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T
he title of this presentation, as well as most of its content, has been taken from an

unpublished Harvard University History Ph. D. thesis from 1956 by Norman L.

Dunham entitled “The Bicycle Era in American History.” I refer particularly to his second

chapter, and have added pictures and other materials. This American story contributes a

further piece of evidence to the theory that riding velocipedes on footpaths was forbidden

by authorities worldwide, thus ending their use.

In his preface, Dunham wrote: “When I chose The Bi-

cycle Era as my thesis topic under the direction of

Professor Schlesinger, he told me to cover ‘every-

thing’ on the subject, as I was to be ‘the authority’ on

the vehicle in the United States.”1 And so he did;

Dunham read every period newspaper from the East

Coast and filled 570 typewritten pages — it is a pity

indeed that this extensive research has never been

published and I want to pay due respect to its author,

who is no longer with us. His professor, Arthur

M(eier) Schlesinger (1888–1965), was a pioneer his-

torian in social and urban development in the United

States, establishing a new Ph.D. program at Harvard

in the history of American civilization. He knew ap-

parently how to motivate his graduate students to do

the utmost. His son, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., also a

historian, became consultant to the Kennedy

administration.
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Fig. 13.1. Norman L(eslie) Dunham (1907–1966) was born in

Detroit and obtained an A.B. from Oberlin College in 1929,

where interestingly enough a Master’s thesis on the bicycle in

American history was presented by a William Mariboe in 1941

(Duncan F. Jamieson, personal communication). The next infor-

mation on Dunham we

have is the Ph.D. at Har-

vard in 1956. From 1958

until his untimely death,

he was a faculty member

of the social sciences de-

partment at Benedict Col-

lege, Columbus, Ohio, in

the end as the chairman.

Unmarried, he was sur-

vived by a brother and a

sister aged 104 and 96,

respectively. (Courtesy

Benedict archive.)



On the morning of 5 February 1819, the citizens

of Baltimore read in their local newspaper2 an un-

usual advertisement: “TRACENA” (Fig. 13.2) — and

one understands the meaning of the word a few lines

later: “This curious, useful and simple machine was

invented in Germany by TRACE” — which of course

means Karl Drais (1785–1851), whose name was

noted down here phonetically.3 And it goes on:

“These horses are cheap, they are safe and do not fall

without the rider’s consent” — most people know

better meanwhile.

The advertiser was James Stewart, piano manu-

facturer of Baltimore, who had quite a reputation, as

we can see from his entry in the New Grove Dictio-
nary of Music.4 (Fig. 13.3) He came from London,

joined his brother in Baltimore, went on to Philadel-

phia, then Boston and finally returned to London in

1826. According to Dunham, he built not only the

first velocipede of Maryland, but of the United States

as a whole. More advertisements for the exhibition of

the two-wheeler followed, unfortunately without any

picture, soon attracting a famous visitor.5

Charles Willson Peale (1741–1827), a noted artist

then 78 years old (Fig. 13.4), saw the velocipede in

Baltimore on his way home from Washington. Peale

portrayed all the celebrities of his time, among them

the President of the United States, George Washing-

ton. In 1802, he had opened the first American

museum in Philadelphia, retiring in 1810 to the la-

bours of his farm “Belfield” near Germantown, which

is part of Philadelphia today (Fig. 13.5). Back home,
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Below: Fig. 13.2. Earliest known U.S. advertisement for a

draisine. (From Ref. 2, courtesy of Maryland Historical Society.)

Right: Fig. 13.3. James Stewart’s entry in the

.



he started building a velocipede himself after he had

found a print of the British one in Aitken’s repository

(unlocated) [Possibly Ackerman’s Repository — Ed.].

He cannibalised a self-built threshing machine and

used its iron parts to build the first velocipede in the

state of Pennsylvania. Then, to attract visitors, he put

the velocipede into his museum in Philadelphia, now

run by his son Rubens (Fig. 13.6); all of his sons bore

famous painters’ names as first names.

We know all this from his many letters and from

his autobiography mainly based on these letters.6 Fig.

13.7 shows a page from a letter by him with a veloci-

pede scribble, resembling Johnson’s later

direct-steering velocipedes. He writes that he had to

find the optimum wheel size himself. Moreover, he

transferred a revolution counter from his buggy to the

hind wheel of the velocipede to measure tracks on his

farm. To this end, the hind wheel was made exactly

half the diameter of the buggy wheel.

A pencil “Sketch of the Draisine,” 4 in. by 6 in.,

made by Peale in 1819, is kept at the American Philo-

sophical Society (Fig. 13.8). This one is more like the

early Johnson’s velocipede with its so-called indirect

steering. Soon his sons built their own machines,

some completely of wood, which turned out much

lighter than their father’s machine and one source —

though not a period one — claims that even Peale’s

two daughters tried the machine. Also competition

arose: a Mr. Chambers advertised a display of his ve-

locipede, and there was an additional “Draisena

Exhibition” in the Grand Saloon of Washington Hall

in Philadelphia by an anonymous exhibitor.

Yet in June, news of the London ban against

velocipeding on footpaths had reached the United

States, and shortly after, we find the following news-

paper item in Philadelphia: ‘A gentleman was accused

of having rode on a two-wheeled carriage or vehicle
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Above: Fig. 13.4. Velocipeder

Charles Willson Peale

(1741–1827), self portrait in 1822.

(From Ref. 6.).

Right: Fig. 13.5. View of the Gar-

den at Belfield, painted by Charles

Peale 1816. (from Ref. 6.)



on the foot pavement, contrary to the 5th section of

the ordinance of October 1st, 1811. It appeared that

the vehicle on which the defendant did ride was the

recently much celebrated Velocipede. He was con-

victed and fined three dollars and the costs.’ Peale

writes in his autobiography about velocipeding on the

sidewalk: ‘This meant offence to some ill-natured per-

son, who rummaged up an old Law of the

Corporation which to prevent damage to the pave-

ments had a penalty of 3 Dollar for each time that a

two-wheeled cart went on the foot or side pavement,

and urged a constable to take a young man before the

Mayor for breach of said law… Since this spiteful

process, the velocipede has not been in the streets of

Philadelphia.’

Thus we have yet another case where velociped-

ing was suppressed by the authorities. Thus, a number

of bans were put into effect, as follows:

❒ Mannheim 1817: riding forbidden on sidewalks.7

❒ Milan 1818: riding forbidden on sidewalks (i.e.

not the faked ordinance of “1811”).8

❒ London 1819: putting down the velocipede by

fines.9

❒ Philadelphia 1819: riding forbidden on sidewalks

(see above).

❒ New York and New Haven 1819: riding forbid-

den on sidewalks.10

❒ Calcutta 1820: riding forbidden on the

Respondentia Walk.11

❒ Mannheim1822: riding forbidden in castle garden

(after Drais left for Brazil).12

Consequently, velocipeders were forced onto the

unridable center track, rutted by carriages. Thus far,

authors (for example, Roger Street) have tended to

downplay the severity of obstruction by the authori-

ties.13 It now appears, there is enough worldwide

evidence to advance the theory that velocipeding did
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Right: Fig. 13.6. Velocipeder Rubens Peale (1784–1865),

painted by Charles Peale. (From Ref. 6.)

Below: Fig. 13.7. Page from C. W. Peale’s letter to Charles

Peale Polk in Washington, May 16, 1819. (Courtesy of Ameri-

can Philosophical Society.)



not end because of any mediocrity of the machines —

a deep-rooted misconception — but was in fact actu-

ally forbidden by the authorities

And there is the assumption that this was re-

peated again in most countries around 1870. Thomas

Stephens Davies, in his lecture before the Royal Mili-

tary Academy, stated twenty years later in 1837:

‘Why, the steam engine itself never could have stood

against so powerful and united a body, all in one

mind too and acting together with an unanimity truly

wonderful’.14 Davies included with the constables, the

fat men, the watchmen, the old women, the great

men, the rabble, the King’s ministers, and the horses.

It is definitely realistic to see cycling from the very be-

ginning as a perennial struggle with the authorities.

Dunham has more news of other cities on the

East Coast. He reports nothing on the West Coast, ei-

ther because he did not read those newspapers, or

because he could not find velocipede news therein.

But further north, in Boston, a Mr. Salisbury has con-

structed one of these ‘inanimate animals’ and

exhibited it as well, see Fig. 13.9.15 Numerous Har-

vard students rode velocipedes over the long bridge at

moonlight, (because it was forbidden in the daytime?)

between Boston and Cambridge; one of them, Charles

Sumner, becoming later a renowned senator. In New

Haven, Yale students were reported using it and there

was a gala-day in the City Hall.

But New York especially became excited — the

manufacturers evidently could not meet the demand

for a while. And the New York Evening Post remarked

(unlocated) that: ‘Horses, in England, have fallen 40

percent in consequence of the sudden appearance of

these velocipedes.’16 The quoting Boston paper

continues: ‘This price decrease occurred because these

animals eat neither hay nor grain, require no curry-

ing, and were never known to kick or bite,

qualifications which never met together in a prancing

nag; therefore sell your vulgar old-fashioned quadru-

peds before they are entirely out of date, and bestride

a DANDY hobby-horse.’ Yet the city fathers of New

York prohibited their use, to the consternation of the

riders, and New Haven threatened similar action.

Of course, some of Dunham’s reflections no lon-

ger hold, for instance his speculation that as a master
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Above: Fig. 14.9. Early ad in

Boston. (From Ref. 15, courtesy

Mugar Memorial Library, Boston

University.)

Left: Fig. 14.8. Sketch of the

Draisine by Charles W. Peale in

1819 (4 x 6 inches). (Courtesy

American Philosophical Society.)



of forests, Drais originated the device to aid him in

walking while performing his official duties. How-

ever, Drais was a city-dweller at the time, and the

invention was more likely his reaction to horses’ star-

vation. In an Appendix on predecessors of the

draisine, Dunham presented the De Sivrac myth, al-

though Richard Walter Jeanes had debunked it six

years earlier in an unpublished thesis at the Paris

Sorbonne.17 This cannot detract from Dunham’s tre-

mendous achievement in collecting period sources in

newspapers, and his thoughtful evaluation of these up

to the introduction of the safety bicycle. Putting his

570 pages of typescript onto a disk or CD ROM

would create a valuable research tool that could easily

be searched for any term.

In spite of all this prosecution by the authorities,

painter Peale, aged 78, formulated a surprisingly

modern-sounding praise for the velocipede in one of

his letters: ‘It was my custom to rise at day breaking,

prepare my colours and paint before breakfast, and

when my back began to complain by my close appli-

cation, I then would mount my velosipede and make

half a dozen turns round some squares of the Garden,

which is excellent exercise & soon restored me with

powers to go on with my labours.’18 Velocipeding

was restricted to private gardens by then.
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