
This subject is a little 
peculiar to me: speak-
ing about a builder who 
bears the same name as I 
do: Sieur Lagrange.

Some of you know 
him through the works of our col-
leagues Keizo Kobayashi, Claude Rey-
naud, Jacques Seray, and also David 
Herlihy who all have mentioned his 
name in the history of the beginning of 
the bicycle.

This paper will start with some 
description of the journey he made on 
a summer day in 1818 between Beaune 
and Dijon, France, and the places where 
he executed some demonstrations. I will 
also expose various elements about him 
found when searching for a hypothetical 
descendant. Finally, we have the discov-
ery of a model which could be attributed 
to him. So let's ride our “draisienne” and 
... Forward!

France - Burgundy, summer, 1818: 
the name of Lagrange as the rider of a 

draisienne (dandy-horse) is recorded in 
several newspapers such as: Journal de 
Dijon et de la Côte-d'Or (first article on 
August 25th, 1818),1 Journal de l’Ain,2 
Journal du Loiret,3 Le Constitutionnel,4 
and Journal de Paris.5

Journal de la Côte-d'Or was the 
first one to talk about Lagrange as 
Sieur Lagrange and what he did on 
August 23rd, 1818, and some days 

following. [Figure 1]
We made today, at ten o'clock in 

the morning, on the Place Royale, a 
test ride of the machine to travel, said 
draisiene or velocipede. This trial 
attracted many curious people, and 
it succeeded. Mr. 
Lagrange, a turner 
living in Beaune, who 
came yesterday from 
this city, which is in 
the country seven 
leagues distant from 
Dijon, in two and a 
half hours, and who 
rode very quickly 
in all directions 
around the Place 
Royale demonstrat-
ing much skill in this 
test ride. We saw 
two dandy-horses in 
service at the same 
time. Mr. Lagrange has already built 
several very robust draisines that are 

of a very elegant form. The people 
who were curious and interested 
to get themselves this new means 
of transportation which answers to 
the name of velocipede, can ad-
dress Mr. Lagrange. We assure all 
that tomorrow, during the exercises 
which will take place in the Park on 
the occasion of the Saint-Louis, Mr. 
Lagrange promises to give a new 
proof of the speed of this economic 
machine which does not consume 
either hay or oats.

Similar text appeared in the other 
newspapers mentioned above that 
were published a few days later, one 

week later, and about three weeks later.
This paper is organized as follows:

• In the first part we will learn who was 
Mr. Lagrange,

• next comes telling of the journey as 
well as the demonstrations which he 
made on the journey,

• and in the last part, I try to show that 
a dandy-horse made by Lagrange has 
survived into the 20th century.

Who was M. Lagrange?
M. Lagrange’s name was Bénigne 

François. He was born in 1792 in 
Nuits-Saint-Georges, 15 km north of 
Beaune and 25 km south of Dijon. (Note: 
Saint Bénigne is the patron saint of 
Burgundy, and the cathedral of Dijon is 
dedicated to him.)

M. Lagrange was a wood turner, 
and he settled down in Beaune where 
he was married in 1813 to Claudine 
Barriere (1797-1845) who was herself 
a wood turner's daughter. They had 
four children.6 He worked at this job 
until 1828, and he would have had the 

skills and the tools needed to build 
dandy-horses during this time. He was 
a son, a son-in-law, a brother, and a 
brother-in-law in a family of wood 
turners. In 1813, the married couple 
lived on the Grande rue in Beaune:7 
a street that leads directly to the road 
from Beaune to Dijon. 

After 1831, Mr. Lagrange changed his 
profession and became first a wine trad-
er, then a wine merchant, and then after 
being declared bankrupt in 1839, a clerk 
probably for a wine merchant. Taken ill 
in 1844, he was admitted to the Hospices 
de Beaune, where he died in 1846: he 
was 54 years-old.

From one of his direct descendants I 
learned that after he was established in the 
city, he bought a few houses in Beaune. 
However, the wine trade was not prosper-
ous, and in 1839 he was declared bank-
rupt. His houses were sold by auction, 
and an inventory of his goods was drawn 
up. You might wonder: Was there still a 
dandy-horse? Unfortunately, there was no 
dandy-horse among his possessions at this 
time. Only his wood turner's tools were 
mentioned among his belongings. 
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Figure 1. Journal de la Côte d’Or –25th August 1818.

Figure 2. Map made by P-A Basset 1819 – National Library of France.
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The journey from Beaune to Dijon and 
the demonstrations

Let’s go back to August 23rd, 1818. 
On a cloudy day, probably in the early 
morning, François and a companion left 
Beaune heading towards Dijon, a trip of 
two and a half hours for seven “lieues 
de pays” (leagues of country) which is 
about 39.5 km or  for an average speed 
of 15.8 km/hour.8 Note: One ‘league of 
country’, a measure of the Former Diet 
Ancien régime, in Burgundy represented 
a distance of 5.847 km meters.9 Remem-
ber that the Baron von Drais was known 
to have travelled at an average speed of 
only 12.5 km/hour. 

Let us go through the vineyards of 
Burgundy in following François and his 
companion: Beaune, near Aloxe-Cor-
ton, Nuits-Saint-Georges his home 
town (where there was a staging post), 
then Vosne-Romanée, Chambolle-Musi-
gny, Gevrey-Chambertin (another 
staging post was in nearby La Bara-
que), before climbing from the coast 
of Marsannay-la-Côte and then going 
down into Dijon.

Looking for a road map that was 
published as close as possible to the 
event, I found one drawn by Paul-An-
dré Basset circa 1819 that showed a 
road identical to the current road RD 
974. [Figure 2] A current representa-
tion of the route allows us to appreciate 
that it is not flat. [Figure 3]

Another map drawn up by Hocquart 
and revised by Simencourt in 1827 indi-
cates the staging posts and the distances 
between each of them. The distance is 
expressed in “league of France”,10 and 
not in “league of Burgundy". Three 
leagues separated each of the stag-
ing posts between Beaune and Dijon: 
Beaune-Nuits (3.5), Nuits-La Baraque 
(3), La Baraque-Dijon (3) for a total of 

9.5 leagues.
At that time, 

the road used 
was not "mac-
adamized" since 
it was 20 years 
later when this 
process first 
appeared in 
France.

If this is 
the "Road 
from Beaune 
to Dijon" in 
our story, the 

imperial road of 3rd class N 92" and the 
royal circular of July 10th, 1824, listed 
it as "Royal road of 3rd class N° 74”.11 
Afterward it became main road RN 74 
until its later downgrading to secondary 
road RD 974.

In the 18th century, these roads were 
maintained by the royal duties and su-
pervised by civil engineers. The mode of 
construction of these ways is described 
in the Treaty of the construction of the 
ways by M. Gautier (3rd edition pub-
lished in 1755). After the abolition of the 
duties, it was the roadmen working for 

civil engineering firms who maintained 
the roads.

Let us return on August 24th, 1818: F. 
Lagrange and a companion (identity is 
uncertain) made their first demonstration 
of riding a draisine on the King’s Square 
of Dijon (currently the Square of the 
Liberation) in front of many curious peo-
ple. Was the second dandy-horse rider 
a guide for Lagrange on this ride which 
might have been one of the brothers or 
the brother-in-law, or some other fearless 
person who possessed a dandy-horse? 
[Figure 4]

On August 25th, 1818, Lagrange is 
again assisted by a second draisine rider 
with a demonstration in the Park of 
Colombière in Dijon. This was a period 
of the Restoration in France and Louis 
XVIII reigned. After the defeat of Wa-
terloo, France was occupied by foreign 
armies, and in Burgundy, Austrian troops 
were in garrison, but they would leave 
the territory in the spring of 1819. On 
this date (August 25th, 1818) a festival 
was held to commemorate Saint Louis. 
Among the officials who were present 
there was a certain Marquis d' Agrain 
(remember this name).12 After a military 

Figure 4. King Square – Dijon – National Library of France.

Figure 3. Elevation along the road from  Beaune to Dijon (Google map).
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review, there were many attractions 
at the fest of which the demon-
stration by Lagrange was one. The 
crowd was numerous: 18,000 peo-
ple of Dijon and neighboring com-
munities (at that time Dijon had a 
population of 22,000 inhabitants13). 
At night, a fireworks display was 
held in the centre of the Parc.

Carion’s newspaper14 (le 
Journal de Carion) also tells us 
a little more about Lagrange’s 
dandy-horse including a short 
description. Vivant Carion was a 
former woodmaker and a former 
priest who had preferred to resume 
civil life after the Revolution. He 
got married and then became a 
printer and bookseller, and he was 
also one of the first journalists. 
Here is what he wrote two days 
after the last demonstration in the 
Park about the machine he saw and 
called “voiture" (car): 

A kind of trestle, where the pilot 
is sitting, hanging legs, on the front 
a kind of easel used as a point of support 
for the rider and to move the machine, a 
small wheel at the front and a bigger one 
for the rear one. To move the machine, 
you have to hit the ground with the feet. 
[Figure 5]

A dandy-horse made by Lagrange?
Does any dandy-horse made by La-

grange still exist? Would it be possible 
to identify such a machine? Kobayashi, 
Reynaud, and Seray have all written 
that some of the hobby-horses that have 
survived to the present time could have 
been made by Lagrange. I agree with 
these authorities, and I propose three 

possible candidates.
In 1906, during the ‘Salon de l’au-

tomombile et du cycle’ in Paris, there 
was a retrospective exhibition of the 
history of the cycle which showed the 
various evolutions of machines through 
time. Among these cycles, one of them 
was interesting for us. It was listed in 
the Catalog of Salon15 as well as in the 
Review of the Touring Club de France 
(TCF)16 in the following way:

1818 - Dandy-horse - Marquis d'Agrain
It was an obligation for the owners 

to indicate the year of the manufac-
turing of the machine, the name of the 

model and the 
owner's name. 
[Figure 6]

The name 
d'Agrain re-
minded me of 
the caption of 
a Figure in the 
thesis of Keizo 
Kobayashi 
and one of the 
works of Claude 
Reynaud; 
the so-called 
dandy-horse of 
the marquis of 
Agrain.17

In 1818, it 

was Charles de Pradier, Marquis of 
Agrain, second of the name, whose 
father had been been first president 
of the chamber of the accounts of 
Dijon. As an artillery officer,  he 
was present during the demonstra-
tion of August 25th, 1818, in the 
Park of Colombière and mentioned 
in the Moniteur Universel (national 
daily newspaper).

As for the model described by 
Carion, several parts seem to cor-
respond to that made by Lagrange: 
namely, a small wheel in front, 
"handlebars", probably one piece 
of the saddle support. Also, a kind 
of mudguard can be seen upon the 
rear wheel.

Interestingly, there is a draisine 
known as ‘Niepce’s Draisienne – 
1818’ on display in the museum 
Nicéphore Nièpce in Chalon-
sur-Saône. This machine has a 
smaller wheel in front and also a 
kind of mudguard upon the rear 
wheel. This model looks like that 

described by Carion as well as that of the 
Marquis d' Agrain as it has “handlebars”, 
a saddle, and traces of a support on the 
front side. [Figure 7]

Kobayashi wrote in his thesis that 
François Lagrange would have been able 
to ride a dandy-horse from Beaune to 
Chalon, to meet Nièpce and to sell him 
a dandy-horse, or to make one for him. 
Why not? At the beginning of this text, I 
indicated that François was a son, a son-
in-law, a brother, and a brother-in-law of 
wood turners. One of his brothers named 
Claude Lagrange was established as a 
wood-turner in Chalon, and he would 
probably have been able to make such a 
machine. 

And finally the third candidate: I 
have asked several museums in France 
about a dandy-horse made by Lagrange, 
and the museum of Compiègne an-
swered by sending me a photo of one of 
the models they have in their collection. 
This one was given to the museum in 
1931 by M. Paul Moppert, member of 
the TCF since 1928. He was living in 
Burgundy in the city of Nuits-Saint-
George where Lagrange had been born. 
He thought that this dandy-horse had 
been made at the time of Louis-Philippe 
(ca. 1830) or in the Second Empire. 
Once again, the Compiègne draisine has 
a small wheel in front, handlebars, but 
no saddle as does the Marquis d' Agrain 

Figure 5. Journal de Carion – 27th August 1818 – Archives 
of the city of Dijon.

Figure 6. d’Agrain’s draisienne – Library of travels and tourism Paris.
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draisienne. [Figure 8]
You may think that these hypothesis 

are interesting or not, but I believe that 
at least one of these three dandy-hors-
es was made by François Lagrange, 
probably the one which was exhibited 
in 1906 and which belonged to Marquis 
d' Agrain.

This route and François Lagrange's 
name were still quoted at the end of 
the 19th century, but also in the 20th 
century19.

In 1959, a book for school20  mentions 
"the sporting achievement" realized by F. 
Lagrange.

In conclusion, I would like to end 
with a salute to the Tour de France 
2017.  A small part of the route of 
the 7th stage between Troyes and 
Nuits-Saint-Georges used the road fol-

lowed by François Lagrange 199 years 
earlier. It was between Gevrey-Cham-
bertin and Vougeot, then between 
Corgoloin and Nuits-Saint-Georges, his 
birthtown.  •
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