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The history of mineterh and eal; evencib rentury bicycle prith develops in at least three principal contexts 

1 . Country riding - the quest to explore open country, 
2 . New York's sidepath movement (see Fig. 1), 
3. Paths constructed b y park commissions. 
Each context begins during the high-wheel era and expands during the 
safety-bicycle era. A few paths originate i n other contexts, for example 
- the adaptation of existing corridors, such as canal towpaths o f aban- 
doned trolley lines; paths on bridges; asphalt strips o n city streets; and 
the plan for paths in New York City parks developed b y Robert Moses i n 
1938, pointing t o the modern era of path planning after World War II. 
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Soutit Street, New Hartford, N. Y. 

Fig. 1 . The photographer who recorded this scene along South Street i n New Hartford, New York, may 
not have intended t o document the narrow bicycle path between sidewalk and street. The few image- 
makers who did usually placed a bicycle in the image. New Hartford served a s a hub i n Oneida County's 
sidepath network. 

This project is an outgrowth of a larger study that 
traces the remnants of cycling history o n the land, a 
study that has required extensive travel. Although the 
history of bicycle paths became too large t o present 
as part o f that work, the broader study nevertheless 
defines the geographic boundaries o f the paths con- 
sidered here: New England's six states, Pennsylvania, 
New York, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, Ohio, 
Indiana, and a portion o f Kentucky. As well, the goal 
o f that larger study - t o find physical remnants of 
cycling history o n the land - remains relevant t o the 
narrower study of bicycle paths presented here. 

Country Riding. 
The spontaneous quest to experience t he paradise 

o f the open country, as many cyclists described the ex - 
perience, is characteristic o f the carliest period o f path 
building. Paths resulted when opportunity and enthu- 
siasm aligned - poor roads everywhere jolted cyclists 
into blissful thoughts o f smooth riding. Bicycle clubs 
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typically initiated projects during this period, and often 
one o r two influential members led the effort. One of 
the earliest examples is a network of paths in Luzerne 

County Pennsylvania, the first o f which was probably 
opened in 1885 and extended for about eight miles, 
linking Kingston, Wilkes Barre and Wyoming. The 
project i s credited t o a member of the Kingston Bicycle 
Club, Stephen Vaughn, and when the Pennsylvania 
Division o f the L.A.W. held its annual meet in Wilkes 
Barre i n 1887, participants enjoyed a ceremonial ride 
along the path. Cyclists from Binghamton attended 
that meet and the following year constructed a path 
between Binghamton and Union, eight miles apart, 
hiring contractor John Shultz to do the work. Wheel- 
men in Holyoke and Northampton, in Massachusetts, 
learned about the Binghamton path and embarked o n 
a similar effort t o link those two New England com- 
munities in 1888, consulting Shulz as well.! 

As safety bicycles began to replace high wheels, 
path-building i n the country-riding context began t o 
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influence club structure. The Crescent Bicycle Club, 
in Titusville, Pennsylvania, i s a good example, where 
members had little interest in social activities but 
instead devoted their energies in 1893 to building 

a path leading north along Oil Creek and the right 
o f way o f an abandoned trolley corridor. Cyclists in 
other communities joined the effort, and the project 
eventually reached Lake Canadohta, eighteen miles 
away. The project i s noteworthy because it marked the 
earliest occurrences of cycling organizations devoted 
primarily to the cause o f building paths.? 

A path constructed b y Edward DeGraff in Am- 
sterdam, New York, also in 1893, i s another good 
example. The project began as a way t o improve pas- 
sage over a steep hill, but soon expanded into a much 
longer corridor, stretching cast toward Schenectady 
and west toward St. Johnsville. DeGraff's efforts 
marked the beginning o f what would eventually 
become a nearly complete corridor o f bicycle paths 
stretching across the state. 

The organizational nature o f clubs began t o 
change when wheelmen formed associations specifi- 

cally to build paths, calling themselves wheelway leagues, 'path associations, or sidepath leagues. 
Legislation in New York and New Jersey specifically 
authorized the formation o f these organizations, 
which provided a means t o raise money. However, 
separating these associations from the influence of 
New York's sidepath campaign, which soon domi- 
nated path building, becomes increasingly difficult b y 
the mid-1890s.4 

Oneida County i s a perfect illustration. Wheel- 
men in Utica and Rome formed a "Wheelway League' 
i n 1893 and began raising money by subscription. In 
1894, a state assemblyman from Rome introduced 
legislation requiring the county highway commis- 
sion t o authorize bicycle paths whenever requested 
b y a town, and cyclists probably envisioned private 
companies building the paths and then charging tolls. 
Although that initiative stalled, path building in the 
county continued steadily during the next five years, 
and b y the time the state's uniform sidepath law was 
created in 1899, cyclists had built more than 130 
miles of paths. Eventually that total met or exceeded 
200 miles (see Fig. 2). Although cyclists were clearly 
influenced b y the growing sidepath campaign, there 
are also several aspects that distinguished efforts in 
that county, including the formation of subsidiary 
leagues b y several smaller towns t o ensure that paths 

would b e built in those locations. 
Despite the difficulty o f separating the two cat- 

egories during this transitional period, some com- 
munities seemed t o remain apart from the sidepath 
campaign. One of the best examples was the Associat- 
ed Wheelmen of Hazleton and Vicinity, chartered as 
a corporation i n 1897. Hazleton i s about forty miles 
from Wilkes Barre, and the existing network o f paths 
there may have been influential. In any case, t he 
organization opened a well-constructed path along a 
mountain ridge linking Hazleton with the mining vil- 
lage o f Eckley, today an historic site managed b y the 
Pennsylvania Historical Commission. A mining engi- 
neer, Louis Emmerich, supervised construction, and 
remnants of the path may survive today, although a 
survey is needed.° 

Sidepaths. 
New York's sidepath campaign straddled the 

high-wheel/safety eras and began when Charles Ray- 
mond, a founding member of the Lockport Wheel- 
men in 1885, grew accustomed t o using the sidepath 
along nearby Ridge Road and decided that cyclists 
needed sidepaths more than good roads. In 1891, 
Raymond and his fellow wheelmen from Lockport 
established the Niagara County Sidepath League and 
in 1892 began building a n experimental path from 
Lockport to Olcott on Lake Ontario? 

Proponents of sidepaths continued t o emphasize 
country riding, but supportive legislation distin- 
guished the campaign, providing a means o f financ- 
ing the construction and maintenance of paths 
and enabling county government bodies (known as 
"Sidepath Commissions') t o enforce requirements for 
licenses through arrest and fines. I n Lockport, Ray- 
mond had difficulty raising money for his experimen- 
tal path, and in 1894 h e drafted legislation proposing 
the Niagara County Sidepath Commission, which 
had the authoriry to tax bicycles annually. The bill 
passed both houses o f New York's legislature dur- 
ing the early months o f 1895, but through oversight 
did not receive local approval that year and did not 
become law until 1896. 

Monroe and Albany counties followed Raymond's 
example and, b y 1898, had passed laws creating side- 
path commissions, but requiring licenses to use paths 
rather than a tax. I n 1899, the Ellsworth sidepath law 
established uniform legislation, with amendments the 
following year. Raymond continued to seek public 
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Fig. 2 . Beginning in 1893, cyclists from Rome and Utica established wheelway and sidepath leagues to 
raise money for path building. B y 1900, when Richard Perlen and Otto Poepel o f Utica published this 
map, the total mileage of paths had increased t o about 170 miles and eventually reached almost 200 
miles. Long after the public's interest in cycling had waned, Oneida County cyclists traveled the region's 
sidepaths, and during the 1907 season purchased more than 1,700 sidepath tags. [Courtesy of Buffalo 
and Erie County Public Library, Buffalo, New York] 

funding for sidepaths, and in 1903 he convinced the 
state legislature to enable county supervisors t o spend 
up t o $5,000 annually to build o r maintain paths. 
B y then, however, recreational cycling had begun its 
precipitous decline and few counties took advantage 
of the law.* 
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The sidepath campaign also developed close ties 
to t he Good Roads Movement, albeit on a smaller 
scale. Both employed scientific methods o f construc- 
tion and relied o n standard contract specifications 

- which were evident from the start at Lockport in 

1892, the same year that the National League of 
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Figs. 3a and 3b. Samuel Hedges, from Greenport, New York, obtained an 1899 patent for a device that 

scraped, leveled and rolled the surfaces of sidepaths. The same year, Michigan resident Fred Shoecraft 
patented a slightly larger bicycle-path maker that utilized cutting discs, a plow, and a scraper for leveling 
and rolling. [Courtesy University o f Vermont and U.S. Patent Office] 

Good Roads was formed. A construction industry 
developed for both (see Fig. 3). Sidepaths became 
object lessons for good roads, resolving an internal 
squabble among L.A. W. members about whether 
the energies and funding devoted to sidepaths would 
weaken the campaign for good roads. Journals - Good 
Roads magazine and Sidepaths - catered t o each 
movement, and each convened an annual convention, 
those for sidepaths taking place berween 1899 and 
1903, the last in Cortland.? 

The sidepath campaign i s significant for a number 
o f reasons, principally i t s great reach, which can b e 
assessed in terms of mileage - more than 2,000 miles 
by conservative estimates - but also by its role in 
connecting a multitude of cities, towns and villages, 
and providing benefits other than just for recreational 

cycling. I n terms o f mileage, Suffolk County exceeded 
a l l other counties by a substantial margin. Cyclists i n 
Oneida and Monroe counties were especially active 
path builders, as were wheelmen in other parts o f the 
state, and many counties developed distinctive pat- 
terns for sidepath routes. A t the peak of the campaign, 
forty-eight counties had established commissions.° 

The sidepath movement also opens avenues for 
continued study concerning a number of important 
topics. One is the campaign's democratic structure. 
Commission members usually represented different 
parts o f each county, a system that generated debate 
about the best places t o build paths. The number of 
tags sold in various locations dictated the outcome, 
and small villages and out-of-the-way towns compet- 
e d vigorously f o r a share of sidepath funding, coun- 
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tering perceptions o f cycling as a n elite urban activity public perceptions o f cycling as a worthy activity, 
during this period. Significantly, many o f the paths enabling the type o f broadly-based campaign that 
that served workers at factories o r farms remained persuaded legislators i n 1903 t o authorize public 
open long after recreational cycling had declined." funding for sidepaths.! 

A second issue concerns the evidence that the Ultimately, the sidepath era ended for two 
chosen routes provide about patterns o f urban and closely related reasons. Even when used consistently, 
suburban growth. The photographs by Cline Rogers these thinly-surfaced traces provided tenuous travel 
for the Monroe County Sidepath Commission a re corridors - easily washed away by heavy rains, o r 
an important contribution t o urban history as well as overgrown during a season or two without proper 
cycling history, depicting two transportation systems 
a t a crucial point in their history, just before the ar- 

maintenance. Cyclists' visions of country riding led, 
enticingly, to a n extensive network o f routes, bur also 

rival of the automobile. Sidepath construction and t o the realization that as the miles of paths length- 
the extension o f utility lines often coincided, reveal- ened, the costs of maintenance increased, circum- 

ing both the direction o f urban expansion and the stances as relevant today as i n 1900. When recrea- 
shortest routes to rural scenery.!? tional cycling declined sharply during the early years 

A third subject concerns the records o f the sales of the twentieth century, cyclists stopped using the 
of tags during the decline of recreational cycling, and paths, depleting commission treasuries, accelerating 
the relationship between that decline and the rise of the deterioration o f path surfaces, and quickly mak- 
automobiles - data carefully tracked by commission ing road surfaces more attractive t o those few cyclists 
members, who had a very direct financial interest a t who continued riding. And, as road improvements 

advanced, that sequence of events became irreversible. 
A fourth topic points t o the campaigns influ- 

ence in other parts of the country. Most of the states 

bordering New York either adopted o r considered 
adopting similar legislation, and the campaign also 
spread to the Midwest and western states.!3 

Historians might be tempted to dismiss the 
sidepath era. True, the period of path-building was 
short, with considerable expenditure, and within a 
decade many o f the paths had vanished. Ye t consider 
what cyclists accomplished in little more than half 
a decade - miles and miles o f country riding, avail- 
able for a modest yearly sum of $0.25 to $1.00. 
The achievements were considerable: a very efficient 

system o f generating revenue by the sale of licenses, a 
treasury controlled b y volunteer commissions charged 
with hiring contractors to build paths, oversight of 
the work by both commissions and cyclists, and the 
rapid completion o f paths, all this places modern 
efforts at path building in a very unflattering light, 
especially when projects can take years o f planning 
and cost enormous sums. Rather than being a failure, 
one might well see it a model grass-roots movement, 
relevant today should we create county commissions 
t o decide which roads could o r should b e closed t o 
motorized traffic during specified hours o f the day. 
Also, the steady chronicling o f sidepath-building by 
newspaper editors across the state - in small towns 
as well as the larger cities, may have helped to shape 

I n those counties where supervisors drew from public 
funding t o maintain paths after 1903, those experi- 
ments were short-lived because so few cyclists used 
the paths.! 

Although little evidence o f the sidepath era re- 
mains, some paths may have survived, and w e won't 
know the extent o f remnants until we start t o look. 
Some probably remain as village sidewalks; others 
may exist as beds of cinders beneath the shoulders of 
still-narrow rural roads. Still others are more evident 
- the Scottsville Path for example - which links that 
village to Rochester about nine miles t o the northeast 
and especially popular, t o the point of rivaling the 
Coney Island paths i n Brooklyn (see Fig. 4a). The 
path opened in 1896 and followed the berm side of 

the Genesee Valley Canal most o f the way. Resident 
Isaac W. Salyerds, a deputy sheriff and subsequently a 
representative t o the New York State Assembly, pushed 

the project t o conclusion. Sunday rides t o Scottsville, 
followed by dinner at the Cargill Hotel, soon became 
so fashionable f o r Rochester's wheelmen and wheel- 
women that the Monroe County Atlas o f 1902 charted 
the route. Although that hotel i s gone, traces o f the 
canal survive, and the old towpath has become part of 
a lengthy greenway (see Fig. 4b)." 
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Figs. 4a and 4b. Rochester engineered one o f 
the state's most extensive networks of sidepaths, 

including the popular Scottsville Path, which 
followed the berm bank of the Genesee Valley 
Canal leading t o Rochester. Today, the former 
towpath is part o f an extensive greenway used b y 
cyclists. [Courtesy: Rochester City Historian] 

two travel ways into a single corridor, separating them 
but also minimizing visual intrusions t o the setting. 
Unfortunately, Cleveland's park system developed 
slowly and b y the time bid documents were prepared 
for construction o f the path in 1896, cyclists opted 
for riding along the carriage drive, and park commis- 
sioners withdrew the project. Curiously, Bowditch 
continued to show an expanded path o n plans dated 
1897.17 

Probably the most important example o f a nine- 
teenth-century bicycle path designed as an integral 
part of a park plan from its inception is that for 
Iroquois Park in Louisville by John Charles Olmsted 
in 1897. Yet Olmsted agreed t o the path only because 
the area was heavily forested and the path could be 
concealed along the park's edges, and he cautioned 
park commissioners about constant requests t o 
include paths for fast bicyclists and horses. From 
Southern Concourse, cyclists could turn immediately 
onto the bicycle path, which twists and turns along 
the park's perimeter, sometimes hidden among tree- 
lined borders, sometimes moving closer to the circuit 
drive to create occasional junctions, occasionally of- 
fering glimpses o f secluded glades, and even penetrat- 
ing the park's interior a little more boldly in one o r 
two locations - but always berween the principal car- 
riage drive and park boundaries, discreetly removed 

CLEVELAND. OHIO 

Park and Parkway Paths. 
Wheelways constructed by park commissions 

were generally designed for recreational bicycling, 
although some parkway paths also hint a t avenues 
for alternative transportation. In either case, cyclists 
contributed t o the history of park planning when 
paths were considered as part o f original park designs, 
o r adapted t o existing plans. 

One of the earliest examples o f the former is a n 
1886 plan for a bicycle path along Doan Brookway i n 
Cleveland by landscape architect Ernest Bowditch, a 
path that linked Wade and Gordon parks (see Fig. 5). 
The idea for the path probably originated with park 
commissioner Jeptha Wade, whose grandson was a 
member o f the Cleveland Bicycle Club. Yet Bowditch 
deserves credit for creating a design that incorporates 

Fig. 5 . The plan for Cleveland's East Side Park 
Way, by Ernest Bowditch, dated 7 Dec. 1886, 
shows a bicycle path adjoining the western side 
of the parkway's central drive and leading toward 
Gordon Park o n Lake Erie to the north, or left side 
of the plan. When the city finally prepared bids for 
construction of the path during 1896, cyclists opted 
t o use the park drives instead, and the project 
ended. [Courtesy: Cleveland Public Library Digital 
Gallery] 
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from the park's principal features. ' 
The well-known Coney Island paths of 1895 

and 1896, each o f which officially opened with 
celebratory parades, are significant examples o f paths 
adapted t o a n existing plan for a Park Way offered 
to Brooklyn b y Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert 
Vaux in 1868. Olmsted provided a n identical plan 
for Buffalo that same year, and eventually Buffalo's 
park commissioners developed a similar bicycle path 
along Lincoln Parkway. The Coney Island paths were 
popular and successful, and influenced park commis- 
sions in a number of other cities. More importantly, 
part o f the 1895 path o n the westerly mall survives, 
and can also be traced t o the high-wheel era because 
in 1889 Charles H. Luscomb, who served as both a 
park commissioner and president of the League of 
American Wheelmen that year, gave permission for 
cyclists t o use a roughly-surfaced pedestrian way be- 
tween the carriage drive and the westerly service road. 
Thus, the first Coney Island bicycle path originated 
during the high-wheel era as a sidepath, a t least along 
some portions o f its eventual length." 

Among plans influenced by the Brooklyn paths, 
those for parkways i n Essex County, New Jersey, de- 
veloped by engineer John Bogart and landscape archi- 
tect Nathan Barrett, in partnership, are noteworthy. 
The model plan of 1897 is for East Orange, but the 
designers proposed a n entire system of parkways serv- 
ing Newark, the Oranges, and outlying communities, 
unique i n the context o f parkway plans that included 
bicycle paths from inception. Unfortunately, the park 
commissioners were concerned about costs and hired 
the Olmsted firm t o review the plans, leading t o the 
elimination of the bicycle paths.20 

During their discussions with Bogart and Bar- 
rett, park commissioners pointed to the work of the 

Metropolitan Park Commission in Massachusetts, 
suggesting that the challenges facing that body were 
similar t o those in Essex County. The two designers 
disagreed and noted that the metropolitan organiza- 
t ion had been entrusted only with rural and suburban 
projects beyond the boundaries of Boston. Moreo- 
ver, Boston had for a long time been developing i ts 
own park system, overseen b y a separate, much older 
commission. B y contrast, Essex County's varying 
population densities challenged planners to design 
a park system that served both heavily populated 
urban centers and more remote, lightly populated 
regions. The two men addressed that concern in 
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their 1897 report b y calling for a study and general 
scheme for park and parkway improvements f o r the 
entire county. One wonders, too, whether the two 

landscape architects farsightedly viewed the bicycle as 
a n efficient way to draw the county's remote regions 
more closely together.?! 

In Buffalo, Boston and Louisvilles other parks, 
the Olmsted firm also opposed proposals for separate 
bicycle paths, reasoning that pleasure grounds were 
places for tranquil contemplation o f scenery, and that 
roads marred the landscape and were justified only as 
a necessary means o f access t o soothing scenery. Also, 
the often fast pace o f bicyclists was inconsistent with 
the restful goals o f picturesque park planning 

Yet the Olmsteds may not have grasped the nature 
of cycling in all its many facets, and thus didn't apply 
their considerable skills to the design of scenic park- 
ways for different modes o f travel moving at different 
speeds, bicycles among them, each clearly defined 
and separated but each carefully integrated into a 
single travel-way. I n h i s work for Boston's Metro- 
politan Park Commission, John Olmsted eventually 
recognized the need to provide a means o f access to 
outlying parks f o r workers who could not travel b y 
carriage, and he designed parkways that incorporated 
a corridor for trolleys, without undue sacrifice to 
scenery. A similar wheelway f o r bicycles would b e 
comparatively easy. 

Path Traces. 
Returning briefly t o the larger quest, identifying 

surviving remnants o f old wheelways, w e can point 
t o the Broad Ripple Path o n the former towpath o f 
the White River Canal in Indianapolis (see Fig. 6); 
the path on the Williamsburg Bridge, which opened 
in 1903 and owes its origins t o a long and bitter but 
unsuccessful battle for a path on the Brooklyn Bridge; 
a Croton Aqueduct path in Van Cortlandt Park, a 
small segment of a n inspired dream for a path along 
the aqueduct's entire length i n 1895 bur dashed t o 
pieces by the adjoining property owners; and a more 
successful example as a spur to Conduit Road lead- 
ing to the Great Falls on the Potomac, completed by 
1899.2 
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CANAL AND CYCLE PATH AT FAIR VIEW PARK, 
* INDIANAPOLIS, IND. 

Fig. 6. Indianapolis cyclists completed two bicycle paths in time for the League of American Wheelmen's 
national meet in 1898. Both the Millersville Path and the Broad Ripple Path extended to t he north of the 
city, bu t only the Broad Ripple Path, opened o n the former towpath of the White River Canal and depicted 
o n this post card c . 1905, survives. [Author's collection] 
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