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For Cleo, who I hope grows to love cycling too.
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PROLOGUE: LA PETITE REINE

The French have long affectionately referred to the bicycle as La petite reine – the little queen. Which is ironic, since the impression you might get from most accounts of over a century of cycling is that it hasn’t involved many women.

Turn on the TV or look at the sports pages every July and it’s hard to avoid coverage of the travails of almost two hundred cyclists battling it out over several thousand miles across France in one of the biggest sports events of the year. Every one of those taking part is a man. Look around you in most cities and towns in the world and you are likely to see more men on bikes than women. On this evidence, cycling would appear to be something of a boys’ club rather than anything to do with little queens.

Yet since its inception, cycling has been a feminist issue. The late-nineteenth-century suffragist Susan B. Anthony went so far as to credit the bicycle with having ‘done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world’.

When the bicycle emerged in the 1880s it triggered a revolution. Countless lives were transformed by this prac­tical and efficient machine; not only did it allow the rider to cover distances with comparatively little effort, taking them to places they might never otherwise have ventured, it made getting about fun. Even now, when there are so many ways to travel, people still love to cycle. That feeling of pedalling along, the wind in one’s hair, the sensation of flying as you make a descent – it never gets boring.

If you ask people what they like most about cycling, the words ‘freedom’ and ‘flying’ come up again and again. Yet as I started researching the history of the bike, it was striking how often women had had their wings clipped. Whereas men have never had to think twice about jumping into the saddle and pedalling off, for women cycling has always been politically charged, with society imposing limits on what they can and can’t do.

In the 1890s, as the bicycle craze swept the world, around a third of owners in the UK and North America were women. An impressive statistic at a time when women’s behaviour was heavily policed, and the sight of a woman cycling was liable to provoke more than just a few raised eyebrows. Female riders had insults and in some cases stones hurled at them. They also had to contend with the hazards of impractical long skirts, petticoats and other cumbersome garments deemed essential to public decency. Undaunted, women embraced this new machine with élan. And they didn’t stop when they were told it would ruin their looks, leave them infertile, or lead to promiscuity.

The bicycle was expanding their world and they were determined to seize the opportunity. Some would go as far as circumnavigating the globe on two wheels. But even those who never made it further than the local park were riding over the established view that women were frail creatures, who – if their financial situation meant they didn’t need to work – were best suited to a stifling and genteel life indoors, indulging in suitable pastimes such as needlework or flower-pressing. This first wave of female cyclists set a match to such restrictive notions of femininity. Though most cycled for pleasure, it was a political act to be seen using their bodies in this way. It’s no coincidence that the suffragists who fought for women to be treated as equal citizens were enthusiastic cyclists; to them, bicycles were feminist freedom machines.

A century after women got the vote, it seems astonishing that we still account for less than a third of cyclists in the UK and North America. How is there still so much gender disparity when women today have so many more freedoms than their Victorian sisters? Whether for sport or leisure, the benefits of cycling are wide and far-reaching – and should be available to all. As those early pioneers demonstrated, gender is no barrier – although unwieldy skirts and corsets might be.

By getting people where they need to go cheaply and easily, the bike has proven itself a powerful tool for change. In addition to providing access to education or employment, it can deliver profound health benefits, both physical and psychological. Asked to list those benefits, most cyclists will say cycling makes them happy, with some reporting they have to bike to stay sane. We live in a world where there are bikes to suit every need and preference – featherlight road bikes for the more competitive, electric bikes to provide extra power where it’s needed, adapted bikes for those with mobility issues. It’s widely recognised that getting more people cycling could transform our cities from poisonous gridlock to quieter, cleaner and happier places with significantly lower carbon footprints. A no-brainer when we are currently tipping over into climate catastrophe.

That there are people who feel cycling isn’t for them suggests there is still a long way to go. In countries like the Netherlands and Denmark, where government funding has made cycling infrastructure safer and more inviting, not only do more people cycle but there is an even split between genders. Representation matters. When we see people who look like us doing something, we’re more inclined to give it a try. For too long cycling has presented a narrow and exclusive image, making it appear a closed shop.

My aim is to portray a different picture. I want to put women and girls – the queens of cycling – at the centre by telling some of their extraordinary stories. Stories of freedom, empowerment and revolution, which for too long have been pushed to the margins, forgotten or unrepresented. Whether they were going after medals, exploring the world, or spreading the word about votes for women, these female cyclists are an inspiration. Revolutions tells the story of over 130 years of women on bikes, from Europe and North America to Afghanistan, India and beyond.

When I told people I was writing this book, many assumed I would be focusing on those engaged in competition at the highest level. These formidable athletes are an important part of the narrative, but there is more to cycling than medals and power meters; to suggest it is all about sport is restrictive and limiting in its own way. You also don’t need to have the most expensive bike and most Instagrammable kit. Female cyclists come in all shapes and sizes, from diverse backgrounds and with wide-ranging interests, and they fall in love with cycling for a variety of reasons. That’s what I hope to show here.

Part I tells of the revolution that started it all: the emergence of the bicycle in the late nineteenth century, and the early female pioneers who bravely endured the torrent of abuse and misinformation thrown at them. In Part II we meet women who have used their bikes in the name of liberty, equality and sisterhood. Then we go onto the open road in Part III, with those who pedalled roads less travelled (certainly by women), and encouraged their contemporaries to follow. Finally, Part IV turns the spotlight on those who have raced at speeds and distances many assumed imposs­ible for their sex, starting in the days when the bicycle was still a novelty, and women racers even more so. We will end with some of the incredible women who not only compete at the highest level but engage in activism to transform the sport, calling for equal pay, better conditions, more visibility and inclusivity.

The time for a more female-centred version of cycling history is long overdue. This is a story for everyone: those of us riding our bikes today and wondering why it’s not as diverse an activity as it should be; those who haven’t yet realised that; and those who will come after and hopefully never have to question their place on the road, mountain trail and track.


Part I

THE REVOLUTION


CHAPTER 1

Mad About the Bike

[image: image]

Cambridge Mob Rule

It is 21 May 1897 and a large, raucous crowd of male students – some armed with eggs and fireworks – has assembled in Cambridge’s medieval market square. A few women students, looking a bit apprehensive, stand at the edge of the crowd. Above everyone’s heads, suspended from the first-floor window of a bookshop facing the university senate house, hangs an effigy of a woman on a bicycle dressed in a blouse and bloomers. Why is she here, and why is there a mob of undergraduates swarming below her?

They had all gathered to await a decision from the university’s senate, which had been debating a proposal to grant women studying at the university full degrees. Although they had been permitted to attend the women-only colleges of Girton, Newnham and Hughes Hall since the late 1860s, taking courses (provided the professor gave permission) and sitting exams, women were not entitled to be awarded degrees at the end of their studies. So while they could just about study, they could never be considered full members of the university and they could not graduate. They were still better off than their predecessors in the early 1860s; the university’s first five female students had to study thirty miles away, lest their presence upset the male students.

The protesters outside the senate were not challenging the gross unfairness and inequality of the situation, they were outraged at the possibility that the proposal would be passed – even though other universities in the UK were already awarding degrees to men and women on an equal basis. The proposal was so divisive that extra trains had been put on from London to enable graduates to return and cast their vote. Many held aloft placards that made their feelings clear: ‘No Gowns for Girtonites’ and ‘Varsity for Men’.

When the news broke that the senate had rejected the proposal, with 661 voting in favour and 1,707 against, the male students’ delight was palpable. They tore down the effigy in a frenzy, ripping off her head and tearing her body into pieces before posting her remains through the gates of Newnham College. The women students locked inside – disgusted and possibly terrified – looked on as a mob tried to break down the gates. As far as these men were concerned, they were the moral victors; women needed to know their place and stop making outrageous demands that would encroach on male privileges.

It was another fifty years before women would be granted degrees at Cambridge on equal terms to men – the one remaining university to hold out against the tide of change. It wasn’t until 1988 that the last of its all-male colleges accepted women, and once again the male students protested – less violently this time – by donning black armbands and flying their flag at half-mast.

To understand why the 1897 protest targeted that female cyclist effigy, we need to trace two movements that intersected in the run-up to that raucous event. The first of these was the emergence of the ‘New Woman’, an upsurge in feminism which had been growing in strength since the publication of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. Determined to break free of the shackles imposed by late-Victorian patriarchy, women began demanding access to education, careers and other activities which had previously been the sole preserve and prerogative of men; this would ultimately evolve into large-scale movements for suffrage in the early part of the next century. The second catalyst was the ‘bike boom’, which saw cycling go from a minority pursuit to a mass activity in Western Europe and North America, thanks to the invention of a new type of bicycle. Women began taking up cycling in droves, but before exploring their fascination with this new activity we must understand the revolutionary potential of the new machine, and why some men were intent on keeping it for themselves.

Two-wheeled Genesis

In 1885, Coventry’s Starley & Sutton Company launched a new bicycle called the Rover ‘Safety’. It wasn’t the first bicycle, but it was the one that would stand the test of time and have the most seismic impact – its basic design forming the blueprint for the machines we ride today. Although the reverberations of this unveiling weren’t felt immediately, with some tweaks and refinements it would become the must-have accessory of the following decade.

Looking at pictures of bicycles before the launch of the Safety, it’s easy to see why they were superseded. The first was designed by a German inventor, Baron Karl von Drais, who had set out to create a horseless carriage and launched his Laufmaschine, or ‘Running-machine’, in 1817. The key word here was ‘running’, as that was exactly what the rider was required to do on a contraption which was essentially two carriage wheels joined together by a wooden plank, with a cushioned seat for the rider and a rudimentary steering mechanism. The rider propelled the machine by running along the ground while seated. Apart from looking quite silly, this wasn’t an easy thing to do when going uphill, and the absence of brakes didn’t make the downhill any more comfortable. But the appetite for a self-propelled wheeled device, pre-motor age, was clearly there; in spite of its drawbacks and its high price-tag, the Laufmaschine was soon seen in fashionable cities such as London, Paris and New York. But as a craze it was short-lived; the novelty of running along while seated – wearing quickly through the soles of the rider’s shoes – was destined to have limited appeal.*

In the years between Drais’s invention and the Rover Safety in 1885, countless aspiring bike builders had a go at improving on the concept. But it wasn’t until 1867 that the first pedal-powered bicycle rolled onto the scene.* Designed by Pierre Michaux, a Parisian blacksmith, the velocipede featured pedals attached to the hub of the front wheel – no more running! Dubbed the ‘boneshaker’ because of the ­deleterious effect the all-iron frame and wooden wheels had on the rider (air-filled rubber tyres had yet to be invented), the machine enjoyed a few years of popularity with those who could afford it (it cost 250 francs, around £1,200 in ­today’s money). Theatre and circus performers incorporated the machine into their acts, and the more competitive enthusiasts took part in the world’s first organised bike races.

As inventors worldwide competed to refine this new-style two-wheeler, patent offices saw a deluge of variations on Michaux’s theme. In the early 1870s the craze for the boneshaker was eclipsed by the arrival of the ‘high wheel’ or ‘Ordinary’. Perhaps the most emblematic of all Victorian-era inventions, with the cyclist perched above an enormous front wheel and a diminutive rear wheel providing counterbalance, in Britain it became known as the ‘Penny-farthing’ because the size discrepancy echoed that between the two coins (the penny being by far the larger). The design now looks so outlandish and impractical it seems it must have been invented by someone with a loose grasp on reality. Yet there was something about this strange new beast that stuck, at least for a few decades after 1871 when Starley & Sutton put their 48-inch-wheel bike on the market.

Far cheaper than Michaux’s boneshaker, this new bike was also much lighter and remarkably nippy. Even without the luxury of air-filled tyres, the oversized front wheel meant the rider was much further from the lumps, bumps and ruts that – pre-tarmac – were endemic in roads at that time.

As the decade progressed the wheels continued to expand and speeds, along with distances covered, increased. Races drew large crowds, where the first riders to achieve the three-minute mile were cheered over the finish line. Demand grew so great that by 1880 there were over a hundred Ordinary manufacturers in the UK, with consumers in the US – after overcoming some initial scepticism – no less enthusiastic. One convert was Thomas Stevens, an emigrant from the UK, who in 1884 became the first to cross the country on two wheels when he rode an American-made Columbia Ordinary from San Francisco to Boston. (That was just the start of Thomas’s cycle adventuring; the following year he set off from London, cycling through Europe, the Middle East, China and Japan, to become the first to pedal around the world.)

You may be wondering why the evolution of the bicycle didn’t stop with the Ordinary if it had so much going for it. Firstly, they were dangerous: it was a long way to climb up onto the saddle, and a long way to fall – and falling was an occupational hazard for the high-wheel enthusiast. Even for experienced riders, strong winds, ruts in the road and other obstacles (such as fellow cyclists who’d hit the deck) could prove deadly hazards. Serious head injuries were common enough to acquire colloquial names – ‘cropper’, ‘header’, ‘imperial crowner’ – and to deter most people from giving it a go. Detractors referred to cycling as ‘a young man’s game’, but even young men were liable to be put off by the potentially fatal design quirks. Moreover the price was so steep that only middle- and upper-class men of means could splurge on one. All this meant that cycling’s pleasures, as well as its dangers, were denied to sensible, middle-aged and less affluent men – and women.

While some women did take to the machines – a few intrepid female riders even raced on them, drawing large audiences – it’s fair to say that female fans of the high wheel were in the minority. Which comes as no surprise, given the additional hazards they would need to overcome. Social norms dictated that women hide their bodies beneath layers of petticoats and long skirts that dragged along the floor behind them; getting into the saddle in that garb would be nigh impossible, and any that managed it would inevitably be sent crashing to the ground the minute their skirts got caught in the spokes.*

Some women – and men – took up the tricycle, a three-wheeled machine propelled by foot levers that gained popularity in the late 1870s. No straddling was required, which accommodated standard Victorian dress, and knees could be kept firmly together, which made riding appropriately ladylike and uncontroversial. So much so that Queen Victoria bought one for herself and her daughters in 1881. But, like the high wheel, they had a few fundamental flaws. Machines were so heavy and cumbersome that going uphill required a helping hand pushing from behind, as pedalling was insufficient against such a weight. And while the rider didn’t need much in the way of lessons and there was no danger of falling several feet from the saddle, there were still risks, such as rolling over after hitting a bump. The size meant you couldn’t exactly store one in your hallway, so if you didn’t have a coach-house, you might be a bit stuck. More to the point, if you weren’t wealthy enough to own a coach-house, then you probably couldn’t afford a tricycle either.*

Meanwhile the high wheel remained accessible to only a few, an exclusive boys’ club – which no doubt suited many – and clubs started springing up specifically for them. Some were positively lavish: the Massachusetts Bicycle Club (financially supported by the Pope Manufacturing Company) was housed in an imposing four-storey townhouse in Boston, where members could cycle straight into the building via a ramp to make use of its washroom and library before settling down in the parlour to enjoy post-ride drinks and cigars in front of roaring log fires. While not all clubs were quite as grand, with many taking whatever space they could find, such as a room above a pub, they all placed high importance on uniform. Members turned out in caps and jackets in their club colours, emblazoned with the club’s badge. There was a sense of pride in being part of this elite group of young men who adventured, raced and diced with death, so it’s no surprise that the students of Oxbridge formed their own clubs, with Ivy League universities in America soon following suit.

However, caps, badges and deadly giant wheels would prove no defence when this elitism was challenged by the arrival of a new type of bike that would democratise cyc­ling. It was long overdue.

Safety First

John Kemp Starley got straight to the point back in 1885 when he named his successor to the high wheel the Safety. With its two standard-size wheels it was exactly that: a safe choice. Unlike its absurdist predecessor, it was low enough for the rider to place their feet on the ground when they stopped. While early designs featured a slightly larger front wheel, there was only a small disparity, so anyone who was reasonably mobile could mount one without difficulty. Its iconic diamond frame, still the basis for bikes today, proved the design breakthrough all those aspiring inventors had been hoping to get to first. But, as with most objects that become design classics, it was a few years before it really took off; devoted high wheels initially spurned the Safety, declaring its proximity to the ground to be most undignified. Nevertheless change was a-wheel in the bicycling world, and the Rover Safety was soon being shipped all around the world. Even Starley could not have predicted how revolutionary it would become.

Three years later, another design breakthrough occurred which finally set the wheels turning for a true bike boom. Its creator was John Dunlop, a Scottish vet based in Belfast, who in his spare time had been experimenting with fitting air-filled rubber tyres to his son’s tricycle to make it more comfortable. Realising he was on to something, he registered a patent. There were the usual naysayers who thought it would never catch on, and early sightings sometimes attracted a crowd, but a quick spin on a Dunlop was all that was needed to prove that riding on air-filled, shock-absorbent tyres was preferable to a solid wheel. When the tyres were fitted to bikes at a race and the average speed increased by a third, there was no doubt that they would become a permanent fixture. With this winning combin­ation, the Western world was about to go bike-crazy.

Boom Time

My great-grandfather, Samuel Moss, a printer on London’s Fleet Street, was one of those who was bitten by the cycling bug in the 1890s. By the middle of the decade he was competing regularly at the newly opened Herne Hill Velodrome in London; the trophies he had won for his efforts were proudly displayed on a side-table in my grandmother’s house.

While racing was a big thing by then, most people were content with the novelty of going for a sedate spin around the local park. The enjoyable sensation of coasting along with little effort would have been unlike anything most had experienced before, and if they wanted to go further, what was to stop them? We live in a time when people think nothing of covering hundreds of miles a day in a car, but our pre-motor-age ancestors were dependent on horse-power and steam trains. Many people who lived in villages or small towns with no train line would never have travelled further than they could walk in a day. Even those who could afford to keep a horse would have been restricted in the distance they could hope to travel; in an average day of cycling, it’s possible to cover twice the distance compared to travelling on horseback. While trains were more efficient, they couldn’t take you everywhere.

As bicycles became affordable, the world began to expand dramatically for fin-de-siècle Victorians. They now had access to new experiences and opportunities, and perhaps even new romantic liaisons. Sociologists in the UK credit the bicycle with a decrease in genetic faults associated with inbreeding, while in 1900 the US Census Bureau identified the invention as a game-changer: ‘Few articles ever used by man have created so great a revolution in social conditions as the bicycle’.

The late Victorians embraced the Safety with feverish enthusiasm, making the end of their century the most significant period in the history of the bicycle, taking it from minority activity to mass pursuit in the course of a few years. In 1890 there were 27 bicycle factories in the USA making around 40,000 bicycles a year; by 1896, upwards of 250 factories were producing over 1,200,000, with many factories working through the night to meet demand. Pope, then the largest US cycle maker, was producing one bike per minute by the middle of the decade. The UK meanwhile had established itself as the world capital of cycling with 700 factories.

Early models were expensive, but as the decade progressed new mass-production techniques brought prices down from around $150 in the early 1890s – six months’ pay for a worker at a Pope factory – to an average of $80 by 1897, with some models priced much lower. In addition, options to pay by instalment and a growing second-hand market fuelled by wealthy consumers upgrading to the latest model soon put the machines within reach of all levels of society. By the end of the decade, bicycles were a common sight on the streets of Western Europe, North America and beyond. No longer a plaything for the elite, they were widely used for both recreation and transport.

Copenhagen and Amsterdam, today’s great cycling cities, were early adopters and by the beginning of the 1890s were buzzing with bikes. Toronto also became a cycling city at this time; the city’s governors promoted bike use, convinced it would help identify their growing city as urban and modern. In the UK, pedal-powered machines were the most fashionable thing to be seen on in the royal parks of London in 1895; by 1896 as many as 3,000 cyclists were parading along the paths of Hyde Park each day. That same year, one of the pioneers of British cinema recorded in grainy black and white the continuous flow of smartly dressed men and women cycling along one of the park’s grand avenues, watched by onlookers lining the thoroughfare. The twenty seconds of footage, entitled Hyde Park Cyclists, offers an extraordinary glimpse into the world of those fashionable park cyclists.

France too was identifying itself as a cycling nation and dictating what the well-dressed cyclist should be wearing, with the Bois de Boulogne in Paris as the epicentre of le cyclisme à la mode. Enthusiasts would meet daily at the park’s Brasserie de L’Espérance or Chalet du Cycle, hand their machine to the cloakroom staff in exchange for a numbered ticket, so they could sit and enjoy a coffee or glass of wine before cycling its tree-lined avenues. It was a mixed crowd, with waiters on their lunch break sharing the boulevards with the likes of President Casimir-Périer, who rode a tandem with his wife and children; stage-actors like Sarah Bernhardt; and artists and writers such as Fernand Léger. The Italians were also busy putting themselves on the cycling map, but riding for leisure wasn’t quite so compelling to them – it was all about the racing.

In Australia, the bike wasn’t so much a fashionable accessory as a practical tool for coping with the challenging climate and geography. During the gold rush it was taken up by prospectors who needed to travel long distances across inhospitable terrain, and it rapidly became an economical alternative to horses for many working in the country’s remote mining towns, as well as itinerant shearers travelling between farms.

Germany, in contrast, took a dim view of cycle-mania. Some regional authorities tried to repress the seemingly unstoppable rise of the new velocipede by insisting that cyclists must pass an examination, while others required cyclists to attach a clearly visible identification number to their bikes. In Berlin, Dresden and Munich, bikes were banned from the city centre. Each region of this recently unified country seemed to have its own regulations, and with plainclothes policemen lurking ever-ready to catch offenders. Such measures could prove challenging for foreign travellers but failed to stem the rise of this practical and pleasurable machine; by 1896 half a million Germans identified as cyclists. Though Tsar Nicholas was a fan, Russia also went through a phase of setting exams for cyclists – and women who wanted to cycle weren’t entitled to sit the exam until 1897.

Around the world, manufacturing industries began to complain that their profits were suffering as consumers spent their money on bicycles. Some companies tried to get in on the act: Tiffany & Co., the New York jewellers, produced an amethyst-studded, gold-plated machine with pearl handlebars. Valued at $10,000 (around $230,000 today), it was commissioned by businessman ‘Diamond’ Jim Brady as a gift for his girlfriend, the performer Lillian Russell. This high watermark of cycling-related conspicuous consumption in America’s ‘gilded-age’ would only have added to the Church’s deep suspicion of cycle-mania. A number of prominent members of the clergy decried the activity as profane, outraged that increasing numbers of their flock were choosing to go out cycling on a Sunday instead of sitting on a hard pew to be chastised for their sins.

Clergymen weren’t the only ones who feared cycling could be morally ruinous. Even some cycling enthusiasts expressed the view that it was an inappropriate activity for a certain sector of society, namely women.

Why the outrage? This was a time when women were too often denied agency and had few rights. The majority led lives that were decidedly unfree, both socially and physic­ally. They were not supposed to be independent, to pursue an education at elite universities or take off on two wheels.

 

 



* Drais’s design hasn’t become entirely obsolete – the wooden balance bikes that children now use to learn to ride bear some similarity.

* Some believe the first ever pedal-driven bicycle emerged as early as 1839, created by the Scottish blacksmith Kirkpatrick Macmillan. Since he never patented his design it was never commercially available, making it impossible to prove conclusively that he was indeed decades ahead of his time with his invention.

* Implausible as it may sound, Starley did create a side-saddle design featuring a rear wheel offset to one side as a counter-balance. However, it’s hard to find evidence that anyone actually rode one.

* Tricycles have since made a comeback, albeit with far lighter and more user-friendly versions, to enable older people or those with disabilities to cycle. Many users find getting around on them easier than walking.


CHAPTER 2

Wild Women on Wheels

[image: image]

Ladies Who Pedal

It was Starley, the same visionary who invented the original Safety bicycle, who had the foresight to design a bike that would specifically appeal to women. Released in 1887, the ‘Psycho Ladies’ Safety’ featured a frame with a sloping top bar – a step-through – so that that the rider didn’t have to straddle a crossbar in cumbersome long skirts, and a chain guard to prevent the layers of fabric getting mangled and causing an accident.*

One year later the members of Harriette H. Mills’ ­women’s cycling club placed an order, even though it meant shipping the Psycho all the way from the UK to their home town, Washington DC. Harriette owned a US-produced ‘Ladies’ Dart’ bicycle, but the company couldn’t produce them fast enough to meet demand. Another company called their ladies’ model ‘The Witch’ – a seemingly counter-intuitive piece of marketing strategy, considering the term had yet to be reclaimed by feminism. Despite the dubious choice of names, it’s clear that on both sides of the Atlantic manufacturers were beginning to realise they could sell more bikes if they were specifically adapted to women.

My own family history hasn’t revealed whether, while Samuel Moss was winning racing medals, his wife, my great-grandmother, had also caught the cycling bug. But statistics show that by the middle of the 1890s women’s bikes accounted for one-third of the market in the UK and North America. This would have seemed an impossibility a decade before when the high-wheel craze was in full swing.

The popularity of women’s bicycles was given a boost by the enthusiasm with which certain members of the upper echelons of society embraced the sport. The Duchess of Somerset, for instance, often hosted fifty or so of her friends for breakfast in Battersea Park’s lake house before pedalling circuits of the park together. They also enjoyed night rides through the city, with Chinese lanterns lighting their way, before dismounting for a grand supper. Bicycles could be spotted gracing the marble halls of the aristocracy across London and each morning they would be carefully placed in carriages to be driven to the local park along with their lady owners. Boys in uniform waited on the steps of grand houses ready to polish the cherished bike on its return.

For society cyclists, it wasn’t just about being seen on a bicycle, it was also about whether you had the latest model and the clothes you wore to ride it. Daisy Greville, Countess of Warwick (mistress of the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VII), was described as having caught the ‘rabid disease commonly known as cyclomania’. Her devotion to the pursuit led to her becoming the inspiration for the music-hall staple ‘Daisy Bell’, who according to the observer will ‘look sweet upon the seat of a bicycle built for two’. The press fixated on the countess’s attire, eagerly reporting the changing colours of her mount and coordinating outfits to match the seasons – moss-green for autumn, all-white for summer, brown and gold for spring – with tailors poised to copy whatever she wore.

The cycling press at the time was filled with interviews with these society ladies – as well as some famous actresses – who were so taken with their new hobby that they had incorporated it into many of their favourite pastimes. Guests to weekend parties at the best country houses were urged to bring their bicycle so they could go on picnic rides and partake in gymkhana-style games and fancy-dress bicycle parades. Some even abandoned their usual equine mount for two wheels in order to follow the local foxhunt.

The ladies of New York society were equally enthusiastic. In 1894, Cycling magazine reported: ‘as early as five o’clock in the morning, a large number of ladies are seen riding with their maids or footmen upon Upper Fifth Avenue and the Boulevard’. Some of them might have joined the rarefied Michaux Club based on upper Broadway, which catered to the likes of the city’s elite ‘Four Hundred’ group, led by the doyenne of the social scene – Caroline Astor – with Rocke­fellers and Roosevelts in their number. In 1896, Harper’s magazine reported that the club comprised ‘many of the fashionable folk of the city, and quite as many women as men are enrolled’. With an upper limit of 250 members, the Michaux quickly established a long waiting list. Their premises boasted a library, a lounge for taking high tea, and an indoor school for the winter months, where members cycled to music and performed synchronised routines – like a nineteenth-century equivalent of today’s Peloton or SoulCycle spin classes.

A reporter from Munsey’s Magazine was spellbound by the sight, declaring that ‘the intricate figures performed by the cyclists, as they follow their leader around the spacious hall, to the music of the band, make one of the prettiest sights in all Gotham’. In spring and summer, group rides were organised to scenic destinations like Riverside Drive, where they would stop for lunch. The city planners responded to the craze by creating a bicycle path that went all the way from Prospect Park to the resort town of Coney Island on the Atlantic. It was so popular that within a month it had to be repaired from overuse and widened to accommodate the high number of users.

In Italy, Queen Margherita of Savoy was a convert, with gossip columns reporting that she rode a bicycle with solid gold wheels. Queen Amélie of Portugal was encouraged to take up cycling by her husband, who worried she was spending too much time reading books about physics. She embraced the pastime enthusiastically, though I hope she still found time to pursue her interest in science.

The impact of the aristocracy’s fervour for cycling could be felt as far away as China, where Shanghai’s Sing-song girls (the Chinese equivalent of the geisha), who were always first to adopt the latest fashions, could be seen cyc­ling around the city’s parks.

By the close of 1896 society cyclists in London, New York and elsewhere had started to let their bikes gather dust. The fad was over for them almost as soon as it started – once the boom reached the point where bicycles became affordable for the masses, the sport became less rarefied and lost its appeal to the elite. It was far from the end of the road in wider society though.

By this point the Church was beginning to accept that cycling was here to stay. Some forward-thinking clergymen installed bike racks so their congregation could combine the two activities. There were even bicycle weddings: in 1897 an Italian couple married in a church in London’s Leicester Square, with the wedding party pedalling up the street followed by the bride and groom in wedding dress and with their mounts covered in flowers. The scene attracted so much interest that the police were dispatched to deal with the crowd. And it wasn’t just holy matrimony being celebrated a-wheel; in 1896 Lady Cyclist magazine reported a christening where the baby and nurse arrived on a tandem, with the rest of the party on as many as eighty bicycles bringing up the rear.

Cycling honeymoons became a thing, often with the newly married couple on a bicycle made for two. Tom and Helen Follett were one such pair, spending two months riding from New Orleans to Washington DC in 1896 after being gifted a tandem by an uncle. While bemoaning the deplorable state of roads in the South, Helen was smitten with life on two wheels, describing it as the ‘grandest’ of experiences. She felt free as ‘a bird, sailing over flower-covered prairies; you fancy yourself a greyhound bounding after a breathless and frightened jack-rabbit; you even compare yourself with a flash of lightning or a whizzing cannon-ball. You realise how Monte Cristo felt when he climbed upon that rock and declared that the world was his’.

In France the previous year, the physicist Marie Curie and her husband Pierre celebrated their nuptials with a cycle trip. The wedding was a simple affair, stipulated by Marie, with no white dress, gold rings or wedding breakfast, and certainly no religious element. Their daughter, Eve, wrote in her biography of her mother that the couple’s only indulgence was the two ‘glittering’ bicycles they had bought with money sent as a wedding gift. Immediately after, ‘at the cost of some thousands of pedal strokes and a few francs for village lodgings, the young couple attained the luxury of solitude shared between them for long enchanted days and nights’. She goes on to record that ‘during these happy days was formed one of the finest bonds that ever united man and woman’. Cycling would remain a fixture in Marie’s life, a way to unwind from her demanding work and the research that would lead to her becoming the first woman to be awarded a Nobel Prize. Each summer Pierre and Marie would explore some part of rural France on their bicycles. Eight months pregnant, she was still cycling: the couple travelled to Brest, covering distances no different to those of her pre-pregnancy days. The trip was only cut short when Marie returned to Paris to give birth.

You Can’t Ride Side-saddle on a Bicycle

Before high society made bicycling fashionable in the mid 1890s, albeit in a distinctly genteel way, women cyclists were liable to encounter resistance and disapproval. This ranged from mild harassment – often in the form of questions about their femininity, or supposed lack of it, and suspicions about their sexual morality – to outright violence.

Helena Swanwick, a suffragist and writer, described her experiences when biking in London in the early 1890s: ‘bus drivers were not above flicking at me with the whip, and cabmen thought it fun to converge upon me from behind. I was once pulled off by my skirt in a Notting Hill slum.’ Undeterred, she carried on cycling; for her the benefits outweighed the prejudice, her life had been ‘greatly enlarged’ by the activity. She and her husband enjoyed exploring the countryside together on their bikes from their home in Manchester, as well as touring other parts of the UK and France. Helena was educated at Girton College, Cambridge, so it’s possible she may have helped inspire that infamous effigy.

The writer Evelyn Everett-Green, like Helena, found that her cycling seemed to offend cab drivers, who regularly called her a ‘hussy’, while some women called her ‘disgusting’. Friends and family tried to discourage her from riding her bike in London as they felt it was ‘not quite nice’. They may have changed their tune a few years later, judging by Evelyn’s comment: ‘in April of 1895 one was considered eccentric for riding a bicycle, while by the end of June eccentricity rested with those who did not ride’.

Other women cyclist pioneers faced physical violence. Lady Dorothea Gibb had stones thrown at her when she started riding her Safety in York, but she wasn’t thrown off her pedal strokes and even encouraged her daughter to have a go. Emma Eades, reputedly one of the first women to cycle in London, was pelted with bricks by both men and women and told to go home. Like many others, she carried on regardless. When she took up performing cycling tricks before an audience at the Alhambra, a music hall on Leicester Square, her family were so scandalised they refused to speak of it.

Those female students on lockdown in their Cambridge college and the braying mob of men outside with their cyc­ling effigy are a good analogy for how gender norms in the nineteenth century were constructed. Men and women were supposed to exist in separate spheres, with women confined to the home, tending to their families rather than gadding about for all to see; the social and public world of work, politics and learning was an exclusively male domain. This was a time when a woman could cause a disturbance simply by walking alone down the street; women who did so risked being arrested for prostitution. With their new bicycles, women were escaping the domestic prison and visibly taking space up in the streets – men’s territory. Like the women attending Cambridge University, they weren’t always welcome.

In their role as ‘the angel in the house’, preoccupied with domestic issues and with no political power or complete freedom of movement, women were much easier to control. As the ‘weaker sex’, they were told they risked complete disintegration should they exert themselves mentally or physically. This construct of femininity made many women prisoners in their own homes. So far as the law was concerned, while single they belonged to their fathers and upon getting married they were required to give their property and body over to their husbands, as well as their wages if they worked.

The display and use of their own bodies was similarly curtailed. Women who were brought up ‘properly’ concealed their figures with long skirts and petticoats and stayed indoors as much as possible; women who revealed their bodies or walked the street were prostitutes, making a spectacle of themselves. While it was acceptable for working-class women to toil away in drudgery, the daughters of polite society were considered too fragile and precious to break a sweat. In Jane Austen’s novel Pride and Prejudice (1813), arch-conservative Caroline Bingley is scandalised by ­Elizabeth Bennet walking three miles to nearby Netherfields to nurse her sick sister, deeming her a social pariah for going out alone in her muddy skirts.

As a physical activity which takes place in public, cycling fell foul of this code of femininity. Before the Safety bike came on the scene, if women of the moneyed classes engaged in sport at all it had to be genteel and ‘ladylike’. Croquet, archery, golf and lawn tennis were considered permissible because these were activities that took place away from prying eyes, behind walls or in private gardens. Swimming remained segregated until the 1920s; although women’s swimming apparel at this time more closely resembled a burkini than a bikini, with knee-length woollen bathing dresses worn over bloomers and black stockings (not an outfit that could facilitate swimming lengths of the lido), the sight of a woman in bathing costume was considered too risqué for polite society. When women’s football matches began in the mid 1890s they were rapidly shut down by protests (only to be revived in the First World War, when they proved hugely popular).

There were, of course, women who successfully under­took arduous feats – such as scaling Alpine peaks and glaciers – in defiance of these restrictive notions, but they were few and far between.

Helena Swanwick and her ilk, taking up space on the streets on their new machines, no longer hiding the fact that they were in possession of a pair of legs in good working order, were putting a rocket under the rules that sought to contain and control them. To many Victorians, these were dangerous, wild women who were disrupting the established order. Many believed they should be kept under surveillance, and local newspapers did their bit by running stories about the first women to cycle in their town.

Ethel Smyth, a composer of numerous orchestral works and operas, described how the London papers in the early 1890s were full of pictures of ‘wild women of the usual unprepossessing pioneer type’ riding their bicycles. As someone who would go on to compose the women’s suffrage anthem, ‘The March of the Women’, and spend two months in Holloway Prison for breaking an MP’s window, it makes sense that she was attracted to these non-conformist and independent women. Encouraged by her mother, she immediately decided to buy a bicycle. Other family members told her it was an ‘indelicate’ activity, unsuitable for ‘nice’ women. Their pleas fell on deaf ears. Why should men be the ones having all the fun?

While an interest in women’s suffrage wasn’t a pre­requisite for these early women cyclists, there is evidence that the type of woman who was attracted to the independence and excitement offered by a bicycle would also have more than a passing interest in gender equality. Kate Shepperd was a shining example of the ‘New Woman’, the term coined by the writer Sarah Grand in her 1894 essay. A prominent New Zealand women’s suffrage campaigner whose work was key to the country becoming the first to establish universal suffrage in 1893, Kate also found time to set up its first women’s cycling club.

New Women wanted an education, the right to pursue a career. Some thought they too deserved the right to vote. In short, they wanted autonomy over their lives. They ­weren’t the first, but this was a period of transition in society, and a groundswell developed that would prove impossible to contain. Intent on disrupting restrictive ideas of Victorian womanhood, these New Women promoted empowerment, freedom and change. No wonder the movement came to be associated with cycling by the press. Hence the effigy of a female cyclist outside the Cambridge senate house; in the eyes of the mob, a bicycling woman was as much of a threat to the established order as a Cambridge-educated one.

In 1896, Munsey’s Magazine declared that for men the bicycle was ‘merely a new toy’, but for women it was ‘a steed upon which they rode into a new world’. ­Marguerite Merington, who had once taught Latin and Greek at a women’s-only college in the US before going on to become a playwright, would have agreed. In an article written in 1895, she prescribed cycling as the best means for women to break the chains of domesticity: ‘now and again a complaint arises of the narrowness of the woman’s sphere. For such disorder of the soul the sufferer can do no better than to flatten her sphere to a circle, mount it, and take it to the road.’

The following year, Susan B. Anthony, the American ­women’s rights campaigner, described the bicycle as a ‘freedom machine’. She went on to say: ‘I rejoice every time I see a woman ride by on a bike. It gives her a feeling of self-reliance and independence the moment she takes her seat; and away she goes, the picture of untrammelled womanhood.’

In the same way that university education opened the door to new opportunities outside of the home, the Rover Safety, with its promise of movement and new worlds to explore, was so much more than a fashionable hobby. It symbolised and actualised the exact opposite of the life of confinement and enforced inactivity many women endured. Is it any wonder they were so eager to publicly embrace this ‘freedom machine’, with the suffragist and writer Elizabeth Haldane calling for a national memorial to honour the inventor of the new bicycle on behalf of the women whose lives had been revolutionised by it.

But as we have seen, not everyone shared this enthusiasm for the new female freedoms.

Call the Doctor

In an era when women’s bodies were heavily policed by the patriarchy, it’s hardly surprising that cycling became the focus of intense debate, bad science and misinformation. Out in the open, removed from the watchful gaze of their families and guardians, who knew what morally reprehensible things women might get up to?

In America, the Women’s Rescue League was in no doubt that cycling would have a negative moral impact on female enthusiasts. The League’s leader, Charlotte Smith, petitioned Congress to get the activity banned, condemning it as ‘the devil’s advance agent’; if allowed to continue, it would lead to moral and religious demise, ‘swelling the ranks of reckless girls who finally drift into the standing army of outcast women of the United States’. In other words, it would turn decent women into prostitutes.

The view that cycling wasn’t decorous or ladylike was shared by many.*

Women had been riding horses for centuries by this point, so why was exchanging four legs for two wheels so controversial? It all came down to the way you sat on your chosen mount. A woman on horseback would have been expected to ride side-saddle (it would take a world war to kill off this tradition); thus both legs would be demurely draped to one side, hidden by her long skirts. But long skirts weren’t practical on a bike, and side-saddle simply wasn’t an option. Those who subscribed to the prudish and misguided notion that, for a woman, the mere act of sitting astride a saddle, be it on a bike or a horse, was overtly sexual behaviour, saw this as perilous both to a woman’s morals and her reproductive organs.

Some men – and a few women – who considered themselves medical professionals (I use the term loosely, bearing in mind that some doctors at this time thought travelling in fast steam trains might cause brain damage) felt science was on their side. Dr Robert Dickinson, an American gynaecologist, believed that women cyclists went to great lengths to set up their saddles so as to ‘bring about constant friction over the clitoris and labia’ and that the ‘pressure would be much increased by stooping forward, and the warmth generated from vigorous exercise might further increase the feeling’. I think this says more about the state of Dr ­Dickinson’s mind than anything else. He was certainly wrong about many things – not least his endorsement of eugenics and his opinion that homosexual women were a threat to society; he devoted much of his career to trying to ‘cure’ them.

Others claimed that cycling led to promiscuity, a misconception that persists to some extent now in more conservative cultures, and perhaps also explains why women in supposedly liberal countries report being subjected to more sexual harassment when they ride a bike than when they are walking.

Victorian manufacturers cashed in on the controversy by producing new types of saddles that they claimed prevented sexual stimulation. Labelled ‘anatomical’ or ‘hygienic’, most models featured a seat with a deep groove down the middle and a shortened nose. Whatever the design, they all claimed the result was elimination of ‘perineal pressure’ or of ‘relieving the sensitive parts of the body from pressure of any kind’; in short, lady riders wouldn’t be getting off on using one of their new saddles. One company proudly declared, ‘You do not straddle the Duplex saddle’.*

Frances Oakley, a doctor who was
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