivers to drive more slowly – and if they did, they wouldn’t have any sympathy from others.

Part of the reason for this negative attitude toward cyclists is that it seems to some that cycling is purely a leisure activity. They equate it with a Sunday walk, where the goal isn’t important and time insignificant. But those commuting by bicycle aren’t just doing it because it’s an effective way to beat traffic. In addition to all the health and environmental benefits, the cyclist, like the car driver or those who take public transport, wants to get quickly to work or school, or home to the family. Like those dealing with traffic jams and public transport delays, the cyclist is annoyed when his journey doesn’t go as planned, when he can’t maintain a steady speed or keep to his planned route. At least as annoying is being told to take it easy and not to cycle as if you’re training for an endurance race. Nobody tells a driver to keep to 30 on a 70 road “because you see so much more” and nobody asks a bus commuter to take a later bus because “you’ll get there eventually.”

I know I’m biased and maybe not seeing things clearly when it comes to traffic cases where cyclists are involved, but it concerns me that, for some reason, cyclists have ended up at the bottom of the list for most town planners. We should have equal priority with other road users, after all.

Those driving a car, as another example, rarely find a bus shelter located in the middle of the road, something that’s an everyday occurrence for a cyclist. Motorists rarely find their road dug-up and a sign pointing to a motorway in the wrong direction. Add to that posts and cement bollards, garbage trucks and scooters, construction sites and cement mixers, cars and trucks hogging the road, double baby carriages, skips and trees, dog owners with long leashes and people milling around because they have music in their earphones or are writing a very important text message.

And when I’m forced to slam on the brakes because a food truck with a diesel engine is parked in the middle of the cycle lane, and I make the gesture “But you can’t park here” to the driver, and just get back the gesture “Well, where else can I park?”, I use the gesture “Try a parking lot – somewhere that doesn’t mean parking in playgrounds, dog parks, flower beds or cycle paths,” but rarely does anyone understand it.

So, to sum it up, it’s not the cyclist’s job to solve the problems of other road users by giving up the narrow strip we’re assigned for just anything at all, perhaps with the exception of an ambulance or fire engine.

Too many cycle lanes count as a sort of extra space for the needs of drivers, which always come before those of cyclists, because we’re at the bottom of the list when it comes to problems with public traffic systems. That’s what I mean by attitude. If motorists and pedestrians were exposed to the same things that commuting cyclists experience, those in charge of the public traffic system would immediately be forced to resign.

So what can we do until attitudes change? Why don’t others understand that every cyclist often means one less car on the road? That we don’t risk killing your child, that we don’t use taxpayers’ money by taking public transport? (Instead, we cost less tax money because exercise makes us healthy.) Why aren’t we celebrated because we don’t contribute to global warming? Why don’t we get a medal because we make cities quieter? Why are we ridiculed for dressing practically to commute a couple of miles? Why are we chased by police and hated by motorists who look at us like some kind of anti-social miscreants on two wheels?

How do we change the attitude of those who think cyclists only seem to cycle to annoy other road users? I don’t know. Sure, there are municipalities working on this. Of course, it makes me happy that a few big cycling projects are underway. I’m a bit of a sucker for a grandiose bike project. Like the beautiful red cycle path snaking through Copenhagen; or the amazing cycle path in Dutch Krommenie, where the coating on the surface is packed with solar cells that power the street lamps and traffic signals and charge electric cars; or the nice bike tunnels in Bath, Antwerp, Rotterdam and San Sebastián. In addition to making it easier for cyclists, these cycling measures say “We like you. We will eventually fix all cycle lanes and crossings, but until then, enjoy these improvements. For this, you are worthy. You are the traffic heroes of everyday life.” Then, eventually, maybe the rest of society will also understand that more bicycles and more cyclists are a good thing.

Another measure of bad attitude: in my native Sweden, roughly one in every ten trips is made by bicycle. Of the money invested in traffic, about 0.05 percent goes toward cycling projects, which should be 10 percent. In other words, two hundred times too little.

When did this conflict begin, this battle over the space in our cities and on our roads? Perhaps we can say that it’s always existed. Initially, the struggle was between the bicycle and the horse. Cyclists wanted to ride on existing roads and wrote to the responsible authorities asking for more compacted road surfaces. The horseriders wanted a softer surface and regularly got the track loosened by diggers. Then, when horses virtually disappeared from our cities, the struggle between cyclists and motorists began. At that point, roads had long been designed by cyclists. For example, in the United States, the bike organization Good Roads Movement was advocating better roads for their members. Then came the cars. In the United States, newspaper advertisements for revolvers under the heading “The Cyclist’s Friend” appeared, so cyclists could defend themselves against aggressive motorists.

Society would, over time, override and take the driver’s side against the cyclist. In most countries, it was mostly about a vision of the future, a future where cars are driven and spacecraft are flown. The bike was thought to belong to the 1930s when hordes of workers cycled to work at the mill. This wasn’t the case everywhere though – in some places the opposite was true, most notably in Copenhagen, largely due to the fact that the Danish capital was poor after the war. There, the bike was allowed to remain, where it is still tolerated in traffic, where the government, to this day, supports the bicycle.

A contrasting example is the Essingeleden in Stockholm. A beautiful, arch-shaped highway, held high on pylons, directing traffic around the centre of Stockholm, Essingeleden was opened in 1966. In its conception, the bicycle was almost completely ignored, except for a small half-hearted stretch where a cyclist can barely ride past another cyclist without veering around each other. Cyclists weren’t prioritized because there would be no cyclists in the future. That’s the way people thought in the 1960s.

The strange thing is that you find the same mentality today. About 15 years ago, the roads in Stockholm were redesigned to include a welcome tram line, yet it would have been quite easy and not too expensive to include a cycle lane. But that isn’t what happened. Except for one short stretch which, again, is so narrow that a cyclist can barely encounter a pedestrian without problems. So Stockholm missed a good opportunity to improve cycling infrastructure, yet at the same time it is always saying that it wants to become one of the best bike cities in the world. In Stockholm, eight percent of trips are made by bike; in Copenhagen, the figure is 30 percent.

Therefore, the attitude I’m talking about belongs not just to those who choose to park in the bike lane, but also to those designing traffic infrastructure and roads. The lack of good infrastructure for cyclists is either due to non-existent investment, or simply that it’s being built wrong because of ignorance. For example, it can be about cyclist-unfriendly traffic signals: I can cycle along a long road where the driver next to me at each junction has a green light, but I still have to wait and push the button because the signal for cyclists shows red. I can be free-wheeling down a steep hill on a cycle path, only to find that it suddenly crosses a walkway. Or, after cycling over a bridge, I might find that the cycle lane has disappeared altogether, and the signs (I think) are telling me to cycle against the flow of traffic down a one-way street. Car drivers are absolutely unaware of this, and try to intimidate me by honking their horns, flashing their lights and showering me with shouts of, “You don’t pay road tax!”

Many of these issues may seem trivial, but that’s true about a lot in life. Every time someone parks in a cycle lane and forces us cyclists onto the road, the risk of injury or death increases. The attitude question also impacts when blame is being attributed after an accident has occurred involving a cyclist. The basic reflex is that the cyclist was going too fast, cycled the wrong way, was generally inattentive or not wearing a helmet. All this, despite the fact that statistics clearly show that most bicycle accidents are down to poorly swept, badly maintained or insufficiently salted cycle lanes, or the placing of various hard objects in the bicycle’s way.

And when a cyclist dies by falling under a truck, it’s not because the cyclist wanted to ride a bicycle alongside trucks, but because there weren’t other options. Because the attitude of those responsible was that cyclists should agree to share their space with trucks.
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THE BACKSIDE is spared by being lubricated with calendula (marigold) ointment, some say. This “butt-saver” helps prevent chaffing on long rides. A simple calendula salve can be made with beeswax, olive oil and calendula tincture (calendula extracted in a solvent, such as alcohol). Others choose petroleum jelly or chamois cream from Assos or Rapha (chamois is French for the very soft leather used to make bicycle shorts).

Ointments are most needed on long, sweaty rides, or on wet ones, as water increases friction between skin and pants. Some of the tougher cyclists say that ointments are unnecessary, and that the cyclist who has a good saddle and has ridden enough miles on it won’t have any problems.

Another type of butt-saver is the small, foldable mudguard called the Ass Saver, which can be inserted under the saddle to stop your trousers getting wet when it’s raining.
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BACON is cyclist jargon for scabs on your knees, elbows or other protruding parts of your body after a heavy and painful crash.

BALANCE I think of the phenomenon while trying to keep up with a pro coming down a mountain outside Vicenza in Italy. For me, it’s fast, but for Angelo Furlan the speed is comfortable. Maybe 50 or 55kph (31 or 34mph). But the wind speed makes it chilly and we’ve now lost the sun as we’re on the north side of the small mountain. So Angelo sits up, lets go of the steering wheel, begins to fumble in his back pocket, gets out his thicker top, puts it on and zips it up. All while we make a long bend at the same speed.

Balance, I’m thinking. It’s fascinating that you can cycle as if your bike were steering itself, even if you let go of the handlebars.

As a child, I was always told that the reason a bike could stay upright, even if rolling without a cyclist down a grassy hill, was the gyroscopic effect of the spinning front wheel. More recently I’ve been told that this is wrong and that a bicycle’s balance is due to the “trail”. The trail is the distance between the point where an extension of the front fork would meet the ground and the point where the front wheel touches the ground. A significant trail makes the bike want to straighten itself. The longer the trail, the better the balance.

Critics of these theories believe that neither the gyro effect nor the trail play a major role in keeping balance, even when cycling slowly. Today, we talk more about the speed in combination with the cyclist’s control as contributing to a bicycle’s balance. The importance of that control can be appreciated by anyone who’s tried to ride a bike with a manipulated handlebar that turns the wheel in the opposite direction. Then it’s almost impossible to keep your balance.

All of these factors probably play a role, with varying importance, depending on the speed. At low speed, the cyclist works a lot with the handlebars to keep balance, but also tilts the upper body, changes the pressure on the pedals, jerks with the hip and knee. Everything to keep the right centre of gravity. The faster the speed, the less these corrections are important, as speed helps keep the balance. And yes, you also get a little help from centrifugal force and the front fork’s geometry, the geometry that’s best for balance on a touring bike – intended to cycle straight ahead – but worst for an expensive racing bike adapted for a sprinter capable of making abrupt changes and breakthrough attempts. Such a sprinter would be hindered by a bike that wants to continue straight ahead, such a sprinter as Angelo Furlan, shooting down the mountain in front of me while rummaging around in his back pocket for his ear buds.

BALLOON TYRE could have the following definition in any dictionary: “a somewhat imprecise term for all modern low-pressure tyres for pneumatic wheels.” One can also add that a balloon tyre is wider than the wheel rim, has a near-circular cross-section, rolls smoothly over uneven ground, but is sluggish. Traditionally, balloon tyres are associated with old military bicycles, which ceased manufacture in the 1980s.

BAMBOO As a material for your bike frame, would it make you nervous? I’d be calm, especially after seeing scaffolding around skyscrapers in Hong Kong made entirely of bamboo. If bamboo can keep workers safe 70 floors above the ground, surely one can trust a bike made of the same material?

A modern bamboo frame is very different to the ones tourists encounter in Vietnam, made of sticks laced together. Today’s bamboo is almost as light as a carbon fibre frame, almost as strong and almost as flexible. However, it would also be significantly more expensive. So a person who chooses a bamboo frame probably does it because they are nice or because they have environmental concerns. Bamboo is, of course, a renewable material, which means that when you’ve worn out your frame, you could say that it’s grown a new one, which is the basic criterion for sustainable consumption. But the problem from an environmental point of view is, of course, that the rest of the bike – forks, steering column, seat post, gears, bearings, brakes, pedals, crankshaft, cables – are made from different kinds of metals and plastics. If your only interest is in saving 1kg (2lb 2oz) of plastic, as you probably do when you switch from a carbon fibre to a bamboo frame, it’s easier to just stop using plastic bags.

But it’s clear, for one who can afford it, that a bamboo frame is a karma healer. The feeling that the frame has grown in a field in Vietnam is probably worth a lot.

But then there are bikes with wooden frames too – even more beautiful and even more expensive.

BANDANA was originally a word from the South Indian language Tamil and means “head scarf.” This scarf then shrunk and became more like a kind of small hood attached to the neck. It can also be called a “pirate cap” and was made famous in cycling circles by Marco Pantani, also called the Pirate, who wore one over his shaved head (with no helmet).

BAR can, in cycling circles, mean three things:

1.  A measuring unit for pressure in bicycle tyres, a source of endless discussion about which one is the only correct one.

2.  A synonym for energy-rich, (more or less) useful, individually wrapped, rectangular baked goods kept in a back pocket, which command a kilogram price corresponding to free-range, organic beef fillet.

3.  Where one is headed.

BEER is, after 11:00 in the morning, an approved sports drink for those cycling in Belgium.
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BEGINNING The beginning took place in 1791 when the French Count Mède de Sivrac invented the bicycle – or, to be more precise, the first two-wheeled vehicle. The bicycle was initially called the célérifère, roughly translated as “fast-runner”, and consisted of two wooden wheels held together with a wooden section shaped like a horse, a lion, a bird or any other fast-paced animal. The rider straddled his fast-runner and kicked himself forward. Neither of the wheels could move from side to side so the célérifère was impossible to steer. The swivel front wheel was introduced in 1817 by Baron Karl von Drais from the Grand Duchy of Baden, who also introduced the shaped wooden beam with a slightly more comfortable saddle.

If this common account is true, every “fast-runner” would have to lift and reposition their bike whenever they encountered an obstacle in order to continue. That sounds a bit unlikely. Which it is. And it’s probably not true. Indeed, it has been shown that there was never a two-wheeled célérifère at the Palais-Royal in Paris in 1791. Even Count Sivrac may not have existed. The story was the fantasy of the French journalist Louis Baudry de Saunier who, in 1890, felt that more powerful nationalist articles were needed at a time when the country was still reeling from the humiliating Franco-German war 20 years earlier.

The same can be said of Leonardo da Vinci and his student Gian Giacomo Caprotti; they didn’t invent the bicycle either. Their sketches of a bicycle have been proved to be more-recent fakes – something that, however, many Italians have yet to accept.

Baron Karl von Drais’s Laufmaschine, or “jumping machine”, also perhaps has a touch of mythology about it. It’s said that von Drais got the idea for his draisine, as it was also called, after the terrible famine that hit northern Europe and North America in 1816, caused by climate change after the eruption of the Indonesian volcano Tamboras the year before (1816 was known as “the year without summer”). In addition to the hundreds of thousands of people who starved after the failed harvest, many horses also died. It was these von Drais said he wanted to replace with his jumping machine. Maybe it’s true. Or perhaps it was only that von Drais needed a more worthy story because it felt wrong to invent a toy when people were starving. What adds weight to this argument is that the rider became known as a “dandy horse”, because most of them were young male socialites who jaunted around in parks without any real goal in sight. It seems his invention was not to save those who suffered from the famine after all.

Interestingly, von Drais’ Laufmaschine was a rather advanced invention for its time, with its wheels, rear brake and wheel bearings with their brass rings.
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BIANCHI’S bicycle factory is one of many units making up the industrial zones that spread out along the Milan–Venice highway. (Well, that’s not strictly true: Bianchi is actually located a short way from the autostrada, in Treviglio, not very far from Bergamo.)

Claudio Masnata from the Bianchi marketing department meets me by the coffee machine in the entrance hall. A Bianchi coffee machine. “A different Bianchi,” says Claudio. “It’s one of Italy’s most common names, like Rossi.”

We go and have lunch at the canteen: pasta with meat sauce, green beans, salad and a piece of taleggio cheese. But no wine.

Claudio was once a professional himself. “I cycled the velodrome, joined the national team for a short while.”

“What make of bike did you ride?”

“First a De Rosa, then an SAB, a bike actually made in the tiny little country of San Marino.”

“But can the big stars influence which bikes they ride?”

“Well, a Vincenzo Nibali or an Alberto Contador can probably have a say in it. But in general, riders accept the team’s decisions.”

“How important are the big races – the Tour, the Giro and the Vuelta – for Bianchi?”

“They are very, very important for two reasons. First of all, it is where our products are tested for the first time, hard for three weeks. Secondly, these races offer us our most important media exposure. The Tour de France, for example, is considered the world’s third-largest sporting event. But unlike the Olympic Games, the race runs every year. It’s broadcast on television in 60 countries.”

Claudio pauses to exchange a few words with a couple of passing co-workers. I look out over the Lombardy plain. Nice for relaxed cycling, I think. Nevertheless, there are no cyclists coming from Bergamo a short distance away, where most employees live. You don’t do that in Italy. Bikes are ridden on the weekend or possibly after work during the week.

“I had a coach,” continues Claudio, “who once said: ‘The one who wins a race is the one who makes the fewest mistakes.’”

“Perhaps. But it’s a rather sad thought. That the fewest mistakes would triumph over the best training.”

“Yes, pretty sad. But it should be the right bike, with the right gears, properly assembled by the mechanic; and the cyclist’s diet should be right, the trailer should be located in the right place, and so on. There are many places where mistakes can be made.”

We put our food trays on the conveyor belt and head toward the factory. But first we enter a conference room where there is a painting of the old Bianchi factory on Via Nirone (Nirone is the name of one of Bianchi’s models) in Milan. It was a huge complex where, in addition to bicycles, cars and motorcycles were also manufactured.

“Bianchi is, today, the oldest European bicycle manufacturer still in operation,” said Claudio proudly, then paused thoughtfully for a moment. “But, yes, then came World War II. Production was switched to military equipment, vehicles and bicycles for the army. That’s why the factory was bombed hard during the final stages of the war.”

The bombs, I think, caused great upheaval; including a curious link between Bianchi’s native Italy and my own country – thousands of Italians wound up in Sweden, as the result of an agreement between the countries. Though in truth, it was a deal between industry leaders. In Sweden, the factories were intact and there was a need for labour to meet the growing demand for products, while in Italy, the factories were in ruins and the employees had little to do.

These Italians arrived in their tailored suits, with their handmade Borsalino hats made of finest rabbit hair. They demanded the same salaries that the Swedes received and the same holiday agreements, and they demanded that pasta and canned tomatoes be imported. They also demanded wine for lunch, but that was the limit for the Swedish employers.

One of the Italian families that ended up in Sweden was the Grimaldi family. Born in 1945, Salvatore Grimaldi accompanied his mother to Sweden in the early 1950s to visit her brothers, who had found work at a company called Asea. She loved Sweden so much that she decided to stay, and Salvatore started a grind mill in 1970 at home in his garage in Köping. Three years later, he hired his first employee. By 1982 the first company acquisition was made, followed by many others. Many of the companies he bought were astonishing bicycle factories. Today, they are under the Grimaldi company group, Cycleurope, and include, among others, Crescent, Monark, Gitane, Puch, Peugeot and DBS. Bianchi was bought in 1997.

A remarkable pendulum swing, I think. Italy–Sweden, Sweden–Italy. I now also remember hearing an old radio programme on which Salvatore Grimaldi talked about his life and his rather remarkable career. When it became clear that Swedish Cycleurope had bought one of Italy’s most famous brands, it created a national uproar among the Italians. They were upset that, as they thought, everything Italian was now owned by foreigners. But when it became clear that Salvatore Grimaldi was behind the purchase, everyone was calm again. Now it was an Italian who had bought Bianchi, even though he was Swedish. And in Grimaldi’s home town of Taranto, far down in the foot of the Italian boot, the newspaper wrote a provincially patriotic piece about how a proud Tarantonian had bought Bianchi: the same Salvatore Grimaldi who left Taranto as a seven-year-old.

[image: illustration]

We’re now in the factory, which is actually more of a large assembly hall. Here, Bianchi’s finest models are screwed together, made from parts manufactured both here and out in the wider world. The simpler models are put together somewhere in Asia and shipped directly to the stores.

“Our best year,” says Claudio, “was 1988–89. That year we made four hundred thousand bicycles here and had four hundred employees. Now we have just 80.”

In the assembly hall we pass a room for spray painting, in which a lone frame stands in front of an infrared lamp. It doesn’t look rational, so I ask what it is. “Ah, that. It is a bike that is going to Gucci.”

Now I see that “Bianchi City Gucci” is painted on the frame and it is drying in front of the lamp. If you don’t have the brand stamped on the frame, you can get two for the same price. “Most are sold in the United States.”

Then we end up in the test lab. In different boxes with Plexiglas windows, bicycle frames are battered by unbearable hammering, bending or twisting robots. “Every fiftieth frame comes in here for testing. It is a quality assurance. Then they are thrown






































































OPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0018-02.jpg





OPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		How to Use This Ebook



		Foreword



		A



		B



		C



		D



		E



		F



		G



		H



		I



		J



		L



		M



		N



		O



		P



		Q



		R



		S



		T



		U



		V



		W



		X



		Y



		Z



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Start























OPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
L EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT CVtLING,
: FROM THE ESSENTIAL TO THE OBSCURE -~ ~ .~

uuuuuuuuuuuuuu






OPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
E NEVEW‘EIN!VEN&HEKN“E E D ' A








OPS/images/f0005-01.jpg
“THE BICYCLE WILL BE EXTINCT
WITHIN THE DECADE" \

PJ 0’ROURKE, AUTHOR, 1987





OPS/images/f0022-01.jpg






OPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





