


A newly mobile Little Falls-area family, about 1900
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decent roads. After distributing 60,000 copies of
its pamphlet, “The Gospel of Good Roads,” the
League of American Wheelmen followed with 3
million copies of Good Roads Magazine, both of
which helped win the support of agricultural
interests. When farmers saw that better roads
would bring higher property values, improved
mail delivery, and easier transportation of farm
products, they readily endorsed the movement.
Legislators then fell into line, as the Grand Forks
Herald pointed out in 1895: “Over a million is the
estimate of the sale of bicycles this year . . . and all
the political candidates are becoming enthusiastic
for good roads.” The Herald also claimed that
bicyclists did more “to advance the good roads
idea than all other efforts combined.” Valley
cyclists also called for bicycle paths, including one
from Crookston to Grand Forks, but the automo-
bile would soon ascend over the bicycle, and the
notion of bike pathways disappeared (until recent
years when communities such as Fargo, Moor-
head, and Grand Forks began developing new
cycling routes).24
Several factors working together enabled val-
ley communities to accelerate the paving of
streets and improvement of sidewalks during the
summer of 1896. The previous year’s bountiful
harvest meant that more money was available,
and some residents had been hoping to
1 paving for months. A wet
1g had turned streets into
agmires that disheartened
>sidents and forced eager
sicyclists onto the side-
walks. The resulting con-
flicts led both pedestrians
ind cyclists to press for
aving so that cyclists could
<e their wheels back to the
ots. Many valley riders also
1 enviously at the long
et in Moorhead, where
) 1g “an elegant time” since
the previous summer. Competition among valley
communities, especially Fargo and Grand Forks,
also stimulated paving, since by early April Fargo
streets were “fairly alive with bicycles” while
Grand Forks cyclists had to wait six to eight weeks
to ride until the mud dried. Observations that

Collapsible drinking cup, with tandem cyclists in
bas-relief on lid, about 1900

Fargo had “more red headed women, white hors-
es, and bicycles than Grand Forks™ and was able
to hold “a big bicycle parade . . . right on the
streets” in mid-May spurred Grand Forks to lay
cedar-block pavement in 1896. The following
summer the first automobile, a Benz Velo brought
by a cigar promoter, arrived in town, its way hav-
ing been paved in part by the town’s interest in
bicycling.25

NOT ALL VALLEY RESIDENTS, OF COURSE,
accepted bicycling and riders with equanimity.
Riding on sidewalks, “scorching” or speeding,
cycling-related traffic accidents, spooked horses,
riding at night without lights, the need for warn-
ing bells, and other issues were frequent topics of
discussion and litigation throughout the country
during the 1890s. Because cyclists liked to press
their claims, cases sometimes went to the state
supreme courts. Angry dog owners criticized
cyclists who fired at aggressive canines with
ammonia-squirting “ki-yi guns,” and other oppo-
nents waged covert war by sowing bicycle routes

24 Harpers Weekly, Apr. 11, 1896, p. 362; Kelly, “Bicycle Craze,” 69; FF Daily Journal, July 24, 1895; GF Herald,

May 14, Aug. 18, 1895.

25 GF Herald, Tuly 30, Aug. 6, 1895, May 19, 1896, June 30, 1897; Annual Report of the North Dakota Weather
Service for 1896 (Bismarck: North Dakota Weather and Crop Service); GF Plain Dealer, July 15, 1895, Apr. 1, 18, 1896,
June 29, 1897; Carl F. W. Larson, “A History of the Automobile in North Dakota to 1911,” North Dakota History 54
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with carpet tacks.26

Conflicts increased as pedestrians protested
bicycle riding on the sidewalk and complained
about “imperious wheelmen” who rode in the
dark and stole flowers from a local cemetery. In
1895 the Grand Forks police chief had announced
he would enforce an ordinance prohibiting riding
on the sidewalk; the first offender after the crack-
down was a prominent local businessman.
Throughout the year pedestrians agitated for
more restrictive ordinances, and bicyclists
demanded their rights (paralleling today’s issues
about skateboarders and in-line skaters).27

During the spring of 1896 the enforcement of
the bicycle ordinance in Grand Forks was report-
edly “the subject of more back talk to the square
inch than any other subject,” and many citizens
clamored not only for regulations but taxes on
bicycles to be used to help pave the streets. The
Herald pointed out that in Helena, Montana, such
a plan was underway, but “a riot is imminent if the
project to tax bicycles goes much further.”
Although the police attempted to enforce City
Ordinance No. 55, which restricted bikes to cer-
tain streets and sidewalks, severely limited speeds,
and required the use of bells and lanterns, cyclists
riding on sidewalks remained a problem. Papers
announced the numbers arrested on a daily basis.
As fines of one dollar accumulated, interest grew
in taxing bicycles. Tax assessor John Abrahamsen
(also a bicycle-club officer), pointed out that it
would be “impossible” to collect if bikes were not
licensed. In East Grand Forks, cyclists were for-
bidden to ride on any sidewalk, while in Mayville
city fathers admitted that they did not know how
to handle defiant riders who ignored the local
ordinance.28

In Grand Forks a new corps of “bicycle
police” helped reduce the numbers of sidewalk
scorchers, and the bicycle club met with the city
council and encouraged a large turnout at a bicy-
cle parade to “show the city government that the
cyclists are entitled to some recognition and have
some rights.” As the summer of 1896 wore on, dry
streets and new pavement helped reduce the level
of conflict.2

During the next two summers, bicycle legisla-
tion remained controversial. The Grand Forks city
council wrangled over ordinances and the possi-
bility of taxation, assigning the city attorney to
determine the constitutionality of some proposals.

26 Smith, Social History, 185.

2T GF Herald, June 13, 1894.

28 See GF Plain Dealer and GF Herald, 1896.
29 GF Herald, June 4, 19, 23, 1896.

SOME ADVICE —==0

€€In the rage for light wheels, brakes
have been freely dispensed with, particu-
larly this year, thus introducing an ele-
ment of danger that is serious. There are
times in the experience of every rider
when it is necessary to stop quickly, and
when ‘back pedalling” is not enough. To
apply the sole of the shoe to the tire on
the front wheel as a brake is a dangerous
practice. It is a serious question whether
in the interest of safety the law should not
step in and compel the bicycle manufac-
turers to put brakes on all their wheels,
and whether going abroad without a brake
should not cause the rider’s arrest. A foot-
brake will serve in the case of experienced
riders, but no novice, at all events, should

venture upon city streets or park drives on

a brakeless bicycle.*®

—Fergus Falls Daily Journal, May 21, 1895,
reprinting from the New York Tribune

M. L. Dibble Bicycle Shop, Rochester

SUMMER 1995

281




g ."’f‘/"”,

Bicyclists continued to press their case to the city
council but suffered a setback when a two-year-
old girl had her leg broken after running in front
of a cyclist. The bicycle club responded quickly by
setting up a “subscription list for the benefit of lit-
tle Laura Jones.”30

In July 1899 the council passed an ordinance
that included a tax of one dollar on bicycles
owned by persons age 15 and older. The bicycling
community hinted it would refuse to pay and
declared it a revenue-generating rather than a
traffic-control measure. The cyclists also formed a
new club, the bylaws of which emphasized an
inclusive, hopefully large, membership devoted to
“the promotion of the cause of good roads and the
interests of cyclists.” The club also presented the
city council with a petition listing more than 100
persons opposing the tax. In the ensuing stare-
down, the council blinked and repealed the ordi-
nance after collecting only $75 in taxes from the
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Cartoon commentary on the intractability of scorching cyclists, Grand Forks Daily Herald, September 4, 1899

owners of the more than 1,500 city bicycles.3!

In April 1900 a new, bicyclist-prepared ordi-
nance passed the city council. It contained no pro-
vision for taxation or even registration of bicycles
but did state that no one could place “tacks, etc.”
where bicycle tires might be damaged. Cyclists
had earned a place not only on the streets and
sidewalks but in the political process as well, and
the city council gained some valuable experience
negotiating with owners of vehicles. Soon, city
ordinances would deal not only with bicycles but
automobiles and motorcycles.32

The bicycling boom in the Red River Valley
had concluded, and in the twentieth century
adults turned their enthusiasm to the automobile.
Left behind, however, were new roads, styles of
dress, attitudes toward women, legislation, and
technology—vestiges of a fad gone by and precur-
sors of the age to come.

30 GF Herald, June 27, 30, 1897.

31 Grand Forks City Council, Council Proceedings, July 3, p. 499, July 24, p. 512, Aug. 7, p. 514-15, 517, Sept. 4, p.
526, 527—all 1899; GF Herald, July 25, 27, 28, 29, Aug. 1, 3 (quote), 8—all 1899.
32 Grand Forks City Council, Council Proceedings, Apr. 17, 1900, p. 38.

All the photographs and objects are in the MHS collections.
Photos of bicycle, cup, and buttons by Peter Latner.
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