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Evolution of bicycle design in 1800s

The 1890s bicycle craze

Women and bicycles

• Dress

• Social codes

• Tool for women’s rights & suffrage

Susan B. Anthony said, “…bicycling… has 

done more to emancipate women than 

anything else in the world.” 



The Hobby Horse or Draisine

A riding school in London

Draisine invented 1817 



Draisine: Ladies Model



200 years later…

To help young children learn bicycle balance before 

graduating to a bike with pedals – no training wheels!



The Velocipede or Boneshaker

Late 1860s



The Velocipede or Boneshaker



Velocipedomania

French women may have

ridden velocipedes in clothes 

like this, but American women

probably did not!

American velocipedes in 

New York City.

The brake over the back wheel 

is applied by the rider pressing

downwards on the saddle.



The Velocipede or Boneshaker



The Death Of The Horse



The Velocipede or Boneshaker



Transitions

About 1870



The Ariel of 1871



High Wheel Bicycle or ‘Ordinary’

U.S. letter carrier riding  

Columbia Volunteer, 1880s



How do you get on that thing?



How do you get on that thing?



Ordinary Bicycling Life



Bicycle Clubs



Men’s Uniforms



High Wheel Races



No Ordinary Ride

Thomas Stevens left San 

Francisco in 1884 and rode his 

“ordinary” high wheeler all the 

way around the world!

He described his journey in detail 

in a 2-volume book, Around the 

World on a Bicycle, published in 

1886 & 1887.



A Boy and His Bicycle



Women Awheel: High Wheel Racers

Elsa von Blumen, Rochester, NY Louise Armaindo, Quebec



Women Awheel: High Wheel Racers

Elsa von Blumen

races the celebrated 

mare, Hattie R, 

May 24, 1881 

at Driving Park in 

Rochester, NY.

Elsa won by a 

second in each of 3 

races.



Tricycles



Wheeling on Riverside Drive NYC



Cycling and Women: Clothes

L.L.Bean - 2017
Catalog blurb:

DESIGNED FOR A REASON

The most innovative gear. 
The best active apparel.

Because getting outdoors 
should be easy for 
everyone.



Tricycle Design

tricycle w moveable front fork
has an arrangement whereby the front 

pillar and handles may be pulled up 
straight, so that a lady can mount in front 
without having to squeeze between the bar 
and the wheel, thereby muddying her 
garments, or scrambling up over the axle at 
the back

Lady-front tandem tricycle with 
chain guard
covers up the chain, and any parts 



Children’s Tricycles



The Need for Safety



American Star 

High Wheel Safety Bicycle

Manufactured & perfected from1880 to 1890.



Bright Ideas for The Star



Safety Bicycles 

in 1885



Starley’s Safeties, C.1885 (British)



Hard Tires and Odd Frames



Drop-Frame Hard-Tired Safety

Early 

1890s



Columbia Tandem Hard Tired Safety



Diamond Frame & Pneumatic Tires

Finally, a strong, 

comfortable machine that 

relates well to the human 

body.

Stable, strong diamond frame. 

Wooden handle bars, wheel rims, 

fender  & chain guard (women’s 

model).

Cork hand grips. 

Spoon brake on tire (not shown).

1897 – 2 million bicycles sold.

<< From 

1898 Mead Cycle Co. catalog



Bicycle Craze in America 



Bicycle Craze in America 



Bicycle Craze: 1896 Tandems



Bicycling in the 1890s for Women



Bicycling & Women: Clothes

Amelia Bloomer 1855 >> 

Corsets 1800s/ Wasp Waist



Bicycling & Women: Clothes

Rational Dress Movement begins



Bicycling & Women: Clothes



Bicycling & Women: Clothes



Bicycling & Women: Clothes



Bicycling & Women: Clothes

It appears that many women awheel kept long 

skirts, but the move towards rational dress 

was firmly entrenched.



Bicycling and 

Women:

Social Codes



Bicycling and Women:

Social Codes

“There is an alarming increase in immorality of young 

women in the United States because of evil 

associations and opportunities [bicycling] made 

possible!” -Charlotte Smith,1896 



Bicycling and Women:

Social Codes

“Parents who will not allow their daughters to accompany young 

men to the theater without a chaperone, allow them to go 

bicycle riding alone with young men.”
-newspaperman Joseph Bishop, 1896



Bicycling and 

Women:

Social Codes

Some people worried that the bicycle might 

permanently change women’s role in society by 

fostering their independence.



Benefits For Women Awheel

“Of course, I do not believe that bicycling is immoral. A girl 
who rides a wheel is lifted out of herself and her 
surroundings. 

She is made to breathe purer air, see fresher and more 
beautiful scenes, and get an amount of exercise she would 
not otherwise get. 

All this is highly beneficial.”

– Ellen Parkhurst, minister’s wife, Evening Times Washington DC, mid 1890s

The Young Women’s Christian Association of Binghamton, 
NY established a wheel club in open defiance of those who 
disapprove of bicycles.

-Sporting Life, Philadelphia, Oct. 14, 1893



Celebrity Women Awheel

• Queen Victoria ordered 2 tricycles in 1880s.

• Lillian Russell, opera singer, had gold-plated safety bicycle.

• Belva Lockwood, 1st woman presidential candidate; rode tricycle 
in Washington DC in 1884.

• Frances B. Johnston, White House photographer under 5     
Presidents: Took selfie dressed as man w/Ordinary highwheeler.

• Katharine Wright, sister of Wright Bros. regularly rode in 1890s.

• Annie Oakley used bicycle as well as horse in Wild West Show.

• Marie Curie & husband took honeymoon trip awheel.

• Frances Williard, founder WCTU, learned to ride when age 53.

• Many “firsts” among women on 1890s safety bicycles: racing, 

century runs, long distance riding. (Dora Rinehart, Jane Yatman, 
Jane Lindsay).



Annie Cohen Kopchovsky

(“Annie Londonderry”)

• 24-year old Jewish immigrant & mother of 3 children, on a 

bet, rode a bicycle around the world in 15 months, 1894-

1895.

• To finance trip, she sold advertising space on her bicycle to 

the Lithia Londonderry Water Co. and adopted their name as 

her own for the journey.



Annie Cohen Kopchovsky

(“Annie Londonderry”)

Her 42-pound Columbia Lady’s bicycle was too heavy to go long 

distances.

Her traditional women’s clothes were unsuitable for this 

journey.

So, the Sterling Bicycle Co. gave her a much lighter men’s 

model & she dressed first in bloomers & later, in a man’s 

riding suit to pedal around the world.



Women’s Suffrage
Bicycling gave women a start on rational dress, increased 
mobility, & a sense of autonomy. 

The LAW magazine in 1898 wrote: “It has brought to 
women…freedom & independence that no amount of 
discussion regarding ‘women’s rights’ would ever 
produce.”

National Women’s Suffrage Movement formed 1890.

Susan B. Anthony: 
“Let me tell you what I think of bicycling… it has done 
more to emancipate women than anything else in the 
world.” 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton:
“Woman is riding to suffrage on the bicycle.”



80 Years Later …



Local Bicycles



Bicycle Chains

Roller Joint Bicycle Chain

Manufactured by the 

Morse Spring Company 

(later Morse Chain) in 

Trumansburg NY, 

Starting in 1894.

Said to be a superior 

bicycle chain; many sold.

The company moved to 

Ithaca in 1906.



Inventions for Bicycle Aided Motorcycles,

Automobiles, and Airplanes 

Ball bearings

Cable brake control

Chain drive

Differential drive

Differential gears

Free-wheeling mechanisms

Improvement in metals & 

machine tools & in 

engineering & production

Pneumatic tires

Rack and pinion steering

Shaft drive

Tubular steel

Variable speed transmission

Wire wheels

and the

Good roads movement
The Wright Brothers were bicycle makers.



The bicycle, a phenomenon of the age of 

mechanization, can truthfully be said to 

constitute the most ingeniously simple, 

efficient, and economical means of 

transportation and recreation ever devised 

by man.

- Arthur J. Palmer
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THE END


