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Iver Johnson and His Bicycles'

By Gary W. Sanderson, and Robert McCullough, USA

INTRODUCTION

Iver Johnson was born in Nordfjord,
Norway [Figure 1a & 1b], in 1841. He
apprenticed as a gunsmith in Bergan, Nor-
way, beginning in 1857, and he opened
a gun store in Christiania, Norway, in
1862. In 1863 Johnson immigrated to the
United States and settled in Worcester,
Massachusetts, where he worked for the
Allen & Wheelock Company, continuing
at his gun making trade. Johnson's skills
were valuable because a bloody civil war
was raging in the United States (1861 -
1865) and guns were in high demand. The
year 1868 saw Iver Johnson [Figure 2]
marry Mary Elizabeth Spiers of Worcester,
Massachusetts,? whose wealthy father was
the founder of the Spiers Manufacturing
Company which, along with many other
products, made pneumatic safety bicycles
in the early 1890s. Iver and Mary had four
children: Frederick Iver, John Lovell, Wal-

ter Olaf, and Mary Louise, and all were to
play important roles in the Iver Johnson
companies.

n 1871, Johnson joined with Mar-
tin Bye, a fellow employee at the
Allen & Wheelock Co., to form
Johnson Bye & Company for the
purpose of manufacturing guns.®
In 1873, the partners purchased
the Armsby Building in Worcester, MA,
and moved their company’s operation
into this building and expanded their line
of products to include police equipment,
fireworks pistols, carpenter’s tools, ice
and roller skates, children’s scooters,
toys, and fluting irons for clothing.
Johnson spent much of his time designing
both objects for sale and labor-saving
machines for his company’s operations.
These two gunsmiths were both inven-
tive individuals, and they were granted
several patents for
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Figure 1a. A map of the area around Nordfjord, Norway, where

Iver Johnson was born in 1841.
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special firearm fea-
tures during their time
together. In 1883,
Johnson purchased
Bye’s share of the
firm for US$1.00,
which was then re-
named ‘Iver Johnson
& Company’. At the
I+ outset, this company’s
' primary function was
to manufacture guns,
and guns were always
a prime interest of the
company [Figure 3].
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Figure 1b. A picture of the town of Nordfjord, Norway.

From its beginning,
the Iver Johnson Com-
pany made most of its
products for, and to be
sold by, other compa-
nies. In fact, from the
beginning of the Iver
Johnson Company’s
operations in 1871 un-
til 1895, the majority
of its output of guns,
and later bicycles, was
for the Lovell Arms
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Figure 2: A photo of Iver Johnson when in
middle age.
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Figure 3. An Iver Johnson ‘Bulldog’ Revolv-
et. This gun was manufactured from 1882
through 1886: It is one of the first guns
manufactured by the Iver Johnson Arms
Co., of Worcester, Massachusetts, and it
may have been the gun carried by Thomas
Stevens from San Francisco (California,
USA) to Constantinople (Turkey) in the
first part of his Bicycle Ride around the
World in 1883-1885.

Co. of Boston, Massachusetts, and these
products were labelled with the Lovell
Company’s name.

Iver Johnson was not only inventive, he
was also ambitious. Johnson was always
exploring the market place for new prod-
ucts that he could manufacture, thereby
expanding his company. Products that
Iver Johnson’s company manufactured
in the 1880s and 1890s included police
goods, such as handcuffs, mechanical
implements, and bicycles. All of these
products were known for the quality of
their construction, their functionality and
durability, and finally, their reasonable
cost. Most of this production was sold
through the John P. Lovell Arms Compa-
ny, whose main offices were in a grand
five-story store near the corner of New
Washington Street and Cornhill — part of
the Dock Square District - in the center of
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Boston [Figure 4]. Its products were made
by others — the Iver Johnson company
being the major manufacturer (perhaps the
only manufacturer) of the John P. Lovell
guns and other products, even though the
John P. Lovell Arms Company litera-

Figure 4. The flagship retail store of the John
P, Lovell Arms Co. located in the heart of Bos-
ton, Massachusetts, in the 1880s and 1890s.

wheel bicycle production
in the USA began with
Col. Albert A. Pope’s
founding of the Pope
Manufacturing Company
in 1878 to manufacture
these machines with the
brand name “Columbia”
[Figures 6a & 6b].° By
the beginning of the 1880s,
the manufacture of these
great machines was going
forward and growing at a
rapid pace. Other compa-
nies recognized the oppor-
tunities offered by the rise
of a new bicycle industry,
and several were fast to
devote facilities to the
manufacture of this new
product that seemed to
have so much promise for
development into a major
industry. Iver Johnson, an
accomplished gun manu-
facturer with a factory and
workers that together had
considerable machining
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capabilities and inventive

skills, was one of those

ture always suggested that this company
manufactured its own products [Figure Sa
& 5b].* Both companies prospered under

who had the foresight
to jump into this rapidly
growing field. It required

Figure 5b. Advertisement for Lovell Diamond Cycles showing
John P. Lovell (Pres.), Col. B.S. Lovell (V.P), and the John P.
Lovell Arms Co. store in Boston, Massachusetts, Century
Magazine, Vol. XLV (5), March 1893, ad. p. 44.

this arrangement, with the Iver Johnson
Arms Company manufacturing The Lovell
Arms Company’s guns and other Lovell
products, and The Lovell Arms Co. selling
these guns and other Lovell products
through its flagship store in Boston. They
became one of the largest retailers of guns
and sporting goods in the country.®

The Beginning of Bicycle
Manufacturing for ‘Iver Johnson &
Company’ and Its Successors:

As all bicycle historians know, high

inventiveness to maintain
a leadership position in the face of strong
competition and steady innovation of this
relatively new machine - the bicycle and
its derivatives such as tricycles, ladies loop
frame bicycles, tandems, etc.” The question
was: How best to enter this new industry?
For Iver Johnson, the answer to this ques-
tion was to manufacture bicycles for the
John P. Lovell Arms Co.

In the early 1880s, Iver Johnson was
approached by Col. Albert A. Pope to
manufacture high wheel bicycles for him,

JOHN P. LOVELL ARMS

MAKERS OF THE
BICYOLE CATALDGUE FREE.

B Send for Price-List, naming your County and State.

but Iver declined because he had dealings
with Pope earlier that did not go well. So,
Iver Johnson’s start with manufacturing
bicycles began only in 1885 when his firm
began to manufacture Springfield high
wheel safety bicycles (i.e., the “Springfield
Roadster”) that were lever driven rather
than pedal driven [Figure 7]. The Spring-
field bicycle was the invention of two sew-
ing machine tradesmen from Springfield,
Massachusetts, Joseph L. Yost and Joseph
B. McCune, who held patents issued in

co.,
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Steel Tubing, Drop Forgings and Ball Bearings to all parts,
147 Washington Street, BOSTON, MAGS.

Figure 5a. An advertisement for Lovell Diamond bicycles that
implies these bicycles are manufactured by the Lovell Arms
Co., The Wheel, Vol. VI, No. 2 (September 29, 1890), p. 14.

A nent, practical road vishicl
ww ich a pergon can ride thr:é
miles as easily as he could walk one,
Tha exaroine romates health and
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Fzgure 6a. Advertisement for Columbia Bzcycles from Harper’s Weekly
(October 8, 1881). This small ad was repeated many times in Scientific
American, 1880-1883.
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Colombia Bicycles.

Figure 6b. Advertisement for Columbia
Bicycles from Harper’s Weekly (October 22,
1881). This is the first time that this author
found this ad, but it was repeated many
times after this date in several popular mag-
azines of the time. This ad shows a person
believed to be Col. Albert A. Pope riding an
open headed Columbia high wheel bicycle
which was the first style of bicycle manufac-
tured by The Pope Mfg. Co.

1886 and reissued in 1887 for its unique
design.® [Figure 8] Actually, the Iver
Johnson Arms Co. manufactured these
machines for the John P. Lovell Arms Co.
that had the contract with the Springfield
Bicycle Manufacturing Company for the
manufacture of these machines.®
Manufacturing Springfield bicycles was
the start of the Iver Johnson Company’s
involvement with the manufacture of bicy-
cles, and this arrangement continued only
until 1888 when the Springfield Bicycle
Manufacturing Company built a factory in
Highlandville, Massachusetts, and began
to manufacture the Springfield Roadster

Figure 7. An 1888 Springfield Roadster
bicycle (Courtesy of Robert Sterba).

machines in their own new
factory. By 1887, the Spring-
field Bicycle Mfg. Co. had
developed a ‘safety bicycle’
version of the Springfield
Roadster that was called the
Volant [Figure 9a & 9b]. In
its original form, the Volant
incorporated a lever action
for propelling the bicycle
forward that was based on
the system used to propel the
Springfield Roadster. Soon, a
revolving pedal drive variant
of the lever driven Volant was
developed ', but any hope of
success for these two versions
of the Volant was cut short
by the Springfield Bicycle
Company filing for bankrupt-
cy in 1890. This author did
not discover the cause of this
bankruptcy, but it is likely
that the cost of beginning a
self-manufacturing operation
was more than the inves-

tors could manage with the
limited sales of products that

Ho. 334,325

J. L. TO8T.
BICTOLE.
Patented Jan. 12, 1886,

were new to the market and
rather costly to manufacture
compared to the alternative
products that were already
established in the market-place.

However, in 1887, with the start given
by the manufacture of Springfield Road-
sters, the Iver Johnson Co. designed and
began manufacturing a safety bicycle of
its own. This was in keeping with the al-
ready long-standing arrangement between
Iver Johnson and John P. Lovell, in which
Johnson did the actual manufacturing and
Lovell then did the marketing and sales.
This bicycle was called the
Lovell Diamond Safety Bi-
cycle [Figures 10a & 10b], =
and all ads for this bicycle
suggested that it was man-
ufactured by the J.P. Lovell
Arms Co. [Figure 5].

Sales of Lovell Diamond
Safety Bicycles grew rap-
idly from 1,000 manufac-

tured in 1886 to 15,000 o ol s e L

made in 1900," which
catalyzed two important
events:

1. The company name
was changed from ‘The
Iver Johnson Arms Com-
pany’ to ‘The Iver Johnson
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Figure 8a. U.S. Patent No. 334,325 for the Springfield
Roadster shown in Fig. 6.

Arms & Cycle Works Company’.

2. The company moved from small,
cramped facilities in Worchester, Massa-
chusetts, to a new, much larger factory in
Fitchburg, Massachusetts. [Figure 11] It
is noteworthy that John P. Lovell’s son
Col. Benjamin S. Lovell, President of the
Lovell Arms and Cycle Company that had
been formed, was involved in the selection
of the new larger Iver Johnson factory in
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Figure 8b. Advertisement for the Springfield Roadster tout-
ing its safety and hill climbing capabilities. The Wheelmen'’s
Gazette, Vol. III, No. 9 (September 1888)
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Fitchburg, although Iver Johnson was al-
ways clear in pointing out that this factory
belonged to the Iver Johnson Company
with no outside investors.

Expansion: The Ascendency of Bicycles
Within the Iver Johnson Company’s
Operations, and Other Changes

As reported above, from 1900 onwards,
bicycle production in the Iver Johnson
Company became important along with
arms production, marked by moving the
company’s manufacturing facilities from
Worcester to Fitchburg into a complex of
buildings that had housed the Walter Hey-
wood Chair Co. factory on five acres of
land, with a spur of the Fitchburg Railroad
serving the factory.” [Figures 12 & 13]
The move from Worcester to Fitchburg
was monumental, but more changes were
soon to come:

* Most importantly, Iver Johnson suf-
fered with poor health for many years, and
he died in 1895 (only 54 years old).

* With Iver Johnson’s death came a
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Figure 10a. 1901 Advertisement for Lovell Di-
amond bicycle by the Lovell Arms Co. (1891).

weakening of the bonds between the Iver
Johnson Company and the John P. Lovell
Company.

¢ Iver Johnson’s sons took control of
the business, and the oldest son Frederick
became President of the company.

¢ John P. Lovell dies, and Frederick I.
Johnson speaks highly of Iver Johnson’s
old friend and business associate.'

¢ In 1895, for reasons that were never
publically disclosed, the Iver Johnson
Company and the John P. Lovell Company
dissolved their relationship that had been
very close since the 1880s. It can be con-
jectured that Iver Johnson’s children who
took over the running of the Iver Johnson

Company after their father’s
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Patented Apr. 23, 1690,

death in 1894 wanted to
market under their own
unique brand name (i.e.,
the Iver Johnson Company)
the products that they had
been manufacturing for
sale by the John P. Lovell
Company, while the Lovell
Company was insistent on
marketing these products
exclusively under their
company’s name.

This divergence of
marketing objectives by
the two companies could
not be compromised, and
so it led the two companies
to terminate in 1895 what
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Figure 10b. 1902 Advertisement for Lovell
Diamond bicycle by the Lovell Arms Co.
showing both men’s and lady’s models
(Harper’s Magazine, 1892, p. 72).

had been a very close relationship since
the founding of the two companies almost
40 years earlier. Importantly, the Lovell
Co. purchased a factory in South Portland,
Maine, and set up to manufacture Lovell Di-
amond bicycles for themselves [Figure 14].

* In 1895, soon after this break-up, the
Iver Johnson Company purchased a large
retail space in Fitchburg and began to sell
its products with their own distinctive
name plate [Figure 15] directly to the
public for the first time.

¢ In 1900, the John P. Lovell Arms Co.
found itself in bankruptcy, and the Iver
Johnson Arms & Cycle Co. purchased
the entire company, all of its inventory of
products, its stores, including its flagship
store at 163 &165 Washington St., Boston
[Figure 16], and its ‘good will’.™

Iver Johnson Co. Innovations for Bicycles
The Iver Johnson Company had always
been active in innovating improvements
in their products. Two of the most famous
innovations that applied to bicycles were:
* Truss Frames: U.S. Design Patent
No. 35,391, Bicycle Frame, Granted to
Frederick I. Johnson (Dec. 3, 1901). The
‘Truss Frame’ was widely advertised
over a period of years by the Iver John-
son Sporting Goods Co. with the slogan
“Trust the Truss”. An example is shown in
Figure 17.

Figure 9. U.S. Patent No. 426,402 for the Volant Safety Bi-
cycle made by the Springfield Bicycle Co. in this company’s
new factory located in Highlandville, Massachusetts.
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Figure 11. Ariel view of the Iver Johnson Arms & Cycle Works Factory in
Fitchburg, Massachusetts in 1891.
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Figure 12. The interior of one of the build-
ings in which the Iver Johnson Arms and
Cycle Works in Fitchburg, Massachusetts,
manufactured its products. Shown here is a
room with some of the large number of ma-
chines employed in this very large factory.

* Lovell Adjustable Handlebars: See
Scientific American, December 28, 1895,
p- 410 [Figure 18], and U.S. Patent No.
586,162 granted July 13, 1897, to Lyman
H. Cobb of Portland, Maine. It is interest-
ing that this invention was given the name
‘Lovell’ Adjustable Handlebars, which is
additional evidence of the close associa-
tion of the Iver Johnson Co. and the John

= QEFING APVAETREAMNNTS

Thi=
Nome

L
L
i

E

TEE

i

Fossmoartn, B Ll i n Bk

i .
P, Blasi 8 i
g sl proyutes [ o

i e

it of i Wort,™

s b v kg

P ——
[ Y i
[Tep T )

the
Bezt|

48 JOHN P. LOVELL ARMS CO. o

1M Broad Siwet, Boston Masm,

W iy s p—— i S TS

Figure 14: An advertisement by the John

P, Lovell Arms Co. for Lovell Diamond
bicycles published in Outing Magazine, Vol.
XXXII, No. 3 (June 1898), p. x, informing
the public that all Lovell Diamond Bicycles
are made in a Lovell Co. factory in South
Portland, Maine, since 1897.
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Figure 13. A scene from inside the factory of
the Iver Johnson Arms and Cycle Works in
Fitchburg showing bicycles being assembled.

P. Lovell Arms in manufacturing and sell-
ing Lovell Diamond bicycles at this time.

Iver Johnson Moves Into
Manufacturing Motorcycles

The first Iver Johnson motorcycle was
introduced in 1907 [Figure 19], six years
after the Hendee Manufacturing Co. had
begun (in 1901) to manufacture Indian
Motorcycles [Figure 20] in Springfield,
Massachusetts,” and four years after the
Harley Davidson Co. began to manufac-
ture these machines in 1903 [Figure 21]
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.'® The sales of
Iver Johnson motorcycles did not meet the
goals set, and this venture was terminated
in 1924. Authorities in the field generally
acknowledge that Iver Johnson motorcy-
cles were well made machines with many
innovative features, and they were strong,
well-built, and capable of giving good
dependable service on the poor roads
typical of most roads in America at that
time. The Iver Johnson motorcycles were
favored by tradesmen and rural postal
workers who needed dependable service
on the typically poor roads in America at
that time. While Iver Johnson motorcycles
had many positive properties and innova-
tive engineering features, these properties
did not attract the larger number of riders
who favored the machines that were more
famous for their performance on the race
tracks of America such as Indian, Har-
ley-Davidson, and Excelsior. Harry Such-
er in his book on the motorcycle industry
from its inception in 1900 up to 1990"" put
it this way:

IVER JOHNSON: Iver Johnson Arms
and Cycle Works, Fitchburg, Massachu-
setts, 1907-1925: this well-known fire
arms manufacturer first diversified into
bicycles and later motorcycles with some
very well made single cylinder machines,

-15-

Figure 15. The distinctive Iver Johnson head
badge for bicycles.

and in 1912 produced heavyweight
V-twins. Of strictly utilitarian type, they
were noted for their high quality and
longevity rather than performance. Their
highly advanced two speed 61-cubic inch
twin of 1915 [Figure 22] was available
to special order as late as 1925. It was a
favorite of rural mail carriers.™

At its height, the Iver Johnson Co.
only made a few thousand motorcycles.
By 1918 World War I was raging and the
demand for arms was taxing the ability
of the Iver Johnson Co. to manufac-
ture enough guns to fill the orders, so it
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was decided at this time to abandon the
manufacture of motorcycles. After WWI
in 1919 the company resumed production
of bicycles. These bicycles resembled the
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Figure 17. One of the many advertisements
for Iver Johnson Truss Frame Bicycles tout-
ing ‘Trust the Truss’. (Everybody’s Maga-
zine, p. 72, April 1909)

bicycles being made in the United Sates
during that time. When the United States
entered WWII in 1941, the Iver Johnson
Co. ceased production of bicycles for all
time and again devoted all its resources to
producing guns for the Allied Forces fight-
ing Hitler and his Nazi regime. The Iver
Johnson Co. celebrated its 100th Anniver-
sary in 1971, and the company was sold
in 1973 to interests apart from the Iver
Johnson family and heirs. The company
continued for some more years but with
no involvement by anyone directly related
to Iver Johnson. So ends this story. A good
summary of the major events in the life of
the Iver Johnson Co. is found in the book
by W.E. Goforth.™
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Figure 16. The grand store formerly owned
by the John P. Lovell Arms Co. in Boston,
Massachusetts, (see Figure 4) that was
transformed into one of the Iver Johnson

Sporting Goods Co. stores in 1900 when the

Iver Johnson Co. bought out the Lovell Co.
when it filed for bankruptcy.

Figure 18. Adjustable Lovell Handlebars’
(Scientific American, 12/28/1895)

» '/
Figure 19: An early (ca. 1907) Iver Johnson
motorcycle.

Figure 20. An early 1902 Indian motorcycle
with Oscar Hedstrom, the designer.
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Some Special Events in the
Life of Iver Johnson Sporting
Goods Company and Its Products
Some of these events were caused
intentionally by the Iver Johnson Sporting
Goods Company and some came to it
through no special effort of the company.
* The Iver Johnson Co. was the first
American company to contract with an
African American sports hero to repre-
sent its products, namely its bicycles: In
1900 following Major (Marshall) Taylor
becoming the World Champion Bicycle
Racer by winning the 1-Mile Sprint at the
1899 World Championship Races in Mon-
treal, Canada,® the Iver Johnson Sporting
Goods Co. engaged Major Taylor to pur-
sue world records for sprint distances and
to win major international bicycles races
riding Iver Johnson built bicycles [Figures
23 and 24]. This engagement of Major
Taylor was consummated by the President
of the Iver Johnson Co. (Fred 1. Johnson)
paying $500 to the League of American
Wheelmen to satisty a fine that has been
imposed on Major Taylor for violating

Figure 21. An early ca. 1906 Harley David-
son motorcycle.

W Awn Broscaaramoes S 199

Figure 22. 1915-1916 Iver Johnson Motor-
cycle, the last motorcycle made by the Iver
Johnson Sporting Goods Co.
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Figure 23. Major Taylor and Harry D. Elkes
shown in the wheels of an Iver Johnson
Truss Frame Racing Bike. This advertis-

ing card was created in 1900 by the Iver
Johnson Sporting goods Co. shortly after

the company engaged these two famous
American bicycle racers to ride Iver Johnson
bicycles when racing or setting records.

one of the League’s rules on racing. This
allowed Major Taylor to ride in L.A.W.
sanctioned events once again, and now
Major Taylor would be riding on an Iver
Johnson Truss Frame racing bicycle that
was specially built for him.?'

This was a brave and risky undertaking
by the company because of rampant rac-
ism among the general population in the
United States, and this action might have

MR

Figure 24. Major Taylor shown on the cover
of La Vie au Grand Air, 18 September
1901, when in France competing in all the
big races. Note that Major Taylor is holding
an Iver Johnson bicycle in this picture: Pre-
sumably this is the bicycle that he is racing
on while in France.

caused many people to react by not buying
Iver Johnson bicycles and other Iver
Johnson products. For instance, a leading
bicycle industry magazine wrote an article
explaining the cause of poor bicycle sales
in the American south in the following
way, “A Chicagoan has claimed that
southern whites abandoned cycling when
negroes began to ride.” 22 As it turned out,
Major Taylor did go on to set many new
world records and to win many interna-
tional races, making him a real interna-
tional bicycle racing star. All indications
are that the company did benefit from its
association with Major Taylor because
the company’s bicycle sales continued to
prosper.

¢ Clarence (Crazy Horse) Wagner
crossed America in “record time” riding
an Iver Johnson bicycle. See G.W. Sander-
son’s article in The Wheelmen Magazine 2
and the article in The Bicycling World and
Motorcycle Review 1922 2 [Figure 25]
for more information about Crazy Horse
Wagner.

¢ William McKinley [Figure 26], 25th
President of the United States, was assas-
sinated on September 6, 1901, in Buffalo,
NY, when visiting the Pan American
Exposition. The assassin was Leon Czol-
gosz, an anarchist, using an Iver Johnson
pistol.?® This certainly was not encouraged
by the Iver Johnson Sporting Goods Co.

* There was an attempted assassina-
tion of Franklin D. Roosevelt [Figure
271, the 32nd President of the United

September 19, 1923

Clarence Wagner

Figure 25a. Clarence ‘Crazyhorse’ Wagner
with his Iver Johnson bicycle on his record
ride across America (Motorcycling & Bicy-
cling, September 19, 1923, p.61)
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States, in Miami, Florida, on February
15, 1933, by Guiseppe Zangara who de-
spised all wealthy capitalists. Five shots
were fired: Pres. Roosevelt was unhurt,
but five people were injured and Anton
Cermak, the Mayor of Chicago, was
killed. The weapon used was a 32-caliber
pistol made by the US Revolver Co., a
subsidiary of the Iver Johnson Sporting
Goods Co.26 Certainly this was not
encouraged by the Iver Johnson Sporting
Goods Company.

* Robert F. Kennedy [Figure 28], a
U.S. presidential aspirant was assassinated
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Figure 25b. Advertisement telling of Clar-
ence “Crazyhorse” Wagner riding across
America in record time on an Iver Johnson
bicycle (Motorcycling & Bicycling, Septem-
ber 19, 1923; p. 58).

Figure 26. William McKinley, 24th President
of the United States, assassinated with an
Iver Johnson revolver on September 6, 1901.
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on June 5, 1968, by Sirhan Sirhan in the
kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel in Los
Angeles, CA, for unknown reasons. The
assassin shot Mr. Kennedy with an Iver
Johnson 22-calibre pistol.?” This was cer-
tainly not encouraged by the Iver Johnson
Sporting Goods Co. @
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Figure 27. Franklin D. Roosevelt, 32nd
President of the United States, survived

an attempted assassination with an Iver
Johnson revolver on February 15, 1933. This
picture is a copy of photo taken on January
19, 1937.

Figure 28. Robert E Kennedy, an aspirant for
the U.S. Presidency, was assassinated with an
Iver Johnson revolver on June 5, 1969.
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