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The Henry Ford of the Bicycle Industry?

Hans-Erhard Lessing

H
enry Ford is generally credited with the first use of

assembly-line production, enabling his workers to buy

their own car. This is a first look at Chicago industrialist

Adolph Schoeninger, who made the bicycle affordable for

the American worker two decades earlier by applying

sheet-metal stamping techniques in its manufacture.

One has often wondered who

indeed was responsible for the bi-

cycle becoming such a cheap

product in the 20th century, in

spite of it having been a very
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Below: Fig. Lessing 1. Three posters for

Schoeninger’s American Crescent brand

bicycles. (Courtesy Pryor Dodge)



prestigious item before. After all,

the bicycle was the “automobile”

of the 19th century at a cost of

half a piano or more. One theory

considered the component manu-

facturers to be the culprits, since

the availability of components

that are difficult to produce, like

hubs and gears, lowered the skills

required for assembling bicycles

from frames and components.

When everybody could produce

bicycles, competition between

those assemblers would drive

price and quality down. It was

David Hounshell’s book on

American mass-production1 that

led to the Western Wheel Works

in Chicago and its founder

Adolph Schoeninger, a German

immigrant (Fig. 1). Since Glen

Norcliffe introduced the term

“Popeism”2 besides Fordism,

there should be room now for a

third term, “Schoeningerism.”

Sheet Metal

Stamping

There was indeed a revolution in

bicycle production in the 1890ies.

The gunsmith methods used thus

far involved turning threads on

the tubes and screwing them into

cast or drop forged lugs carefully

bored out and provided with

threads. This whole armsmaking

practice turned out obsolete,

when those Westerners or Chica-

goans started their sheet stamping

and drawing methods. For in-

stance, the crank hanger could

now be produced in several quick

steps under a press using two

hand-held dowels in no time, see

Fig. 2.

Hounshell states that the be-

ginnings of this stamping technol-

ogy are obscure. Horace L.

Arnold aka Hugh Dolnar states in

the sector magazine American

Machinist that the Western

Wheel Works (WWW) got their

stamped parts initially from Ger-

many and then since 1890 from

the A. H. Matthews Stamping

Works3 in Seymour, Connecticut,

wherefrom they later got the

stamping machines for their own

production, too (Fig. 3). A con-

flicting year, 1895, given for

WWW’s entry into sheet metal

stamping appears improbable4.
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Above: Fig. Lessing-2.

Adolph Schoeninger with

son Louis (Courtesy of

Richard Schoeninger)

Left: Fig. Lessing-3.

Stamping steps for a crank

hanger from sheet metal

(Dinglers Polytechnisches

Journal 304 (1897) 268)

Right: Fig. Lessing-4.

Double-action drawing

presses at Western Wheel

Works (WWW catalog

1897)



WWW were not the only pro-

moters of stamping methods.

Crosby & Mayer Co. of Buffalo,

New York, is also reported5 to

have developed the manufacture

of hollow bicycle parts stamped

from sheet metal in 1893. Mayer,

the second name, sounds Ger-

man. The whole gamut of

stamped sheet-metal bicycle parts

can be seen on a page (Fig. 4)

from a 1900 catalog of E. W.

Bliss Company in Brooklyn NY,

producer of all kind of presses.

Of course, other bicycle produc-

ers adopted the new production

methods soon, e.g. main competi-

tor Alexander Pope introduced6

stamped bottom brackets in the

winter of 1896–97.

The hints to a German origin

are substantiated by an earlier ar-

ticle7 by Arnold in the American

Machinist speaking of a “German

locksmith spirit” at the WWW.

An as yet unproven thesis would

seek the origins at the tin plate

toy maker industry. Incidentally,

the German company Schuler in

Göppingen has started producing

stamping presses in 1852 and still

does.

Schoeninger, a

German Immigrant

While it turned out difficult to

collect more data on the com-

pany8 from a distance, some bio-

graphical data on the founder

could be assembled. Adolph

Schoeninger was born in the

small town Weilderstadt near

Stuttgart in 1833. He became a

trader, but left Germany as a

democrat in the aftermath of the

defeated revolution of 1848–49.

In Philadelphia he worked in

a tobacco store, then as a partner

in a paper box business, finally he

started a grocery business. Mar-

ried in 1857 to Augusta

Riehmann—one year his junior—

he joined the Civil War as a cap-

tain under Colonel Von Bohlen in

1861, only to find his business

down when he came home in

1863. He moved westward pen-

niless to Chicago and found em-

ployment in the chinaware

business with Albert Pick. Then

he started a small furniture fac-

tory with partner C. Stale, de-

stroyed by fire a year later. In

1866 he then took charge, on his

own account with $10.000 and

employing 38 hands, of a factory

for toys, baby carriages etc. previ-

ously run by Vergho, Ruhling &

Co. He called it Western Toy

Company (ref. 8 tells that he

formed a partnership with F.

Westerman).

The great Chicago fire de-

stroyed the new building in 1871.

Schoeninger didn’t get insurance

paid, since the Chicagoan insur-

ance companies all went broke.

With the help of a European bank

he started anew on a capital of $

20,000 building baby carriages,
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Above: Fig. Lessing-7. Bicycle Parts

Stamped out of Sheet Steel (E. W. Bliss

Company catalog 1900)

Upper right: Fig. Lessing-6. Patent Office

model of Otto Unzicker’s 1878 tricycle,

equipped with ladies’ sidesaddle (from

Wheels and Wheeling, Smithsonian

1974)

Lower right: Fig. Lessing-5. The

Schoeninger family tree.



sleds, and the like. He was the

first licensee of Colonel Pope in

1879 building bicycles for boys

and girls under the brands OTTO

and PETITE initially from wood.

This had nothing to do with Ed-

ward Carl Friedrich Otto of

dicycle fame. Rather

Schoeninger’s son-in-law Otto

Unzicker was the Master Me-

chanic of the company with a

dozen patents (Fig. 5). His first

name became the brand name.

Schoeninger himself had a dozen

patents, but mostly on baby car-

riages and the like (Fig. 6).

The Western Wheel

Works (WWW)

It is not quite clear, when West-

ern Toy Company turned into

Western Wheel Works with a

capital increase to $ 50,000,

presumably in 1889 (Pope’s

Lallement patent expired in 1889

and WWW was no longer a li-

censee). Its 1892 capital of

$500,000 was divided equally be-

tween the five officers of the

concern employing 800 hands:

Adolph Schoeninger, his son

Louis (who died in 1894),

sons-in-law Otto Unzicker and

Richard Boericke, and Superin-

tendent Joseph Schlichter (Fig. 7).

After the early death of his

son in 1894 Schoeninger trans-

ferred his share into WWW to his

sons-in-law and retired from

WWW. In 1893 he had started

with associate Henry Henneberg

a new manufacture of baby car-

riages, chairs, toy furniture under

the company name Home Rattan

Co. It was so successful, that he

produced again juvenile bicycles

under the brands Hero and

Home. Schoeninger died at age

67 in Los Angeles in 1900.

Enter Reuben Lindsay

Coleman, born in Albemarle, Vir-

ginia in 1852. Having been a

sales clerk, later associated with

his brother in New York collect-

ing orders as a representative of

WWW in the East at the

beginning bicycle boom, he

stepped in as president and

part-owner of the WWW in

1894.

With their cheaper Crescent

bicycles, WWW won the price

war over Pope’s Columbia ones.

The American worker finally

could afford a bicycle. The per-

formance wasn’t that inferior and

in the end WWW produced

chainless bicycles with two-speed

hubs. In 1895 WWW became the

largest bicycle factory of the

world (Fig. 8). Initially Crescent

was just one model, besides Rob

Roy and other names, but after

1894 the whole line was called

Crescent and posters were or-

dered from French artists (Fig. 9).

The German globe circler Hein-

rich Horstmann, aged 21,

stopped by and switched to a

Crescent No. 2 in 1895 (all

model designations were merely

numbers then). Back in Germany,

he became a representative for

WWW.

The further story,9 after the

bicycle slump of 1897 in the

United States, has still to be de-

tailed. WWW joined the Ameri-

can Cycle Manufacturing
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Left: Fig.

Lessing-8.

Schoeninger’s

1874 patent

for room

swings.

Above: Fig.

Lessing-10.

Western

Wheel Works

in Chicago

(from 1899

catalog).



combination with Pope and oth-

ers in 1899. After 1903

Coleman’s name disappears, and

WWW must have discontinued

production in 1905. Yet the

Swedish importers took over the

brand and continued to produce

Crescent bicycles themselves.

Even after a merger in 1931 the

Crescent brand name continued

until the merger with the Monark

brand, Varberg (Sweden), in

1963.

The factory buildings in Chi-

cago on Well’s and Schiller streets

were used by Dr. Scholl’s shoe

factory. Today the building

houses a condominium complex.

Henry Ford Buys a

Bicycle Factory

Carl Burgwardt, in his book “Buf-

falo’s Bicycles,” has described

Buffalo, near the Niagara Falls

with its cheap electricity, as the

hotbed of cycling in the 1890s

(see Ref. 5). One of the many

bike businesses there was the

Keim company, known since

1899. John R. Keim was a jewel-

ler in New York, who let his

money work in Buffalo and obvi-

ously supplied department stores

like Sears, Roebuck & Co.

With the bicycle business go-

ing down and with their innova-

tive sheet stamping and drawing

methods its managers soon col-

lected orders (Fig. 11) from the

Ford Motor Company in High-

land Park, founded in 1905. For

instance, the differential housing

was initially cast, de-burred, and

carefully bored out which took its

time. The Keim people made a

sheet-metal part of it10 that was

stamped and drawn—wham-bam

—in several quick steps much

cheaper. Finally Ford bought the

Keim Company in 1912 and

moved it to his site. So the true

Ford heavily relied on the meth-

ods of the bicycle’s Ford to make

his model T easier and cheaper to

produce.
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Above: Fig. Lessing 10. Automobile parts stamped from

sheet metal and poster of the Keim bicycle factory in Buffalo

that was bought by Henry Ford in 1912 (Ref. 10 and

courtesy of Carl Burgwardt)

Right: Fig. Lessing 11. Hard-to find entry on Schoeninger in

Unrivaled Chicago, 1896



Appendix

Extant Pricelists and Catalogs of

WWW (source)

❒ The Otto Bicycle (reprint

W.W.Stale catalog, Boston

1886).

❒ Western Wheel Works No.26

1892, 25 pp. (Carey

Williams).

❒ Crescent Bicycles 1895, 16

pp. (Carey Williams).

❒ Crescent Bicycles 1897, 48

pp. (reprint The Vestal Press).

❒ Western Wheel Works Lon-

don Depot 1897, 30 pp.

(Williams).

❒ Crescent Bicycles 1899, 22

pp. (Carey Williams).

❒ Cycles Crescent 1900, 26 pp.

French (Carey Williams).

❒ Crescent Bicycles 1903, 24

pp. (Carey Williams).
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