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Abstract 

 The purpose of this study is to understand the relationship between women's cycling 

and cycling dress from 1868-1900, by examining three periods of cycling: The 

velocipede (circa 1868-1869), the tricycle (circa 1880s), and the safety bicycle (1890s). 
My research examined intersecting discourses relating to women’s dress and bicycling. 

Bicycle technology was in tension with women’s dress, as the bicycle was difficult to 

ride without adapting women’s dress. However, the bicycle also was adapted in relation 

dress to in the late 1880s. 

 The study of extant bicycling garments has been neglected in previous research. 

My research addressed both women’s actual clothing, including extant garments, images, 

and written descriptions, and the significance of women’s cycling clothing. The way I 

approached my research varied depending on the period I was researching, due to 

differing availability of sources. My research on bicycling dress is not exhaustive, nor is 

it possible to determine whether or not the existing examples are “typical” of the period 

in which they were worn.  

 My interdisciplinary methods included the study of extant artifacts, material 

culture, cultural studies, and literary sources along with visual analysis of different types 

of images. I developed a process for how to find, keep track of, and analyze written 

materials. I took notes and wrote memos, roughly basing my data coding on a qualitative 

social science method.  

 I integrated my analysis of extant garments with analysis and interpretation of 

other  period sources, particularly articles and bicycling guides that women wrote during 

the period under analysis. Using material culture methods, I analyzed extant bicycling 

garments from the 1890s, following the basic steps of identification, classification, 

analysis, and interpretation. I utilized a variety of American and British bicycling 

magazines, along with popular magazines and newspapers. For visual analysis, I looked 

primarily at fashion illustrations and photographs from the periods in my study.  

 Each type of cycle (velocipedes, tricycles, and safety bicycles) necessitated 

different clothing, which was determined both by the structure of the machine and by 
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which types of clothing were fashionable at the time. Women riders who were successful 

at convincing others of their legitimacy as cyclists often did so by dressing in a manner 

that was sufficiently modified to make cycling physically possible, but not so modified as 

to appear too out of place when the rider was off the machine. Their dress and behavior 

was meant to show others that women who cycled were just ordinary women. Written 

and illustrative materials that argued in favor of cycling must be understood as creating 

an ideal concept of how women should dress for cycling, not as providing a 

comprehensive description of what all women actually rode in.  

 My most important finding is that writers from 1868 to 1900 had similar 

discussions about women’s dress, with recommended styles tending to be adapted from 

fashionable dress. In the late 1860s, writers grappled with how women could ride a 

velocipede in a ladylike manner. By the 1890s, cycling was both more common and more 

acceptable, but writers still wondered as to how women could best dress in order to both 

be able to safely maneuver a bicycle while still looking feminine. Women’s dress was 

one of the most significant aspects of cycling, both because well-to-do women were 

expected to have costumes for many activities and because the physical structure of 

cycles necessitated adaptations. My central argument is that discussions of women’s 

cycling dress were meant to legitimize the idea of women as cyclists. Proponents of 

bicycling believed that women who dressed both practically and appropriately, that is 

following the precepts of fashion just enough but not so much as to appear frivolous, 

served as positive examples that could both help other women become cyclists and 

convince skeptics of cycling’s benefit to women.  
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CHAPTER ONE:  

INTRODUCTION 

 Although bicycling did not become a wildly popular sport until the 1890s, the 

earliest bicycles were invented in the mid 1860s. From the beginning, there was a great 

deal of discussion regarding if and how women should ride and what they should wear 

while doing so. Dress has been gendered as a primarily feminine preoccupation, although 

both women and men are equally in need of clothing. Thus it is unsurprising that when 

women rode the bicycle in the nineteenth century, one of the main discourses was around 

what women were supposed to wear when riding. Concerns about women’s dress while 

cycling related to modesty, health, safety, gender roles, and dressing in public spaces, 

along with other issues. Although some women rode the early iterations of bicycles and 

tricycles that first appeared around 1867, cycling was gendered as a masculine activity. 

There was a fair amount of furor regarding the dangers bicycling men caused to 

themselves and others, but women bicycling was considered even more problematic. 

However, while some contingents of society continued to fight against women bicycling, 

their pleas fell mostly on deaf ears (see, for example, Herlihy, 2004). By around 1895, 

women of various ages and from various backgrounds took up bicycling as a leisure 

activity and a means of transportation.  

Background 

 As I began to think about dissertation topics, bicycling and what women wore did 

not immediately come to mind. Instead, I came into this topic through an interest in 

nineteenth century satire and the ways that women and their dress were depicted. Punch 

is perhaps the magazine that is most famous for cartoons lambasting women and the 

various types of garments that they wore (Collins, 2010; Marks, 1990; McCrone, 1988; 

Walkley, 1985). As I read about satire, I became interested in the trope of the New 

Woman. The term “New Woman” was coined in 1894 by the English writer Sarah Grand 

in an essay that was meant to “broaden the horizons of the suffrage movement” (Buszek, 

2006, p. 78). At first, I sought to link satire, dress and the New Woman, but discovered 

that this topic already had been addressed and that I needed to approach my interest in the 
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relationship of dress and gender in the nineteenth century from another angle. 

 As I researched depictions of the New Woman in Punch, I found that the images 

often showed her riding bicycles and/or dressed in bicycling clothing, particularly in 

jackets and bloomers or knickerbockers that were known as “rational dress.” A woman 

riding a bicycle became emblematic of the New Woman (Rubinstein, 1977), although 

many women who rode bicycles in the 1890s were not necessarily socially progressive in 

other ways (Mackintosh & Norcliffe, 2006; J. Park, 1989). Some scholarship directly 

links feminism with bicycling (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990). However, other research 

suggests that the relationship between bicycling and feminism was more symbolic than 

actual (Warner, 2006; Winkworth, 1989). I became more and more interested in how 

women rode the bicycle and how what they wore was depicted and discussed during the 

1890s. As I researched the topic, I found that women’s dress often was discussed, 

although different writers understood it in different ways. Although images of women 

bicycling in bloomers were prevalent, most women who rode did so in skirts (Christie-

Robin, Orzada & López-Gydosh, 2012; Rubinstein, 1977; Warner, 2006).  

 The literature available in English relating to women’s bicycling generally 

focuses on Britain (e.g. J. Park, 1989; Rubinstein, 1977), the United States (e.g. Gray & 

Peteu, 2005; Warner, 2006), Australia (Kinsey, 2011a; 2011b), New Zealand (Simpson, 

2001), while many others focused more generally on western culture (e.g. Grossbard & 

Merkel, 1990; Winkworth, 1989). Some of the time authors addressed multiple countries 

or contexts because publications and other information about bicycling reached people in 

different places around the world (e.g. Grossbard & Merkel; J. Park; Warner; 

Winkworth). In my research, I do not wish to elide the differences between bicycling in 

different countries in contexts, but Warner suggested that bicycling was understood and 

experienced in similar ways throughout the west. 

 Statement of the Problem 

 Bicycles resembling modern bicycles first emerged around 1885, but the first 

machines that can be considered bicycles were produced starting in 1867. Relatively few 

women rode early bicycles, but some did, and tricycles were popular for upper-class 

women in the 1880s (Herlihy, 2004). There is a distinct gap in the literature addressing 
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women and what they wore prior to the bicycling boom of the 1890s. Herlihy provided 

examples of early women cyclists, but his history is a general history of the bicycle and 

dress is not a primary focus. Some scholarship has briefly addressed what women wore 

for tricycling, but only Wosk (2001) has compared the various types of dress women who 

rode wore from the 1860s forward, and she did so only briefly. In the nineteenth century, 

there were three periods in which cycling for women was popular, with the last two 

overlapping: 1) The velocipede era, circa. 1868-1869, 2) The tricycle era, 1880s- 

early1890s, and 3) The safety bicycle era, 1887-1900. In each period, cycling became 

more popular for both women and men. I chose to end my study in 1900 because by then 

the bicycle boom of the 1890s, during which bicycling was a hugely popular leisure 

activity, had come to a close (Finison; Herlihy; Gant & Hoffman; Griffin, 2006b; 

Norcliffe, 2001).  

 In recent years, women's bicycling during the 1890s has been a frequent topic in 

popular writing (e.g. LaFrance, 2014; Macy, 2011; Stromburg, 2014). Generally, the goal 

of this kind of writing is not to look critically at nineteenth century sources, but to 

demonstrate some of the ways that people living in the 1890s understood and wrote about 

women riding bicycles. Both academic and popular writers have written about how the 

bicycle brought "freedom" to women (e.g. Grossbard & Merkel, 1990; LaFrance; Macy; 

Nipper, 2014). This understanding of the bicycle is a useful rhetorical device, particularly 

in Macy's case, as her book Wheels of Change: How Women Rode the Bicycle to 

Freedom is written for children ages ten and up. Yet, it is difficult to prove that riding the 

bicycle had any great impact on the women's movement, or that most women who rode 

considered themselves to be feminists or suffragists. Well-known progressives such as 

Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton linked bicycling to feminism (Herlihy, 

2004; Neejer, 2011), but the bicycling craze of the mid-1890s did not suddenly change 

the average woman into an active feminist. Certainly, bicycling provided freedom to 

some women, but while bicycling certainly impacted society, cultural norms also 

changed bicycling. Women and men were expected to dress, comport and ride very 

differently from one another. While it was acceptable for men to join women on "ladies' 

rides" and women did accomplish impressive feats on bicycles, they were expected to 
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hold their bodies differently and to engage in different types of riding. Sporting women 

have symbolized freedom: “Because sports are intimately connected with the physical 

body—the most conspicuous symbol of difference between the sexes— their 

development represented a new and important form of freedom” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 

42). There were exceptional women who challenged social norms by dressing in 

bloomers or engaging in bicycle races or long solo rides. At times such women were seen 

as celebrities, but at other times women who rode hunched over their handlebars, or who 

refused to dress within the typical range of bicycling costumes, were castigated.  

 Certainly, women may have felt more free when riding bicycles, particularly 

when wearing modified dress, but that does not mean that the bicycle actually contributed 

to women's emancipation in the long term. Writing about a different style that 

symbolized freedom, short hair in the 1920s, Steven Zdatny (1997) argued that, while 

shorter hair did not greatly contribute to women’s emancipation, being able to cut one’s 

hair “felt like a kind of emancipation” (p. 21). Likewise, women cycling symbolized 

freedom. Hargreaves (1994) wrote:  

Although cycling became a fashionable consumer-oriented sport, popularized in 
cycling papers and women’s journals, such as Lady Cyclist Magazine and 
Wheelwoman, its public acceptance as a female recreation depended upon women 
participating in as unobtrusive a manner as possible. Cycling for women became 
respectable in large part because most of those who participated consented to their 
roles as ‘inconspicuous cyclists.’ Nonetheless, cycling symbolized physical 
freedom and excitement. . . . (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 95) 

Many women must have experienced cycling as personally liberating, even if they were 

not deliberately setting out to challenge social norms.  

 Many sources have addressed what women wore while bicycling, but it is 

challenging to differentiate between the clothing options women could have worn and 

what women actually tended to wear. That is, patents and patterns were produced that 

provided women with a wide range of possible designs, but what did most women 

actually wear? Many sources are conscious of the difference between image and reality, 

but other sources equate satiric depictions and fashion plates with what women were 

actually wearing. Similarly, Simpson (2001) pointed out that there were various degrees 

of difference between what was published in the press regarding women bicycling and 
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what actually occurred. She wrote: “It is improbable that nineteenth-century respectable 

women behaved in uniform or ‘tidy’, ways” (p. 56). She continued that the ways that 

middle-class women utilized public spaces would have varied depending on factors such 

as temperament, social class, where they were located and their stage of life. The rhetoric 

in popular press tended to reflect an unrealistic, idealized view of what it was to be 

respectable (Simpson).  

Research Questions 

 My research asks the following questions: What are some of the ways that bicycle 

technology and sportswear technology informed one another? How do the types of 

available dress relate to and shape women’s bodies both literally and metaphorically? 

How do the objects and the many ways they were depicted and discussed intersect? What 

was the purpose of discussing women’s bicycling dress with such frequency and in such 

great detail? What are the similarities and differences in the discourse about women’s 

cycling dress in different periods?  

Objectives of the Study 

 My research looks at intersecting discourses relating to women’s dress and 

bicycling and has several goals. I consider the development of the velocipede of the late 

1860s, women’s tricycling in the 1880s, and the transition to the “safety” bicycle that 

emerged. Bicycle technology is in tension with women’s dress, as the bicycle was 

difficult to ride without adapting women’s dress. However, the bicycle also was adapted 

in relation dress to in the late 1880s. I consider which kinds of clothing were acceptable 

for women to wear in public. The types of clothing designed for bicycling reflected 

various challenges that women faced when bicycling, from the dangers of getting their 

skirts caught in the wheels to their concern with appearing modest and appropriate. Both 

bicycle and dress technology relate to implications for women’s mobility.  

 The ways that women dressed and rode relates to the ways that the feminine body 

was understood. If women’s bodies had been considered normal, as men’s were, then 

women could have, for example, adopted bifurcated garments nearly identical to men’s. 

Additionally, in that era corsets were considered integral to the construction of the 

feminine body. Thus, specialized cycling corsets were developed that were meant to 
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allow women to ride while maintaining the correct shape. Certainly, many women would 

have wanted bust support, but there were less structured undergarments, such as health 

waists,  available that could have been more widely recommended. I discuss many of the 

ways that women’s bicycling dress and women on bicycles were represented in popular 

magazines and bicycling guides, and to a lesser extent in well photographs and 

illustrations. Much of the written and illustrative materials that argued in favor of cycling 

were didactic in nature. Thus, they must be understood as creating an ideal concept of 

how women should dress for cycling, not as providing a comprehensive description of 

what all women actually rode in.  

  The study of extant bicycling garments has been neglected in previous research, 

which is a gap I have begun to fill. Although, there are limited extant cycling garments in 

existence, and I could find examples only from the 1890s, they are a significant part of 

my research. Certainly, they can no more be understood as representative of what all 

women wore than can other materials, but they do exemplify what some women wore. 

The study of actual garments provides a sense of the materiality of women’s cycling 

costumes. I was able to determine some of the features women’s cycling clothing had to 

make it better adapted to the sport. For example, some bicycling skirts had leather at the 

hem, and none of the skirts opened at the back, which was hazardous because such an 

opening could catch on the saddle. These garments also indicate that some women did 

indeed purchase specialized costumes for cycling.  

 Most significantly, I provide hypotheses as to why much energy was spent on 

discussing women’s cycling costumes. The form of women’s clothing changed over time, 

but the conversation remained similar. I found that writers from 1868 to 1900 had similar 

discussions about women’s dress, with recommended styles tending to be adapted from 

fashionable dress. In the late 1860s, writers grappled with how women could ride a 

velocipede in a ladylike manner. By the 1890s, cycling was both more common and more 

acceptable, but writers still wondered as to how women could best dress in order to both 

be able to safely maneuver a bicycle while still looking feminine. Women’s dress was 

one of the most significant aspects of cycling, both because well-to-do women were 

expected to have costumes for many activities and because the physical structure of 
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cycles necessitated adaptations. My central argument is that discussions of women’s 

cycling dress helped to normalize the idea of women’s cycling. By normalize I mean 

simply, to make or become normal, and am not using the term in the statistical sense. My 

goal is not to address women’s identities or personal experiences as cyclists, but to 

consider writers’ goals in addressing cycling dress. Proponents of bicycling believed that 

women who dressed both practically and appropriately, that is following the precepts of 

fashion just enough but not so much as to appear frivolous, served as positive examples 

that could both help other women become cyclists and convince skeptics of cycling’s 

benefit to women.   

Structure of the Study 

 In Chapter Two, the Review of Literature, I start by outlining the development of 

the bicycle from circa 1867 to 1900. I address previous research on both technological 

and cultural aspects of the bicycle. Next, I describe the literature on women and sports in 

the mid-to-late nineteenth century, as well as women’s sports dress. Finally, I discuss 

previously literature on women’s cycling dress from 1868-1900. In Chapter Three, I 

describe my methods. In Chapter Four, “Velocipedestriennes,” I address both women’s 

relationship to the velocipede and discussions and depictions of their dress in the late 

1860s. In Chapter Five, “Lady Cyclists,” I explain women’s tricycling dress and how it 

was discussed in the 1880s. Chapter Six, “The Wheelwoman’s Wardrobe,” I provide a 

detailed analysis of the types of clothing recommended for bicycling in the 1890s. 

Chapter Six, “The Matter of Dress,” analyzes the discourse on women’s bicycling dress 

in the 1890s. In Chapter Seven, the conclusion, I sum up my study and its findings, 

address contemporary relevance, and consider directions for future studies.  
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CHAPTER TWO: 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 The bicycle has a long and complicated history that has been addressed 

extensively elsewhere, but in order to frame the subject of bicycling dress, I start with a 

description of the bicycle and cycling culture from the 1860s until the turn of the 

twentieth century. Next, I provide some context for women’s sports in the nineteenth 

century, which inevitably turn to dress, even if only tangentially. At times what women 

wore while riding was shaped by the bicycle itself, but as bicycling became increasingly 

popular, the bicycle also was adapted so that women could ride without completely 

abandoning social mores. Women’s bicycling dress has been discussed in terms of dress 

reform, fashionable dressing, health and safety concerns, technical innovations, and 

gender roles.  

Bicycle History 

 Although first produced in France and later perfected in Britain, the bicycle 

became popular in multiple countries and continents. Although each place has its own 

story, bicycle culture shared many characteristics in Europe, the United States, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand. Other scholars have demonstrated that there was a 

transatlantic culture during this period (e.g. J. Park, 1989; Young, 2003). In relation to 

bicycles, it is clear through reading primary and secondary sources that bicycling culture 

was one component of this transatlantic culture, particularly among English speaking 

nations.  

The Velocipede 

 No one has proved definitively who invented the first bicycle in the 1860s, but 

they were first produced in Paris in 1867 (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004). 

Herlihy defined a bicycle as a two-wheeled vehicle with a mechanical drive (Figure 1). 

There were important precursors to the bicycle, but most modern bicycle historians 

differentiate between proto-bicycles, which did not have cranks or pedals, and the earliest 

true bicycle, the velocipede. Unlike modern bicycles, the velocipede had pedals attached 

to the front wheel (Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Griffin, 2006b; Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy; 
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Norcliffe, 2001).1 Although the term “bicycle” had emerged by the end of the 1868 

(Hadling & Lessing), I will refer to front-driven machines with roughly equal sized 

wheels to “velocipedes,” which were another common name, to avoid confusion. There 

were many different iterations of the velocipede, but in general, they were heavy 

machines made of iron and had wooden wheels with iron tires (Griffin, 2006b; Hadland 

& Lessing). Many were brakeless, although some higher-end models had a rudimentary 

brake known as a spoon-brake (Herlihy). Given how uncomfortable velocipedes were to 

ride they also became known as “boneshakers” (Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy).  

 Velocipedes were prohibitively expensive, but they nonetheless caught on, 

particularly among wealthy young men. Velocipedes first became popular in France, but 

they also were ridden elsewhere in Western Europe, including Britain and Ireland, as well 

as in the United States and Canada (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; 

Griffin, 2006b; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001). While cycling was understood to be a 

masculine sport, some French and American women did ride velocipedes (Gant & 

Hoffman; Herlihy; Petty, 1996).  

The velocipede in France. Starting around 1867 a Parisian blacksmith and carriage 

maker named Pierre Michaux, along with the Olivier brothers, Marius, Aimé, and René, 

were the first people to have commercial success with the velocipede (Hadland & 

Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001). Newly paved streets helped make way for 

the velocipede (Norcliffe), but they also were ridden on smooth country roads, sometimes 

for long distances. The first customers were wealthy young Frenchmen, many of whom 

had noble titles. They rode together in the evenings in the Bois de Boulogne, a park on 

the outskirts of Paris. Although their price made them unattainable to most people, there 

was nonetheless a mania for velocipedes as hundreds of people purchased them between 

1867 and 1869. Velocipedists formed clubs, and, with the hope of selling more machines, 

Michaux et Companie began to sponsor races. The velocipede’s popularity increased and 

the Hippodrome began to stage velocipede shows, some of which featured women 

                                                
1 A proto-bicycle invented by Karl von Drais in 1817 was known as a velocipede, draisine, and hobby 
horse, among other names (Hadland & Lessing, 2014). 
 
2 Herlihy dates the arrival of the first high-wheels to 1873, while Hadland and Lessing claim they were  
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(Herlihy). 

 In November 1868, thousands of spectators watched a women's velocipede race in 

Bordeaux, France. An etching of the event was republished in the American magazine 

Harper's Weekly (Herlihy, 2004). The original etching (Figure 2), which was published 

November 1, 1868 in Le Monde Illustré featured figures with bare legs, but bloomers 

were added (Figure 3) for American audiences (Ambrose, 2013; Wosk, 2001). Norcliffe 

and Mackintosh (2015) argued that women who rode velocipedes apparently did not 

"subscribe to bourgeois values" (p. 158), by which they presumably meant that they were 

not "respectable" women. Petty (1996) claimed that some "respectable" French women 

rode velocipedes in riding halls or on certain streets, whereas "less respectable" women 

raced—sometimes against men— with exposed legs.  

 In France, hostility toward velocipedists grew, given that they tended to be 

wealthy young men who used the velocipede as a toy. Many riders injured themselves 

and others and by the summer of 1869, many cities enacted laws that attempted to curtail 

velocipede riding (Herlihy, 2004). However, the velocipede’s death knell in France was 

rung by the start of the Franco-Prussian war (1870-1871), which shut down both the 

production of velocipedes and races (Hadland & Lessing).  

The velocipede in the United States. The velocipede appeared in the United States 

and Britain in 1868 (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004). The velocipede never 

became as popular in Britain as it did in the United States and France (Herlihy). Starting 

in 1869, velocipede enthusiasts purchased velocipedes to rent and opened indoors schools 

across the United States (Herlihy; Hoffman, September, 2014). Even small towns boasted 

facilities were one could rent a velocipede and attempt to learn to ride indoors. However, 

the popularity of these rinks was quite short lived, lasting mere months (Gant & 

Hoffman, 2013; Herlihy). Although American velocipedists could, in theory, ride outside, 

their attempts to do so were not successful. Road conditions were poor so velocipedists 

rode on sidewalks, which proved unpopular with pedestrians (Herlihy). Some cities 

passed ordinances prohibiting riding on sidewalks (Hadland & Lessing; Longhurst, 

2015). Thus, the velocipede's heyday in the United States was short lived (Gant & 

Hoffman; Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy; Longhurst).  
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 While the fad lasted, some women rode velocipedes. Cycling for women was less 

accepted in the United States than in France, but some women even rode in less urban 

places like Appleton, Wisconsin despite facing harsh criticism (Gant & Hoffman). 

Because they were a relatively private space, it was much more socially acceptable for 

women to ride velocipedes in rinks than it was out in public (Gant & Hoffman; Petty, 

1996). Women were even able to take “ladies’” classes (Herlihy, 2004). Even if the 

velocipede had been successful as an outdoor sport in the United States, it was more 

problematic for women to ride outside in public and few women were willing to do so 

(Petty, 1996). Women who did so were seen as a spectacle (Herlihy). Women who 

wished to ride on their own on a two-wheeled velocipede, rather than on a two-person 

velocipede or a tricycle were sometimes criticized for wanting to be too independent 

(Wosk, 2001). The next iteration of the bicycle— the high-wheel— would be nearly 

impossible for women to ride (Finison, 2014; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Griffin 2006a, 

2006b; Herlihy; Longhurst, 2015; Norcliffe, 2001; Petty, 1996; Winkworth, 1989).  

The High-Wheel   

 According to Hadland and Lessing (2014), despite the common misconception 

that high-wheel bicycles were invented after the Franco-Prussian War, early high-wheels 

were introduced in Paris in 1868, meaning that the earliest high-wheels were 

contemporary to velocipedes. By late 1869, the British racer James Moore exclusively 

used high-wheels in French and British races. By 1870, when the Franco-Prussian war 

shut down the French bicycle industry, the high-wheel was developed and popularized in 

Britain, particularly in Coventry, which was the center of the British cycling industry 

(Hadland & Lessing). Bicycling also became popular in continental Europe, with Paris at 

the center of European bicycling culture. It took a bit longer for the standard bicycle to 

become popular in the United States, but in the mid-1870s a few individuals imported 

European bicycles (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004).2 The high-wheel (Figure 

4) replaced the velocipede as racers bicycle of choice because the larger the front wheel 

                                                
2 Herlihy dates the arrival of the first high-wheels to 1873, while Hadland and Lessing claim they were 
introduced in 1876 at the Columbia World’s Fair in Philadelphia. Based on Herlihy’s discussion, it appears 
that there were a few high-wheels in the United States as of 1873, but they did not start to take off until the 
World’s Fair three years later. 
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and the smaller the rear wheel, the faster one could travel (Gray & Peteu, 2005; Herlihy, 

2004; Norcliffe, 2001). The high-wheel was simply a more effective bicycle than the 

velocipede, as front-driven machines with relatively small front wheels required the rider 

to pedal much harder (Herlihy). Bicycle racing was central to the development of the 

high-wheel as well as to bicycling’s continued existence (Gant & Hoffman, 2013). 

Continual improvements were made to the high-wheel, making it both lighter and faster, 

but there was a considerable risk for serious injury (Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy).   

 One of the main problems with the high-wheel was getting on and off, and bicycle 

makers began to add a small step just over the rear wheel (Finison, 2014; Hadland & 

Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001). In order to mount, the bicyclist would run 

alongside the machine, put his foot on the step and then pull himself up in order to leap 

onto the saddle. In order to land, he had to: “Catch the spinning wheels with his feet and 

quickly gain control of the moving machine” (Herlihy, 2004, p. 163). A bicyclist could 

also get the high-wheel started by gripping the handlebars from behind, putting one foot 

on the step and kicking the ground with the other foot. (Herlihy). Once a rider was 

mounted, coasting was considered to be a great joy. High-wheels were not always 

equipped with brakes, and flying down hills was part of the fun of riding one (Griffin, 

2006b). Cyclists risked “taking a header,” which meant flipping over the handlebars 

(Finison, 2014; Griffin; Norcliffe). Riders descended hills with their legs hanging over 

the handlebars (Griffin; Hadland & Lessing). This manner of riding was quite dangerous 

but meant that if a rider crashed he was more likely to fall clear of the bicycle (Hadland 

& Lessing).  

  Class and the high-wheel. Despite— or perhaps because of— difficulties in 

mounting and riding, by the mid-1870s, the high-wheel had become the standard bicycle 

and became immensely popular among upper-class young men. High-wheels were 

primarily popular among wealthy and athletic white young men (Finison, 2014; Gant & 

Hoffman, 2013; Griffin 2006a, 2006b; Herlihy, 2004; Longhurst, 2015; Norcliffe, 2001). 

A luxury consumer good that became a form of conspicuous consumption, high-wheel 

bicycles became a focus of innovation (Norcliffe, 2015). Danger was part of the appeal of 

the high-wheeler (Bjiker, 1995; Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Norcliffe, 2001). Risk:         
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“. . . Added piquancy to the sport, and cycling publications were happy to receive and 

print letters from enthusiasts who had survived falls” (Hadland & Lessing, p. 99). 

Likewise, Norcliffe (2001) wrote that: “For the young men of the 1870s and 1880s, as 

much as for those today, speed was of the essence; hence, a competitive rider would 

purchase a bicycle with the largest-diameter wheel his legs would permit” (p. 50). The 

wheel could be up to sixty inches in diameter (Herlihy), but were usually between 48 and 

56 inches (Norcliffe, 2001). 

The British high-wheel. Two clubs were formed in London in 1870 and many 

more were established across Great Britain. Members of bicycling clubs rode heavier 

bicycles than racers, but they too tended to adopt the high-wheeler, with the driving 

wheel starting at 44 inches. Bicycling became a popular sport at universities and by 1874 

Cambridge and Oxford both had clubs. Bicycling clubs were exclusive, partially because 

of the costs associated with belonging. Along with a bicycle, a member needed to be able 

to afford a uniform and the price of dues. In addition, one could not join without being 

nominated by a member, which meant that working class individuals, even if they could 

afford the dues, were not welcome. Bicycle clubs wanted to make bicycling an “ever 

more respectable gentleman’s sport” (Herlihy, 2004, p. 187). As of 1883, one source 

reported that 250,000 people in Britain rode bicycles, with the United States lagging 

behind (Gant & Hoffman, 2013). 

The American high-wheel. Initially, people were more skeptical of bicycling in 

the United States, (Herlihy, 2004) but the bicycle became increasingly popular between 

1877 and 1896, with Boston at the heart of the craze. The Boston Bicycle Club, the first 

American cycling club, was founded in 1878. The League of American Wheelmen 

(L.A.W.), the leading American organization for cyclists was based in Boston (Finison, 

2014). Men at Harvard College began to ride the machine and students at other Ivy 

League schools followed after. In 1879, around 2,500 Americans purchased bicycles, and 

the high-wheeler was on its way (Herlihy).  

 Gender and the high-wheel. Early bicycle clubs provided a place for “male 

bonding” (Finison, 2014, p. 82). Very few women rode high-wheel bicycles (Petty, 

1996). Victorian gender and dress codes were one of the reasons that high-wheels were 
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ridden almost exclusively by men (Norcliffe, 2001). Ability to ride a high-wheel was 

perceived as a type of manliness (Griffin, 2006a, 2006b). Still, in 1874, James Starley 

developed a side saddle high-wheel, but it was impractical and dangerous to ride 

(Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004; Figure 5). There were also a few women who 

rode high-wheels (Figure 6) as a form of performance, which required them to be skilled 

riders (Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Herlihy; Norcliffe, 2001). Because so few women rode 

high-wheels, there is relatively little literature on the subject, but in the 1880s wealthy 

women had a more realistic option for cycling: The tricycle. 

The Tricycle 

 As bicycling became more acceptable in the late 1870s, some high-wheel 

manufacturers became interested in making tricycles, which were much easier to learn to 

ride, and were less likely send riders flying over the handlebars (Herlihy, 2004). Tricycles 

were perceived as safer than high-wheels, but accidents, including headers, did occur on 

occasion (Hadland & Lessing, 2014). Tricycles could be ridden by women as well as men 

(Finison, 2014; Griffin 2006a, 2006b; Herlihy; Petty, 1996). Tricycles also made it easier 

to accommodate two riders, and could be ridden by women in conventional clothing 

(Herlihy).3 Tricycles became associated with women, older men, and children (Finison; 

Griffin, 2006a). According to Griffin (2006b):  

Despite the evidence that women were able to perform quite impressively on 
tricycles, and in an effort to maintain conventional notions of women’s fragility, 
the tricycle came to be regarded and written about as a machine that was suitable 
only for women, old men, and male cyclists who were unwilling or unable to 
mount Ordinaries. (p. 227) 

 In reality, tricycles required more physical exertion than bicycles (Griffin). Regardless of 

its associations with effeminacy, some men took part in tricycling contests, which could 

include riding long distances. Women also took part in tricycling tours (Finison; Herlihy). 

Winkworth (1989) incorrectly claimed that the tricycle was too heavy for women to ride 

long distances.  

 High-wheel tricycles were first introduced in 1876 in Britain (Hadland & Lessing, 

2014).  As the development of high-wheelers stabilized, cycle makers rapidly developed 
                                                
3 Tricycles and quadricycles had been experimented with previously. For example, in 1870 some men had 
raced tricycle velocipedes (Hadland & Lessing, 2014). 
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tricycles. Tricycles could have two wheels in front and one in back or vice versa (Finison, 

2014; Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy). Some tricycles were driven by treadles, whereas 

others had a rotary pedal and chain drive (Herlihy). By 1883, there were more tricycles 

than high-wheeler bicycles shown at the Stanley Show (Hadland & Lessing), which was 

an annual cycle trade show held in London (Herlihy). Although today bicycles are vastly 

more common than tricycles, there were times when it appeared that the tricycle would 

be more successful than the bicycle, not just for women, but for everyone who had the 

means and inclination to purchase one (Herlihy). Tricycling became popular, particularly 

in Britain, and the Tricycle Association merged with the Bicycle Union in 1883, forming 

the National Cyclists’ Union. The first American-made high-wheel tricycle was produced 

in 1883 and the tricycle quickly became popular, despite the problem of America’s poor 

roads (Herlihy, 2004). Regardless of roads, tricycles were too expensive to be ridden by 

ordinary citizens (Griffin, 2006b). An even more costly option were sociable or tandem 

tricycles (or quadricycles), which made it possible for two people to ride together 

(Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy). They were fashionable among wealthy couples. Sociables 

placed the two riders side by side, whereas with a tandem one rider sat up front (Herlihy). 

Reportedly, many men’s bicycling clubs purchased sociable tandems so that a member 

could bring his wife or a female guest on a ride (Petty, 1996).  

 Women and tricycles. During the 1870s, the few women who cycled tended to 

utilize single or tandem tricycles, but it was not until the early 1880s that improvements 

were made to the tricycle (Figure 7), increasing its popularity (Herlihy, 2004). Queen 

Victoria purchased two Salvo tricycles in 1881 to be ridden on her grounds on the Isle of 

Wight (Herlihy; 1988; Norcliffe, 2001). Norcliffe wrote that when the queen purchased 

tricycles, which were most likely for her daughters: “The boundaries of acceptable 

female comportment were perceptibly pushed back” (p. 33). British women rode tricycles 

earlier than American women did, and Petty (1996) wrote that tricycling was more 

popular among British women, partially because British roads were better. Petty claimed 

that there were only around 100 women who rode tricycles regularly in the United States, 

but there is no citation to document this number. 

 Journalists began to comment on the numbers of women who had taken up 
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tricycling, as women cycling was seen as a novelty (McCrone, 1988). In time though, 

tricyclists formed clubs both in the British Isles and in the United States, which could be 

either mixed gender or for women only (Herlihy, 2004; Griffin, 2006b; Grossbard & 

Merkel, 1990). Tricycling clubs: “In contrast with most bicycle-oriented affairs, stressed 

social intermingling rather than competition” (Herlihy, p. 214). Herlihy wrote that many 

tricyclists wanted to disassociate themselves from high-wheel riders, whom tricyclists 

perceived to be of lower status. Many working-class youths had acquired old high-

wheels, so the bicycle was losing much of its “snob appeal,” which Herlihy suggested 

relates to the decline of bicycling clubs. He continued: “Tricycles, in contrast, remained 

refreshingly elitist” (p. 214). Tricycling gave wealthy women a taste of cycling, with 

cycling guides and articles devoted to the topic (Herlihy). Both women and men used 

tricycles for touring (Finison, 2014; Herlihy). Finison discussed the "Ladies' North Shore 

Tricycle Tours," which took place near Boston between 1885 and 1888. Minna Caroline 

Smith, who organized the original tour, had hoped to have a tour that included only 

women, but soon found that women refused to travel without their brothers or husbands. 

Many members of Boston society joined these tours. Finison argued that tricycling tours 

were “journalistic adventures” (p. 51), meaning that some tricyclists wrote and published 

about their tours: “Given the large circulation of magazine and newspaper articles about 

these excursions, they may have played a major role in ‘normalizing’ and marketing 

recreational (but not racing) cycling for women” (p. 51-52). Women's tricycle touring 

during the 1880s paved the way for women to take up bicycling starting in the late 1880s.   

The Safety Bicycle 

 Starting in the 1870s, some designers experimented with making a safer bicycle 

(Hadland & Lessing, 2014), with an explosion of new designs during the 1880s, 

including “diamond frame” bicycles (Hadland & Lessing; Herlihy, 2004).4 The most 

significant of these early safety bicycles was the Rover, which John Kemp Starley and 

                                                
4 Hadland and Lessing (2014) explained that very few bicycles have a true diamond shape and define the 
characteristics of a “diamond frame” bicycle: “A top tube linking the steering head to the seat mount. A 
down tube linking the steering head to the bottom bracket (crank-axle housing). Chain stays linking the 
bottom bracket to the rear-wheel dropouts. Seat stays. . . linking the seat mount to the rear-wheel dropouts” 
(p. 160). 
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William Sutton produced in Coventry (G.B.) in 1885 and introduced at the Stanley Show 

(Hadland & Lessing). The Rover, which was one of the first chain-driven, low-mount 

bicycle that had equally sized wheels.5 Despite resistance to the safety bicycle, it was an 

improvement over the high-wheel in several ways. Although early iterations of the Rover 

were heavier than the high-wheel, they nonetheless were faster. In addition, the Rover 

was rear-driven, which was a major improvement in that it distributed the rider’s weight 

more evenly (Herlihy). Finison (2014) defined a safety bicycle (Figure 8) as having: 

“Two smaller wheels of the same size, chain drive, brakes, rudimentary gearing, 

pneumatic tires, lighter weight, and simple construction (and hence lower price)” (p. 11).  

 The bicycle boom. There are no precise dates that defined the bicycle boom, but 

it generally dates from about 1891 to 1900, with a peak between 1895 and 1897 (see 

Finison, 2014; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001), with some scholars arguing that it was 

popular between 1887 and 1903 (e.g. Warner, 2006). By 1891, the term “Ordinary,” 

which had been used to describe high-wheels, was used only nostalgically. In Britain 

high-wheels had become known as penny-farthings (Hadland & Lessing, 2014). 

According to Norcliffe, it was only necessary to distinguish the “Ordinary” by name once 

the safety bicycle become popular, starting after 1887. The name “safety bicycle” implied 

that high-wheels were unsafe. Many high-wheel riders disdained the safety bicycle, so it 

was not immediately adopted by cyclists who enjoyed the danger of the high-wheel 

(Herlihy, 2004; Griffin, 2006b). Technological improvements to the safety bicycle 

eventually rang the high-wheel’s death knell and by the end of 1890, it was apparent that 

the safety bicycle was beginning to take over. Once pneumatic tires were introduced, 

safety bicycles became faster than high-wheels. By late 1893, track racers who utilized 

pneumatic safety bicycles could travel 25 miles per hour, much faster than the high-wheel 

had ever been able to go. The high-wheel thus became obsolete (Herlihy).  

 Women’s adoption of the bicycle. Even before men who raced bicycles adopted 

the safety bicycle, society women in the United States were a major factor in the 

increasing popularity of the safety bicycle (Herlihy, 2004). Petty (1996) wrote that there 

                                                
5 In 1885, the front wheel was 36 inches and the rear wheel was only 30, but in 1886, Starley introduced a 
Rover with equally sized wheels (Herlihy, 2004). 
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are a range of estimates as to how many women bicycled during the 1890s, but he 

estimated that in Britain, France, Germany, and the United States there were between 1.3 

and 3.25 million women riding bicycles as of 1896. According to Herlihy, at least a third 

of American bicyclists were women. The first American women’s bicycle club was 

formed in 1888 (Herlihy, 2004). In Boston, women began to adopt safety bicycles over 

tricycles starting in 1888 to 1889 (Finison, 2014). Women in Wisconsin (and presumably 

elsewhere in the Midwest) followed the lead of women in the northeastern United States 

when it came to adopting the safety bicycle (Gant & Hoffman, 2013). In Britain, 

however, many women continued to utilize the tricycle well into the 1890s (J. Park, 

1989).  

 Discussions of women-specific bicycles are inexorably linked to dress, which will 

be discussed in more detail in a subsequent section. It was apparent from the bicycle’s 

invention in the 1860s that skirts and bicycles were not particularly compatible (Gray & 

Peteu, 2005). Many scholars whose primary focus is not dress consider clothing in their 

research (i.e. Finison, 2014; Hargreaves, 1994; Herlihy, 2004; Marland, 2013; McCrone, 

1988, Norcliffe, 2001; Price, 2013). As Warner (2006) has pointed out, either women’s 

dress or the bicycle needed to be modified if women were to ride. The goal of bicycle 

manufacturers was to sell as many bicycles as possible, which meant that legitimizing 

women as consumers and riders of bicycles was necessary to increase their profits 

(Garvey, 1995). The development of the drop-frame bicycle allowed women to ride in 

skirts (Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Hadland & Lessing, 2014, Herlihy, 2004, Norcliffe, 2001, 

Petty, 1996). In 1884, a precursor to the modern bicycle known as the McCammon Safety 

featured a drop frame, although it was not designed specifically for women (Clayton, 

2008; Hadland & Lessing). The same year Henry John Lawson debuted the “bicyclette,” 

which was another early safety bicycle that could be ridden by women but was not 

specifically designed for them (Clayton, 2002).  

 The British inventor Dan Albone developed the first women’s safety bicycle 

known as the “Anfield Ivel” in 1886 and first sold it the following year (Griffin, 2006b; 
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Petty, 1996).6 W. E. Smith made the first American women’s safety bicycle in 1887, and 

the Starley brothers sold the first mass-produced women’s safety bicycle in 1889 (Petty). 

There were disadvantages to women’s safety bicycles, which were weaker (Hadland & 

Lessing; Norcliffe). Some manufacturers simply: “Slop[ed] the down tube down from the 

head tube to a point on the seat tube a few inches above the bottom bracket” (Hadland & 

Lessing, p. 162). There were variations in how women’s bicycles were designed, but 

none were as optimized as the diamond frame (Hadland & Lessing). The drop frame 

(Figure 9) for women may have made it possible to ride in skirts, but did not solve the 

problem of skirts getting tangled in the wheels. It was less structurally sound than the 

diamond frame and weighed ten pounds more than a comparable diamond frame 

(Garvey, 1995; Gray & Peteu, 2005; Norcliffe, 2001), plus the additional weight of mud 

and chain guards (Winkworth, 1989). An additional weight on women’s bicycles was the 

skirt guard, which was a wire cage that encased the upper half of the back wheel in order 

to prevent skirts from getting caught (Petty, 1996; Warner, 2006).  

  One article claims that women who rode diamond-framed safety bicycles were 

censured and that dropped-frame bicycles were thus developed (Grossbard & Merkel, 

1990). Many women chose or felt compelled to ride the drop framed bicycle that made 

bicycling seem more acceptable for women (Winkworth, 1989). Drop-frame bicycles 

became in demand as more women wanted to cycle (Norcliffe, 2001). Some women’s 

bicycles were manufactured with a diamond frame, which explains the prevalence of 

trouser/skirt patents in the 1890s (Gray & Peteu, 2005). Even when bicycling companies 

produced diamond frames for women that were identical to men’s, they were advertised 

as different from men’s bicycles and given names that were gendered as “feminine” 

(Garvey, 1995). 

 Bicycling culture. With the introduction of mass-produced bicycles, bicycling 

became immensely popular with: “Cycling featured in magazines, songs, newspapers, 

social clubs, and parades” (Longhurst, 2015, p. 38). Many popular magazines, such as 

Cycle, Bicycling World, and Wheelwoman were published in Boston (Finison, 2014). 

There were also numerous bicycling publications in other Western countries (see Griffin, 
                                                
6 Griffin referred to the bicycle as the “Anfield Ivel,” while Petty called it simply the “Ivel.” 



   20 

 

2006b; Herlihy, 2004). Rubinstein (1977) claimed that nearly everyone in England who 

could afford a bicycle and who was in sufficiently good health rode between 1895 and 

1897. The cycling habits of the British aristocracy helped normalize cycling both in 

England and in New Zealand (Simpson, 2001), and elsewhere (Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 

2001). Bicycling was also immensely popular in the United States (Herlihy). Norcliffe 

argued that many cyclists rode largely because it was a fashionable activity. While 

Norcliffe is specifically writing about Canada, his argument applies in other English-

speaking countries as well. Mackintosh and Norcliffe (2006) argued that the association 

of the bicycle with the bourgeois helped create the idea of the bicycle as respectable, with 

the implication that increased respectability made it more possible for women to ride. 

Norcliffe suggested that, because there were safety bicycles made especially for women, 

the bicycle: “. . .Made at least a modest contribution to the emancipation of middle-class 

women and to the more informal fashions of clothing worn by both men and women” (p. 

23). He argued that the bicycle’s larger contribution was to how cyclists moved through 

public spaces: “Bicyclists were able to go where they wished, at their own pace” (p. 24). 

But the question remains, who were these bicyclists?  

 There is some disagreement among scholars regarding which class(es) of 

individuals adopted the bicycle in the largest numbers during the bicycle boom. Despite 

the significance of class, most bicycle historians fail to define precisely what they mean 

by terms such as “upper-middle class” and “middle-class” (e.g. Finison, 2014; Herlihy, 

2004; Norcliffe, 2001). Still, it is safe to say that bicycling culture was both classist and 

racist, although discussions of race are much more relevant to the American context (see 

Finison; Herlihy; Longhurst, 2015). By the mid-1890s, members of British and American 

society had adopted riding the safety bicycle as a fashionable activity (Herlihy). Norcliffe 

(2001), writing about Canada, stated that bicyclists primarily belonged to the “Anglo 

elite” (p. 187), but earlier referred to bicyclists as “middle-class” (p. 23). Finison (2014) 

claimed that the “great middle class of clerks and other white-collar and skilled workers 

in the 1890s” adopted the bicycle (p. 79), which provides a bit more detail, but no sense 

of what percentage of bicyclists belonged to which class. Griffin (2006b) suggested the 

popularity of bicycling increased among the elite in Britain and Ireland after Queen 
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Victoria’s daughters and the Prince of Wales became “avid cyclists between 1895 and 

1897” (p. 58).  

 Gant and Hoffman (2013) argued that from its inception, cycling was seen as an 

elite activity and that it: “Symbolized the kind of modern progressive vision that civilized 

white Americans, male and female, could endorse” (p. 123). According to Longhurst 

(2015), there were three related, but contradictory views of who cyclists were. Many 

cyclists saw themselves as engaging in a “gentlemanly and morally uplifting recreation” 

(p. 54), which Longhurst referred to as positive elitism. Others viewed cycling in a 

negative light and saw cyclists as “selfish dandies, urban fops, dangerous thrill-seekers, 

and self serving moneyed elites” (p. 54). Finally, some considered cycling to be “morally 

uplifting” for both women and members of the working class. As Gant and Hoffman 

pointed out: “Careful to protect the sport’s benefits from those who might expand them in 

more democratic directions, conservatives have typically favored a vision of the sport 

that stresses recreation and competition, often at the expense of the sport’s broader 

benefits for society” (p. xviii). Initially, safety bicycles were prohibitively expensive for 

many people (Herlihy, 2004), although who could afford to purchase them varied from 

place to place (e.g. Griffin, 2006b). Even during the 1890s bicycles in Ireland were not 

inexpensive and cycling was more of an elite activity than it was in Britain during the 

same period. Decent machines were aimed at middle and upper class customers, and that 

even these customers could not always afford to pay for a bicycle outright (Griffin, 

2006b. Griffin cited R. J. Mercredy, who wrote in 1894 that many “fairly well-to-do 

[Irish] young men and women” wished to purchase a bicycle but could not afford to 

(quoted in Griffin, p. 55). In the United States, by the mid-1890s, bicycling opened up to 

working and middle class white men, and even more for middle and upper class white 

women. Ultimately, white women were much more successful at becoming cyclists than 

were men and women of other ethnicities (Gant & Hoffman).  

Gender and Bicycling 

 While bicycling became acceptable for women during the 1890s, the ways that 

most men and women were expected to ride often differed (Gray & Peteu, 2005; Kinsey, 

2011a). Bicycling was a sport for men, who were more likely to be focused on speed and 
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athleticism and it was more acceptable for men to scorch, which meant leaning over the 

handlebars to ride more quickly (Gray & Peteu, Simpson, 2001). This is not to suggest 

that all men who rode raced or engaged in rides that were meant as tests of endurance. 

There was criticism of men who scorched being a danger to the public safety, but it was 

certainly more acceptable for a man to scorch than for a woman (Herlihy, 2004). Gray 

and Peteu described bicycling for women as a “pastime” (p. 30). Some women did, 

however, engage in racing and endurance riding regardless of censure (Kinsey, 2011b; 

Simpson, 2007; Winkworth, 1989). Discussions of women’s bicycling often focused on 

whether or not bicycling was a healthful activity for women (Garvey, 1995; Kinsey, 

2011a; Simpson, 2001; Sims, 1991). Some contemporary writers were afraid that the 

bicycle would cause women to engage in immoral behavior (Garvey, 1995; Grossbard & 

Merkel, 1990; J. Park, 1989; Simpson, 2001; Winkworth, 1989). Some social 

commentators were alarmed that bicycling might be both physically and morally 

endangering to women if they rode into the wrong areas (Simpson, 2001). Some women 

experienced hostile behavior when they dared to ride. For example, in crowded areas 

women cyclists were jeered at and sometimes people threw objects at their wheels in an 

attempt to make them lose their balance. There is at least one account of a woman being 

pulled off a bicycle by her skirt (Rubinstein, 1977). Another fear was that bicycling 

would teach women masturbation, particularly if they rode leaning forward in a 

“scorching” position. In popular discourse, the issue was reframed in terms of the 

aesthetics of women riding. Women were told that they must ride slowly in a “graceful” 

upright position, and their handlebars were set higher to ensure that they did so (Garvey).   

 Numerous articles and books have addressed issues of gender and bicycling, and 

often addressed bicycling in relation to women’s emancipation (e.g. Finison, 2014; Gant 

& Hoffman, 2013; Garvey, 1995; Gray & Peteu; Griffin, 2006a, 2006b; Hargreaves; 

Herlihy, 2004; Kinsey, 2011b; Longhurst, 2015; Mackintosh & Norcliffe, 2006, 2007; 

Marks, 1990; McCrone, 1988; Neejer 2011, 2014; Norcliffe, 2001; Norcliffe & 

Mackintosh, 2015; J. Park, 1989; Petty, 1996; Simpson, 2001; Warner, 2006; Winkworth; 

1989). Some writers have argued that bicycling contributed to women’s freedom (e.g. 

Garvey, 1995; Grossbard & Merkel; Hargreaves, 1994; Herlihy; J. Park; Rubinstein, 
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1977). Rubinstein argued that cycling put men and women on more equal terms than had 

previously been possible and that it provided women with “independence and self-

reliance” (p. 68). The bicycle made it more acceptable for women to move about in 

public and to engage socially with men without formal introductions (J. Park).   

 Other writers have commented that proponents of women as cyclists could still be 

quite conservative, although they do not all agree on why this was the case (Finison, 

2014; Longhurst, 2015; Neejer, 2014; Norcliffe & Mackintosh, 2015). Neejer (2011) 

wrote that arguments such as Rubinstein’s (1977) comment that bicycling greatly 

changed men’s and women’s relationships is an oversimplified view that: “Proposes a 

cause-and-effect relationship between women and cycling, in which the bicycle is an 

object of enlightenment in which the bicycle is virtually responsible for convincing 

women they deserve equal rights” (p. 2). Norcliffe and Mackintosh argued against the 

idea that women rode the bicycle to attain freedom, suggesting instead that these women 

were privileged and educated and were interested in “domesticating” the bicycle and the 

public sphere. In contrast, Finison argued that women adopted a conservative tone in 

order to work toward gradual changes, which were less alarming to the public.  

Most writers agree that, while women gained personal freedom through 

bicycling, they experienced hostility as well (Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Herlihy, 2004; 

Griffin, 2006a, 2006b). Griffin (2006b) wrote that women’s adoption of the safety 

bicycle was the greatest challenge to the assumed masculinity of Irish cycling, and this 

statement applies similarly in other milieus. During the late 1880s, some men were 

certainly opposed to women taking up bicycling and worked to reinforce a male bicycling 

culture, which did not stop women from wanting to ride. There are examples of both men 

and women who believed that bicycling was morally and physically dangerous for 

women. There were fears that women would use bicycles to escape the “sight of their 

male companions, who were understood to be guardians of female civility” (Gant & 

Hoffman, p. 69). However, over time women became more accepted as cyclists (Gant & 

Hoffman). McCrone (1988) addressed women cycling in Britain during the 1890s, 

pointing out that:  

Cycling became not only popular but highly fashionable for a time, an essential 
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social accomplishment among all the ‘best’ women, who eagerly enrolled in the 
cycling schools that were established to teach affluent beginners the art of 
balancing and to test their proficiency. The fact that royal women, aristocratic and 
highly respectable upper-middle-class women became avid cyclists helped to lay 
the specter of indelicacy to rest and created an example ordinary women sought to 
emulate. (p. 180) 

That is, as influential women adopted bicycling in increasing numbers, it became more 

socially acceptable for women in general to ride.  

  Scholarship has addressed both the ways and the places where women rode (Gray 

& Peteu; Kinsey, 2011a, 2011b; Simpson, 2001; Simpson, 2007; Winkworth, 1989) and 

researchers have considered how social spaces and gender relate (Mackintosh & 

Norcliffe, 2007; Mackintosh & Norcliffe, 2006; Winkworth). One of the great threats 

presented by the bicycle was that it made it possible for women to travel distances that 

would have been difficult to cover previously (J. Park, 1989; Winkworth). Garvey (1995) 

argued that the medical discourse obfuscated the doctors’ underlying concerns, which 

were that women were becoming mobile and independent and that women who moved 

into the masculine sphere would reject traditional feminine roles. Some riding took place 

in more limited and/or supervised settings. For example, in Britain, members of the elite 

class rode bicycles in Hyde and Battersea Parks, which somewhat limited the kinds of 

people to which women were exposed. Elite clubs led organized group rides, which made 

it more possible for women to bicycle in a socially acceptable manner (Winkworth). The 

improving technology and mass-production of the bicycle made it possible for cyclists to 

control the way that they traveled, for example freeing people from over-crowded 

streetcars. Bicyclists also were highly visible and showcased new fashions of bicycling 

clothing and accessories (Mackintosh & Norcliffe, 2006).  

  Griffin (2006b) argued that one of the main reasons that women were accepted as 

bicyclists during the 1890s is that they behaved in a manner that was socially acceptable. 

Bicycling commentators cautioned women that they needed to dress and behave 

correctly. As Longhurst (2015) wrote: “Many women who rode were scrupulous in 

observing social niceties while cycling, adopting high-status clothing and restricting 

themselves to structured club activities” (p. 58). However many clubs excluded or limited 

women’s membership. Bicycling clubs originally were meant to serve “gentleman” 
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(Norcliffe & Mackintosh, 2015). One of the largest bicycling clubs, the League of 

American Wheelmen (LAW) was founded in 1880 in order to serve wealthy white men 

(Finison, 2014). LAW allowed women to join auxiliary divisions and occasionally as full 

members, but its publications made its masculine bent clear (Longhurst). Women on 

safety bicycles first participated in the LAW’s annual meet in 1888 (Gant & Hoffman, 

2013). In 1890, 171 women (1.4% of the total) were members of the League of American 

Wheelmen. By 1892, there were 619 women (2.6% of the total) (Finison). 

Exclusion from men’s bicycling clubs, as well as the popularity of other women’s 

clubs, may have led women to develop their own bicycling clubs (Gant & Hoffman, 

2013; Petty, 1996). Additionally, as women could sometimes be harassed while riding, 

clubs offered safety and companionship. British and American women first formed 

bicycling clubs in 1888 (Griffin, 2006a; Herlihy, 2004). American women also wrote 

about bicycling in order to teach other women how to ride and maintain bicycles, and 

some even patented bicycling inventions. For elite women, bicycling became a way to 

demonstrate a kind of “‘refined’ white womanhood,” although many women, in 

particular activists, disagreed with this vision of women as bicyclists (Gant & Hoffman, 

p. 124). The literature that addresses women as bicyclists has demonstrated that there 

were and are complex and contradictory understandings of what it meant for women to 

become bicyclists. Indeed, whether or not, and if so, how women should engage in sports 

at all was an important discussion during the nineteenth century. 

Women and Sports  

A number of writers have addressed the history of women in sports (e.g. Bandy, 

2005; Creedon, 1994; Hargreaves, 1987, 1994; Marland, 2013; McCrone, 1987, 1988; J. 

Park, 1989; R. J. Park,1987; Smith-Rosenberg & Rosenberg, 1987; Warner, 2006; 

Williams, 2014). Some writers have addressed how discussions of women’s health were 

linked to if and how they should engage in physical activities (Garvey, 1995; Marland; R. 

J. Park; 1987, Vertinsky, 1987). The word “sport” is defined as: 

A diversity of physical activities, which, in the eyes of participants and 
commentators, were intended to improve one’s physical, mental, and/or moral 
health, as well as those events which range from simple recreative pursuits of a 
physical nature to highly organized agonistic contests.” (R. J. Park, p. 58) 



   26 

 

The landed gentry in Britain traditionally had taken part in outdoor leisure activities that 

included riding, as well as shooting and sailing (McCrone, 1988), but by the mid-

nineteenth century members of the “rising middle classes” also became interested in 

horseback riding (David, 2002). One 1889 guide, Riding for Ladies claimed that women 

on horseback could be seen everywhere from urban environments to the country (cited in 

David). Horseback riding also was popular among wealthy Americans living in 

Northeastern cities (Albrecht, Farrell-Beck & Winakor, 1988).  

   Engaging in sports has tended to be understood as a masculine pursuit (Hargreaves, 

1994; McCrone, 1987; R. J. Park, 1987). Hargreaves (1994) wrote: “In the nineteenth 

century there was no question that sports were the ‘natural’ domain of men and that to be 

good at them was to be essentially ‘masculine’” (43). R. J. Park wrote that in both Britain 

and the United States: “The forms which sporting and recreative activities took helped to 

define and reinforce prevailing concepts of gender” (p. 59). She argued that sports 

allowed men to define and demonstrate male gender roles. After the American Civil War 

(1861-1865), sports became a significant part of how masculinity was defined. In both 

British and American culture, sport: “Came to be forcefully and graphically depicted as 

the ‘natural’ province of males; hence sport contributed substantially to establishing and 

maintaining ideologies about the proper sphere of women” (R. J. Park, p. 59).  

British and American Sporting Culture 

 R. J. Park (1987) argued that during the nineteenth century,  the culture of Great 

Britain, and especially England, had a huge impact on American culture. Middle and 

upper-class Americans read about British customs in the popular press, as well as in 

sports periodicals (R.J. Park). Perhaps because of Britain’s influence on the United 

States, many Americans believed that British women were healthier than American 

women, regardless of whether or not British women actually were healthier (R. J. Park; 

Smith-Rosenberg & Rosenberg, 1987).  

 Ideas about sports were widely disseminated through periodicals (Bandy, 2005; 

McCrone, 1988; Piepmeier, 2004; Williams, 2014). Over the course of the nineteenth 

century, sports were given progressively more attention (Bandy; Williams). During the 

last two decades of the nineteenth century the number of sports periodicals expanded 
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greatly throughout Western Europe and North America (Bandy, 2005). Bandy suggested 

that during this period a “transnational sporting culture” emerged for Western European 

and North American women (p. 86). Bandy argued that some magazines were published 

for upper-middle class women “whose interests in sport were motivated by a desire for 

social identity that connected them to sport but who rarely seemed to have engaged in 

sport and vigorous activity” (p. 89). That is, women could identify with sports, but were 

less likely to be seriously involved in playing them. These magazines were prescriptive 

and attempted to guide women in how to engage in sports properly. Bandy argued that 

these discourses were “fraught with contradictions,” (p. 94).  

Emancipation and Sports 

 Sports culture was simultaneously conservative and a locus for change 

(Hargeaves, 1994; McCrone, 1988; Williams, 2014). McCrone pointed out that sports 

traditionally have been conservative, “laden with rituals, symbols and preconceptions that 

disseminate, affirm and reinforce idealised and dominant values” (p. 1). She argued that 

sports have been controlled primarily by men and reflect male dominance. Yet, she wrote 

that: “. . .Sport has considerable potential for social disruption” (p. 2). She explained: “It 

was a repressive and constraining mechanism that deliberately idealised maleness and 

kept women separate and inferior to men. But it was also a transforming and liberating 

one. . .” (p. 2). As Hargreaves (1994) wrote: “Elite sportswomen adopted a 

characteristically contradictory position— on the one hand, they were lessening 

inequalities between themselves and men, but at the same time they accepted innate 

differences between the sexes” (p. 90). Sports allowed women to engage in “masculine” 

behaviors, so long as they did so in a “feminine” manner.  

Fashionable Dress and Sportswear 

 The importance of women’s sportswear reflects the emphasis on women’s dress 

in general. Vinken (2005) has written that after the French Revolution fashion became “a 

synonym for femininity” (p. 11). French fashion plates were widely disseminated in 

women’s magazines outside of France. Some American fashion magazines reproduced 

fashion plates more accurately than others, but women were at least aware of general 

silhouettes, if not every precise detail, that had been published in original fashion plates 
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(Cunningham, 2003; Fischer, 2001; Marcus, 2003). At least in Britain, sportswear was 

displayed in department stores in cities, but was affordable only for the wealthy, who 

were able to get out of the city to engage in sports (Williams, 2014), although it is likely 

that conditions were similar in the United States. Warner (2006) argued women’s 

sportswear was created specifically to allow women to interact with men, while engaging 

in public physical activity. The style of women’s sportswear changed slowly because it 

closely followed changes in fashionable dress. Warner differentiated between sports, 

which took place in public, and exercise, which took place in private. In terms of athletic 

endeavors, women’s appearance in public, when they would be seen by men, was much 

more important than their appearance in homosocial environments. Thus, Warner argued 

that sportswear did not tend to challenge popular ideas about how women should dress.  

Dressing for Cycling 

 Many scholars have addressed women’s clothing and its relationship to women as 

cyclists. Christie-Robin, et. al. (2012) argued that individuals who were concerned with 

women cycling wanted to maintain control over women’s behavior. The positioning and 

correction of women’s bodies is connected with the types of clothing it was acceptable 

for women to wear and how women were supposed to move within that clothing. Sims 

(1991) argued that the focus on women’s bicycling dress was symbolic of whether or not 

it was appropriate for women to ride at all. Discussion of what women wore while riding 

was not limited to magazines but was addressed by the medical field, popular culture 

critics, and cycling handbooks (Sims). In this section I discuss what other scholars have 

written about women’s bicycling dress, starting with the velocipede and tricycle, before 

moving on to discuss dressing for the safety bicycle. 

Dress and the Velocipede 

 There is very little discourse around what women wore when riding the 

velocipede during the velocipede’s popularity during the late 1860s. No scholars have 

addressed women’s velocipede dress in detail, but some have mentioned it in passing. It 

was very difficult for women, who wore long full skirts, to ride velocipedes (Wosk, 

2001), and those who did so would have ridden in divided skirts or bloomers (Gant & 

Hoffman, 2013; Herlihy, 2004; Mott, 1938). In 1869, Scientific American recommended 
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a skirt that could be buttoned around each ankle (Gray & Peteu, 2005).Women who rode 

velocipedes only in private had more flexibility in terms of acceptable dress (Petty, 

1996). Mott mentioned women’s velocipede costumes, citing Scientific American, which 

mentioned women riding in divided skirts. A New York Times article reported that riding 

velocipedes might lead to women having to wear bloomers (Gant & Hoffman, 2013; 

Herlihy, 2004). Gant and Hoffman linked bodily control and women’s dress: “A male-led 

backlash over female participation stressed the various dangers the velocipede might 

pose, not only to gender norms, but also to women’s bodies” (p. 6). The Appleton (WI) 

Crescent addressed women’s velocipede costumes by stating that women ought to dress 

so that their clothing looked like an ordinary walking costume. Additionally, the article 

stated that men ought to speak disapprovingly to women who failed to dress properly 

(Gant & Hoffman).  

  French illustrations of women on velocipedes often showed women with bared 

legs: “Female velocipedists appeared as emblems of fierce determination and social 

progress, as well as emblems of naughty women whose behavior was scandalous and 

outré” (Wosk, 2001, p. 93). Petty (1996) suggested that men were interested in watching 

women ride velocipedes partially because they tended to wear revealing clothing. The 

costumes were acceptable because they allowed women to demonstrate their athleticism 

and reportedly men could even bring their wives to watch.  

Dress and the Tricycle 

 Similarly to velocipede dress, very little scholarly research has addressed 

women’s tricycle dress, and there has been no research that focuses on it. Fashionable 

dress during the early 1880s made it virtually impossible for women to ride the high-

wheel, as fashionable dress restrained the legs in narrow skirts. As the bicycle tended to 

be mounted from behind, it was very difficult for women to get on the bicycle 

(Winkworth, 1989). Tricycles were able to accommodate women in skirts (Gant & 

Hoffman, 2013; Gray & Peteu, 2005; Herlihy, 2004; Winkworth, 1989; Wosk, 2001). 

Finison (2014) mentioned that the cycling advocate Mary Sargent Hopkins wore longer 

skirts for tricycling than she later did for bicycling. According to both Sims (1991) and 

Winkworth, because tricycling showed the motion of the legs a great deal less than 
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bicycling, there was little discussion about women riding tricycles. On the bicycle, legs 

were much more conspicuous and Winkworth argued that visible legs were part of the 

reason women riding bicycles created such a furor. Griffin (2006b) demonstrated that 

early women who rode tricycles did face some opposition. Winkworth cited an 1887 

article from The Lady’s World, which emphasized that women should not wear adapted 

dress, such as skirts that could be raised up or divided skirts, and then claimed that it was 

socially acceptable for women to utilize tricycles because they did not need to adapt their 

dress, and that to do so would be a “serious moral lapse” (p. 101). However, some 

sources did recommend adaptable garments. Cunningham (2003) briefly addressed 

tricycling, explaining that for both horseback riding and tricycling, dress reformer Ada S. 

Ballin recommended a skirt worn over knickers. She preferred skirts that looked normal 

but could be unbuttoned at the bottom while one was riding: “Ballin recommended 

woolen combinations for underwear, and in place of stays or a corset, a simple flannel 

bodice to which the knickers could be attached” (cited in Cunningham, 2003, p. 72).  

Bicycling Dress 

 Books and articles that discuss women’s bicycling and sports history generally 

acknowledge the impact women’s clothing had on how women rode (e.g. Carse, 1993; 

Edwards, 1997; Finison, 2014; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Griffin, 2006a, 2006b; 

Hargreaves, 1994; Herlihy, 2004; McCrone, 1988; Norcliffe, 2001). A number of dress 

historians have discussed the significance of bicycling dress during the 1890s, although 

they have come to different conclusions about what women wore and why it was 

important (see Bradfield, 1972; Christie-Robin; et. al., Gray & Peteu, 2005; Grossbard & 

Merkel, 1990; J. Park, 1989; Peteu, 2004; Sims, 1991; Warner, 2006). Some writers have 

argued that bicycling greatly impacted everyday fashions (Grossbard & Merkel; Sims), 

but other scholars have demonstrated that women’s bicycling costumes tended to reflect 

fashionable silhouettes (Christie-Robin, et. al., J. Park; Warner; Winkworth, 1989). 

Rubinstein (1977) wrote that the bustle’s disappearance and the introduction of lighter 

underclothing around 1890 made it easier for women to ride, although long skirts still 

caused accidents. Supporters of bicycling urged decorum for both women and men and 

recognized that women’s dress needed to be adapted accordingly. However, the ideal 
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bicycling dress was not designed to offend, but to make it possible to ride a bicycle while 

remaining modest (Sims, 1991). I will begin with discussions of fashionable dress and 

bicycling dress, followed by dress reform. Then I will discuss the choices available to 

women and conclude with how other scholars have interpreted the discourse around 

women’s bicycling dress.  

Fashionable dress and bicycling dress. Scholarship on bicycling dress often has 

considered whether or not bicycling dress impacted women’s fashion and led to the wide 

adoption of bloomers, divided skirts and/or shorter skirts. In the United States, full knee-

length trousers tended to be known as “bloomers,” and in Britain were referred to as 

“knickerbockers,” “zouaves,” or “rationals” (Wosk, 2001). Sims (1991) argued that the 

more acceptable shortened bicycling skirt may have impacted the shortening of women’s 

skirts in everyday dress. Warner (2006) wrote that, in reality: “What the bicycle brought 

to [changes in women’s dress] was visibility” (p. 114). In their review of literature, 

Christie-Robin et al. (2012) argued that claims of bicycling costumes greatly impacting 

fashionable dress are unfounded. They argued that bicycling skirts did tend to be shorter 

and narrower than fashionable dress, but bicycling skirts did not seem to influence 

fashion for activities outside of bicycling. In a sample of images from 1894 to 1901, both 

images of women in fashionable and cycling dress share certain characteristics: 

Variations on the leg-of-mutton sleeve, high neckline and collar, fitted waistlines, and A-

line skirts (Christie-Robin, et al.) Most women continued to wear fashionable dress while 

engaging in sports (J. Park, 1989).  

 According to Grossbard and Merkel (1990), functional adaptations to women’s 

clothing were slowly adopted in the 1890s. They wrote that ankle-length and split-skirts 

appeared, followed by bloomers, although other sources have demonstrated that bloomers 

were never widely adopted, nor was there a clear linear progression (Christie-Robin, et. 

al, 2012; Warner, 2006). Given that bloomers were not as prevalent as some scholars may 

have thought, Christie-Robin and associates argued that bicycling costumes cannot be 

said to have directly impacted the adoption of functional dress. Women’s magazines may 

have shown various types of bifurcated bicycling garments, but it cannot be assumed that 

the garments were widely adopted (Christie-Robin, et. al.; Warner, 2006). Even during 
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the 1890s, some writers argued that bloomer costumes for bicycling had in no way 

revolutionized women’s dress (Wosk, 2001). During the 1890s, leisured women often 

changed their clothes multiple times a day and being able to wear garments that were 

designed for specific activities was a sign of affluence. Thus, magazines may have 

attempted to market bicycling costumes as a way of increasing consumption (Winkworth, 

1989). 

 Reform dress. Various scholars have explored relationship between bicycling in 

the 1890s and dress reform (Christie-Robin, et al., 2012; Collins, 2010; Gant & Hoffman, 

2013; Hargreaves, 1994; Marks, 1990; Najeer, 2011; J. Park,1989; Simpson, 2001; Sims, 

1991; Winkworth, 1989). Discussions of women’s bicycling bloomers in the 1890s have 

often included the history of bloomers and the American dress reform movement of the 

1850s. The original bloomer costume, which was based on Turkish dress, consisted of a 

knee-length dress in the shape of the fashionable silhouette worn over full pants that 

gathered into the ankles (Fischer, 2001; Warner, 2006). Years later, in 1881 the Rational 

Dress Society was formed in Britain under the leadership of Viscountess Harberton, 

arguing against garb that deformed women’s bodies (Cunningham, 2003; J. Park, 1989). 

Both members of the medical field and women associated with rational dress believed 

that extreme fashions were detrimental to women’s health (J. Park). The Rational Dress 

Society made more concessions to fashion than American dress reformers had made in 

the 1850s, but still little progress was made.7 In the 1890s, American dress reformers 

recommended that women wear a bloomer costume— like what was worn in 

gymnasiums— in public (Warner).  

 Although the dress reform movement was never especially effective, and 

women’s bicycling clothing most likely did not change fashion, there is evidence that that 

bicycling impacted the dress reform movement. One justification for dress reform was 

that women’s clothing was involved in an increasing number of bicycling accidents, 

some of which were fatal (Simpson, 2001). Sims (1991) argued that women cyclists and 

the adapted clothing they wore influenced the dress reform movement in the 1890s. 

                                                
7 The later offshoot, the Rational Dress Association recommended more extreme modifications to women’s 
dress. 



   33 

 

However, it seems that while dress reformers were inspired by the idea of the bicycle, 

they were not inspired by seeing women riding in bloomers. Dress reformers saw the 

bicycle as a catalyst for dress change, but that patterns for bloomers were not yet 

available to consumers (Warner, 2006). Starting in 1894, the American magazine The 

Delineator did include patterns for bloomers. Fischer (2001), one of the leading experts 

on dress reform, argued that: “The bicycle costume was not a dress reform, but a quest 

for a ‘uniform’ that women could wear comfortably while riding” (p. 171). That is, while 

dress reformers sought to develop modified dress that women could wear for everyday 

activities, bicycling bloomers or knickerbockers were meant to be worn only while 

bicycling.  

 Dress technology and types of dress. In the 1890s, women’s dress was modified 

to allow women to take part in athletic activities. For example, straightened corsets for 

horseback riding and shortened skirts for bicycling were introduced (Christie-Robin, et 

al., 2012). In response to concerns about problems with women’s clothing, innovators 

designed and patented various examples of women’s bicycling attire (Gray & Peteu, 

2005; Sims, 1991; Winkworth, 1989). Gray and Peteu conducted a study of 69 patented 

designs from between 1893 and 1903 in the United States. They analyzed both the patent 

designs and the accompanying text, finding that each inventor explained the problem that 

would be solved by the patent. They found that there were two major concerns that 

patent-seekers were trying to solve: The first related to how skirts functioned when riding 

and how skirts impacted mobility, safety and hygiene. The second related to women’s 

concerns about modesty and/or appearing in public in dress that was clearly a bicycling 

costume. Skirts had a tendency to creep up as one pedaled and the wind often caused 

skirts to blow up and expose the bicyclist’s legs (Gray & Peteu). There were various 

ways that women could try to ensure that their skirts would not billow up when they were 

riding, ranging from sewing lead weights into the hem to sewing elastic on the sides of 

the hem that the rider then slipped her feet through (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990). Skirts 

made mounting bicycles and pedaling more difficult and tended to get soiled. In addition, 

there was the danger of getting skirts caught in spokes. Women often felt uncomfortable 

in bicycling attire because it was conspicuous and made it difficult for women to move in 
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certain social spaces. Therefore innovators patented devices that allowed women to lift 

and shorten an ordinary skirt: “With these various forms of convertibility, inventors 

searched for ways to easily transform the female cyclist, chameleon-like back into her 

former self when dismounted” (Gray & Peteu, p. 31).  

 According to Gray and Peteu (2005), the most complicated garments invented 

were a combination of bloomers or trousers worn with skirts, which would have been the 

most difficult to manufacture. In some cases, the patents would not have been practical, 

but generally the skirt was the starting point upon which the designs were based. Some of 

the patented solutions to the dress problem were slight changes to everyday attire, 

whereas others involved major changes to the garments that covered the legs. They found 

three major ways that bicycle skirts were structured: 1) by elevation or shortening, 2) 

tethering and 3) bifurcation, which includes both divided skirts and bloomers of some 

kind. Examples include clips, straps, cords or elastic that could lift skirts up or tie them to 

the legs or inventions that turned a skirt into a garment resembling bloomers. Some 

bifurcated garments were divided only at the front or the back and inventors focused on 

how to hide the divide, generally through the use of aprons, panels, pleats or gathers. The 

goal of most of the patents was to combine the mobility provided by bloomers with the 

modesty of skirts. Gray and Peteu found that bloomers often were designed to “protect” 

women by obscuring their limbs through various means, some of which took into 

consideration how women would use the bathroom while wearing these garments. They 

found 17 patents for trousers, which would have been the most radical type of cycling 

garment a woman could wear. Most of the patents for trousers were meant exclusively for 

men, but some were designed with both men and women in mind.  

 The patents for women’s cycling attire in the 1890s demonstrate the degree to 

which the idea of femininity was defined by skirts. Extensive effort was put forth to 

ensure that women continued to look feminine. Bicycling manuals listed a range of 

suggestions for what to ride in, but it is difficult to know how wide their readership was 

(Gray & Peteu, 2005). Given the challenges of riding in skirts, and the controversy of 

bloomers, dress historians have tended to focus more on what women wore on the bottom 

than on their jackets and shirtwaists, although some scholars do address other aspects of 
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women’s dress. Garments worn on the upper body always reflected the fashionable 

bodice, collar and sleeve styles that were worn in the 1890s (Christie-Robin, et. al., 2012; 

Gray & Peteu, 2005). Finison (2014) detailed the accessories that Mary Sargent Hopkins 

recommended in the American Wheelwoman, which included name plates, watches, and 

chatelaines. Women also needed sundry items such as gloves, handkerchiefs and a 

sewing kit. In terms of skirts, the standard bicycling dress was a heavy serge skirt and 

jacket that was designed to conceal the body and not be blown about in the wind 

(Winkworth, 1989). Skirts were dangerous and prone to catching (Gant & Hoffman, 

2013; Gray & Peteu; J. Park, 1989; Rubinstein, 1977). 

 Skirts. Women’s skirts came in a range of lengths and the ideal skirt length was 

up for debate (Finison, 2014; Gray & Peteu, 2005; Warner, 2006). For example, an article 

in the American magazine The Wheelwoman stated that skirts should range from four to 

eight inches off the ground (Finison). Mrs. Reginald De Koven’s 1895 Bicycling for 

Women listed three skirt lengths: long (ankle-length), three-quarter (mid-calf) and short 

(just below the knees). Gray and Peteu also found examples of short skirts in several 

sources, such as the Sears, Roebuck & Co. and Montgomery Ward catalogs, but lacking 

sales figures, it is impossible to know how many short skirts sold. Warner wrote that 

short skirts, which could be as short as mid-calf were known as “rainy-day skirts” 

because they also were used in inclement weather. In terms of their construction, it was 

common to have a opening that buttoned down the left side or box pleats coming from a 

yoke (Warner).  

 Divided skirts. Divided skirts were another option (Gray & Peteu; Grossbard & 

Merkel, 1990; Wosk, 2001), although it is difficult to know how widely they were 

adopted. Divided skirts typically consisted of a standard gored skirt with a pleat in the 

back creating the divide (Warner). Each “skirt” of a divided skirt was quite wide. One 

study found a pattern with a circumference of fifty inches around each leg (Gray & 

Peteu), while another stated that the average divided skirt had 54 inches of fabric around 

each leg (Grossbard & Merkel). Despite the volume, Grossbard and Merkel found many 

people still thought it was a pair of very wide-cut trousers. Women were slow to adopt 

divided skirts alone or with an overskirt because they could expect “innuendos, direct 
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criticism, and worst of all, charges of masculinity” (p. 76). Viscountess Haberton had 

invented the divided skirt around 1876 (Warner), but it was largely intended to be worn 

as an undergarment. The first women who attempted to wear it as an outer garment, in 

1889, faced hostility (J. Park, 1989). The designs of divided skirts were intended to hide 

the bifurcation and make them look like ordinary skirts (Gray & Peteu; Winkworth, 

1989).  

 Bloomers/Knickerbockers. Scholarship that discusses bicycling bloomers (also 

known as knickerbockers) have generally addressed whether or not women wore 

bloomers, and what it meant for women to wear them. In general, perhaps because they 

did not have huge stylistic variation, writers have not tended to describe their appearance 

in detail. The lack of discussion on bloomer’s appearance seems to reflect the common 

nineteenth-century belief that they were unappealing. Grossbard and Merkel (1990), for 

example, wrote: “Only an individual who was interested in comfort and convenience as 

opposed to her appearance would wear such styles" (p. 78). Many people thought 

bifurcated garments were ugly, even if they were worn with feminine accessories 

(Simpson, 2001).  

 Some sources have argued that the knickerbocker was more common among 

French and American women that it was among the British (Winkworth, 1989). 

Rubinstein (1977) claimed that fashionable women in England did not tend to adopt 

bloomers or even the more acceptable divided skirts and that writers of both genders 

argued that women should ride in skirts. Other sources have claimed that fashionable 

women in France adopted the knickerbocker at higher rates than women outside of 

France (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990; J. Park, 1989; Simpson, 2001). J. Park argued that all 

British cycling magazines had fashion correspondents in Paris who reported on the 

popularity of culottes. Based on these sources, she claimed that British women wore them 

when in Paris and returned to skirts at home. Warner (2006) pointed out that 

contemporary accounts in English-language publications of French women in bloomers 

probably were exaggerated. She wrote that most French women’s experience of bicycling 

was not particularly different from the experiences of British and American women and 

that writers in all three countries voiced worries about women bicycling in 
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knickerbockers.  

 Knickerbockers were widely adopted by female bicyclists— in place of petticoats 

(Christie-Robin, et. al., 2012; Warner, 2006). Warner argued that most women either 

wore a regular skirt or at least carried one with her. Women’s publications reinforced that 

knickerbockers could be worn only on the bicycle and needed to be covered with a skirt 

when off. According to an 1896 article in Demorest’s a woman could wear a skirt over 

matching bloomers and simply remove her skirt once she was out in the country away 

from the public gaze (Sims, 1991). The expectation that women who rode without a skirt 

would immediately put one on when she stopped riding somewhat negated the usefulness 

of bloomers (Warner, 2006). Some women were determined to ride in knickerbockers 

and did so despite being harassed by potentially violent crowds. It could be dangerous for 

women to ride alone in urban areas and it was particularly dangerous for a woman in 

rational dress to ride without a male companion (Rubinstein, 1977).  

 Corsets: Whether or not women should bicycle in corsets was a much discussed 

question during the 1890s (Warner, 2006). Although Grossbard and Merkel (1990) 

claimed that women either discarded or loosened their corsets, it is generally agreed that 

women who rode bicycles continued to wear them (Christie-Robin, et. al.; 2012; J. Park, 

1989; Warner). Some physicians thought that constricting dress might harm women while 

they rode. Yet generally physicians did not suggest that women forgo corsets altogether, 

as even doctors apparently conceded that corseted women were more attractive. As 

support for women’s torsos was thought medically necessary, health or bicycling corsets 

were introduced (J. Park; Sims, 1991). Health corsets consisted of a: “Firm sturdy 

underbodice cut to the natural waist without steels of any kind, but which was believed to 

be much needed support to the back" (Warner, p. 119). Health waists had straps, unlike 

corsets. As Warner pointed out, women who did not wear some type of corset were in 

danger of being labeled “loose,” and: “No self-respecting woman, certainly not the ones 

to whom the magazines directed their attention, would be caught with out them” (p. 120). 

Bicycling did not help resolve the question of women’s corsets (Warner).  

 Dress and gender. Contemporary discourse about women bicycling in bifurcated 

garments tended to be framed in terms of how women dressed in anything resembling 
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pants made women overly masculine (Collins, 2010; Simpson, 2001; Winkworth, 1989). 

In some cases, dress was linked with fears that women would engage or were engaging in 

behaviors that were acceptable for men, but not for women. Others claimed that they 

were worried women would be mistaken for men and thus not treated as a lady. Finally, 

women’s bicycling dress was linked with sexuality. Women’s bicycling dress could be 

unfeminine, but also sexually appealing if it were worn by an attractive woman 

(Simpson). 

 Simpson (2001) claimed that some women wore rational dress in order to engage 

in athletic pursuits more easily, whereas others dressed in bifurcated garments and other 

rational dress in order to mimic men. She wrote that some women engaged in: “Extreme 

behaviors, such as smoking, drinking, and socializing in public houses” (p. 55). Women 

engaging in such behaviors would have been seen as an indication of degradation. 

However, Simpson is an expert on leisure studies, not a dress historian, and she does not 

offer any evidence of women dressed in rational dress actually attempting to mimic men.  

 Some people feared that women who rode in bifurcated dress might be mistaken 

for men and might thus be treated poorly. However, fear that women wearing bifurcated 

garments might actually be mistaken for men was mostly unfounded, or at least 

exaggerated, despite what satiric magazines suggested (Simpson, 2001). Simpson gave an 

example of two young women in New Zealand who were referred to as “wee laddies,” by 

a hotel proprietor, pointing out that the proprietor almost certainly knew that he was 

speaking to women. The garments worn by women when riding clearly were feminized, 

even if they were thought of as more masculine than typical women’s fashions. Designers 

went out of their way to differentiate women’s cycling costume from anything that men 

would wear. In addition, defenders of rational dress argued that it should be clear when a 

cyclist was a woman simply because of her comportment, regardless of what she was 

wearing. Instead, pretending not to recognize the gender of women in bifurcated 

garments was a way of denying credibility (Simpson).  

 Winkworth (1989) argued that pants are linked to ideas about masculinity and 

power. It may have been acceptable for women to adopt other aspects of masculine 

tailoring, such as collars, ties, boaters and tailored jackets, into their wardrobes, but 
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women in pants were too threatening. She pointed out that women adopted masculine 

tailoring for riding habits in the seventeenth century, but that in the 1890s women’s 

adoption of masculine styles related to women moving into public and taking white collar 

jobs that previously would have been limited to men. However, these garments continued 

to emphasize the feminine form, thus lessening the degree to which it threatened 

masculine hierarchy. Still, Simpson (2001) argued that bifurcated costumes were 

associated with both immodesty and sexual licentiousness. Some critics of rational dress 

even were concerned when women rode bicycles in shortened skirts that exposed the 

ankle and calf. Simpson argued that this association led women to adopt gaiters, but that 

gaiters did not keep the outline of pedaling legs from being observable.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODS 

 

 My methods primarily are based upon Taylor’s (2002) The Study of Dress 

History, which describes different approaches including the study of extant artifacts, 

material culture, cultural studies, and literary sources along with the study of different 

types of images. My research is interdisciplinary, pulling together different 

understandings of how dress can be used to study the past. Taylor cited Raphael Samuel’s 

Theatres of Memory, in which Samuels stated that the field of history has produced new 

sub-fields with schisms and successions. Taylor wrote: “Dress history is now beginning 

to benefit from new methodologies which are pulling these ‘successions’ together 

through innovative cross-disciplinary academic approaches” (p. 1). Cunningham (1988) 

argued that dress historians need to utilize interdisciplinary approaches and to create new 

methods when necessary. In order to develop a rich understanding of women’s bicycling 

dress from the 1860s to the end of the nineteenth century, my research combined 

historical analysis, visual and material culture analysis, along with dress history.  

 There has tended to be a schism between scholars who focus on the details of 

garments without taking their context into account and those who study dress in relation 

to culture or history without addressing the construction and function of actual garments. 

Taylor (2002) wrote that many studies fail to: “Enter into any detailed debate on 

lifestyles, beliefs, work or personal interests of the wearers whose clothes are under 

discussion” (p. 50).  Cunningham (1988) also was aware of the limitations of focusing 

entirely on garments without contextualizing them, but she argued that whenever 

possible, historians of clothing should also look to extant garments. Williams (2014) 

asked whether or not scholars of sports history have looked enough at the artifacts that 

women used and wore, along with materials they wrote. One aspect of my research 

involved studying a small sample of extant women’s bicycling garments. I integrated this 

analysis with other sources, particularly articles and bicycling guides that women wrote 

during the period under analysis, in order to create a fuller picture of why women’s 

bicycling dress was significant. Like Cunningham (2003) in her work on dress reform, I 
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have decided against interpreting women’s cycling clothing from a feminist or post-

modernist perspective. As Cunningham wrote: “My intention is to offer a sympathetic 

interpretation. . . without imposing or layering too many twentieth-century ideas 

regarding fashion, gender, and women’s rights and roles” (p. x). I do however owe a debt 

to feminist historical scholarship, which brought women’s interests to the forefront. 

Feminist historians in the mid-to-late twentieth century realized the importance of 

women’s dress, which is not to say that they were always successful in their attempts to 

incorporate the study of dress into their research (Styles, 1998). Other researchers have 

provided precedence for utilizing different types of analysis to study dress from multiple 

angles.  

Historical and Literary Analysis 

 Historical sources that I used for my analysis and interpretation include 

magazines, newspapers, bicycling guides, and, to a lesser extent, other primary sources, 

such as advertisements.  I studied a variety of bicycling guides and magazines that are 

available online or through Inter-Library Loan at the University of Minnesota and other 

libraries and research centers. Dress historians frequently have used magazines and 

newspapers as a way to mine quotes relating to dress, although it is dangerous to assume 

that the sources provide an accurate depiction because: “Period comment is all too easily 

prone to distortion, prejudice, exaggeration, social resentment and even jealousy” 

(Taylor, 2002, p. 95). Still, bicycling magazines and bicycling guides provide a glimpse 

into how bicycling was defined as a sport and a social activity. I did not assume that 

magazines and guides provide an entirely accurate picture of what people wore for 

bicycling, but they are significant in how they attempted to define how women should 

dress and behave while cycling.  

 As I worked, I developed a process for how to find, keep track of, and analyze 

written materials. There were numerous magazines and seemingly endless numbers of 

articles, so I had to develop methods for finding relevant material. Publications such as 

Outing had a table of contents at the beginning of each volume, so whenever possible I 

scanned through tables of contents to find articles that related to my research topic. With 

Outing I read every article that mentioned “women” or “ladies.” I also scanned each 
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article that mentioned bicycling in order to find images and to see if women’s bicycling 

had been addressed. With digital sources, I used word searches such as “ladies” and 

“dress,” as well. Sources that I studied only in hard copy or microfilm were more time 

consuming to scan. Generally, I looked through issues and took notes or photographed 

relevant pages so that I could look at them more closely later. My process was similar 

with bicycling guides. I looked at the table of contents for each cycling guide in order to 

see which chapters or essays would be most relevant. I read the chapters that clearly 

discussed women’s dress and took notes detailing what and how the authors wrote about 

it. For some digitally scanned guides I was able to complete similar word searches to look 

through each guide more efficiently. Some guides I skimmed in their entirety in order to 

find references to women’s dress throughout.  

 As I read, I took notes and wrote memos to myself, which were essentially lists of 

quotes organized by time period and roughly by topic. For each chapter, I printed out the 

list of quotes and coded them. As I was unable to find sources that described how 

historians typically organize their data, I roughly based my data coding method on one 

laid out by Charmaz (2006) in Constructing Grounded Theory. I read each quote and 

wrote down the first theme that came to mind. I then listed out all of the themes I found 

and consolidated them, at which point I color coded each theme. Then, I read through 

everything again and marked down the appropriate theme. I reorganized the data by 

theme and treated each theme as a discreet section for the purpose of writing out my first 

drafts. Later, I considered how all of the themes fit together in order to develop a logical 

order and develop my overarching argument throughout each chapter. I also integrated 

my visual analyses, which will be discussed later in this chapter, after I address my 

methods for magazines, newspapers, and cycling guides.  

Magazines and newspapers 

I utilized a variety of American and British bicycling magazines, along with 

popular magazines and newspapers. The most comprehensive source was the British 

magazine The Wheelwoman (1896-1898), although it covered only three years. General 

bicycling magazines also addressed women bicyclists.  Fashion magazines are another 

source for articles on bicycling, although I did not use them extensively because other 
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dress scholars have already studied them. I found many titles through Herlihy’s (2004) 

Bicycle along with other secondary sources that discuss bicycling and tricycling (e.g. 

Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Macy, 2011).  

The sources I used as primary evidence were chosen based on both relevance and 

accessibility. Initially, I compiled a list of possible bicycling magazines along with their 

locations. Some of the magazines had some issues that were available in microfilm 

through inter-library loan, whereas others were available only in hard copy. I was also 

able to find some sources digitally through HathiTrust and other sources. There were 

myriad magazines that were dedicated at least partially to bicycling and much of the time 

these publications republished works from one another. It was beyond the scope of this 

project to attempt to track down every possible source.  

  I was able to access every issue of the American magazine Outing (which later 

merged with The Wheelman), which was first published in 1881 and was published until 

1923. I initially studied hard copies held at the University of Minnesota, but later found 

every issue digitized on HathiTrust, which allowed me to do word searches and work 

more efficiently. Other important sources for bicycling, such as Bicycling World were not 

available digitally or anywhere that I was able to travel, so I had to leave them for future 

research. Please see Appendix B for a  complete list of magazines and dates. At The 

Benson Ford Research Center I was able to look at a variety of bicycling magazines, most 

of which were American, including the first issue of The Velocipedist from 1869. I was 

also able to look at select issues of: Bearings (1892-1893) The Cycle (1886-1887), The 

Cycle Age and Trade Review (1898-1899), The Cyclist (1890-1893) and The Cyclist & 

Bicycling & Tricycling Trades Review (1880-1881, 1883, 1888). At the British Library, 

for a complete representation of Cycling, I sampled issues from 1891, 1893, 1895, 1897, 

and 1899. I was able to study almost every issue of the British Wheelwoman on 

microfilm. For researching the velocipede, I used word searches online to look through 

popular publications such as the New York Times, Scientific American, and Harper’s 

Weekly.  

 In the late 1860s, articles about riding velocipedes appear to have been written 

exclusively by men. I found two examples where women were quoted in Scientific 
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American, although I had no way of verifying that women had actually written to the 

magazine (“Notes on the Velocipede,” January 30, 1869, February 6, 1869). I compared 

recommendations for velocipede costumes to images of women riding velocipedes, 

including one extant photograph. During the 1880s and 1890s, general cycling and 

sporting magazines often had regular columns written by a woman for other women 

cyclists. Dress was a frequent topic of conversation, and the columnists provided advice 

to correspondents about how to select tricycling and bicycling costumes. During the 

1890s, in particular, there are numerous examples of articles that discuss the minutiae of 

women’s bicycling costumes. I considered both what writers recommended, with the 

understanding that women may not have followed their advice, and how they described 

bicycling costumes in terms of tone and underlying meanings. I compared descriptions to 

one another and to images of bicycling costumes when possible.  

Cycling Guides 

  Cycling guides from the 1880s and 1890s were another main source. I was able 

to find one tricycling guide written by a woman, Cycling for Ladies: Hints on the Choice 

and Management of Tricycles with Suggestions on Dress, Riding, and Touring by F. J. 

Erskine (1884). I studied several bicycling guides written by women including another 

book by F. J. Erskine’s (1897), Lady Cycling: What to Wear & How to Ride,  Lillias 

Campbell Davidson’s (1896) Handbook for Lady Cyclists. Please see Appendix B for a 

complete list of bicycling guides.  Cycling guides from the 1880s had information on 

women as tricyclists, whereas cycling guides from the 1890s focused primarily on 

women as bicyclists. In some cases the guides were chapters in a larger publication, but 

in other cases they were books dedicated to the topic of women’s cycling. When possible, 

I researched the authors who had published the guides in order to better understand their 

place in society. In some cases, a great deal of information was available, while in others 

I was able to find very little information beyond the name the author used. Cycling guides 

often addressed women’s (and sometimes men’s) clothing in great detail, providing 

recommendations for types of garments and accessories that riders should procure. These 

guides provide practical information, such as what fabrics one should use and what cuts 

of clothing were preferred, but they also reveal attitudes toward cycling. The authors 
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considered the correct way for women to dress and ride with varying degrees of 

flexibility. I do not assume that cyclists followed all of the suggestions offered in cycling 

guides, although I do compare the information provided in cycling guides with the extant 

garments I studied. Bicycling guides provide insights into how women were supposed to 

ride and comport themselves.  

Material Culture: Extant Dress Visual Analysis 

 Dress is inherently visual and tactile. As I was unable to wear and ride in 

nineteenth century dress, I relied much more on vision than touch. In my analysis I used 

material culture approaches. Prown (1982) defined material culture as: “The study 

through artifacts of the beliefs— values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions— of a 

particular community or society at a given time” (p. 1). Material culture can not be 

restricted to one field (Prown). I analyzed a sample of bicycling garments from the 1890s, 

as I was unable find examples from earlier periods. It is entirely possible that some 

tricycling costumes exist but simply have not been identified as such. I studied garments 

at several institutions that have various types of bicycling garments, which I will briefly 

list here, followed by a discussion of methods. Please see Appendix C for a list of 

garments I studied.  

 The Museum of London has an example of a bicycling corset (66.42/8) from the 

1890s, along with a pair of black brocade knickers (56.182/15, c. 1895) worn beneath a 

skirt when bicycling. The Atlanta History Center has a wool bicycling suit  by J.A. Dunn 

& Co., Tailors and Costumiers of London from around 1895 (1955.20.M2). The 

Valentine Richmond Museum has a gray wool bicycling suit from 1896 (V. 65.181.05). 

The Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) has two women’s bicycling 

costumes, one from circa 1896 (M.91.169.A-M) and one from  circa 1898 (74.24.27). I 

also studied two divided skirts at the Wisconsin Historical Society (1948.983; 1959.23). 

Their bloomer costume was exhibited, so I was not able to study it in detail (1947.1156).  

 In studying these garments, I followed the basic steps as laid out by Cunningham 

(1988): identification, classification, analysis, and interpretation. These garments already 

had been identified. This sample is not exhaustive and cannot account for all of the types 

of bicycling garments that women may have worn in the 1890s. It is likely that all of 
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these garments were worn by wealthy women. As bicycling became more democratic 

throughout the 1890s (Herlihy, 2004), some women must have ridden in multi-use 

garments. However, analyzing existing garments, as opposed to relying solely on 

photographs and other visual media, allowed me to have a more complete picture 

regarding how bicycling costumes were constructed, how they appeared, and how they 

would have functioned when worn. I analyzed the details of each garment, including 

materials, how it was made, what types of garments (blouses, jackets, skirts and/or 

bloomers, etc.) make up the ensembles. Studying several garments gave me a better sense 

of range of possible adaptations to dress for bicycling. I compared the bicycling clothes 

to one another and to discussions of bicycling dress in primary sources. The most 

important step was interpreting the garments in terms of how they fit into a broader 

understanding of women’s bicycling dress. 

 At LACMA, the Henry Ford Museum, and the Museum of London I was not able 

to touch the garments, but was allowed extended time with each piece. At Minnesota 

History Center, the Valentine Richmond History Center, the Atlanta History Center, and 

the Wisconsin Historical Society, I was able to handle the garments myself. I chose these 

institutions because they had women’s bicycling garments and because I was able to get 

permission to use their collections as well as travel to each location. I spoke with both the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Victoria and Albert Museum, but both of their 

collections spaces were undergoing renovation and were closed to the public. My goal 

was not to get a comprehensive look at bicycling garments, but to look at a sample in 

order to compare them to each other as well as to photographs, illustrations and other 

depictions and descriptions of women’s bicycling dress.  

 When I was able to handle the garments, I took more time, but I was able to 

gather a significant amount of data at every museum. I was able to take pictures of 

garments everywhere but at the Henry Ford Museum, but I was provided with 

photographs of the garments lain flat, and there are photos of the garments on a form as 

well. Everywhere but LACMA I was able to make flat drawings of each garment as well. 

At LACMA I was shown too many garments for there to be time for me to make 

drawings, but I did take many photos. At both museums, every effort was made at each 
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place to ensure that I was able to study the objects in a manner that was as in depth as 

possible.  

 For each garment I took note of the fabrics and how they were woven or knit 

(when possible), how each piece was constructed, whether it included labels and 

condition of the objects. I also took basic measurements when applicable (waist, length, 

wide of hem, etc.). My goal was to get a general sense of how the pieces were made, by 

whom, along with their quality, style and other distinctive characteristics. In all cases but 

one, I was working with the garments only when they were lying flat (or on a hanger), 

but most of the museums have photographs of the garments on forms that I was able to 

reference in my research. The bloomer costume at the Wisconsin Historical Society was 

on a dress form, but I was only able to see it behind glass.  

 My research on bicycling dress is not exhaustive, nor is it possible to determine 

whether or not the existing examples are “typical” of the period in which they were worn. 

Based on photographs and other evidence, it appears that all of the objects I looked at— 

with the possible exception of the bloomer suit at the Henry Ford Museum— can be 

considered normal examples. I had several goals in looking at actual objects, instead of 

relying solely on depictions of garments: 1) to have a better sense of the construction, 

material and overall appearance of bicycling garments, 2) to have a baseline of actual 

objects to compare to imagery and writing about bicycling clothing and 3) to add an 

important dimension to the study of bicycling clothing that has not tended to be addressed 

in other research.  

Visual Analysis of Images 

  For my visual analysis,  I looked at fashion illustrations and photographs.  

According to Taylor (2002) dress historians utilize a variety of “visual sources as analytic 

tools” (p. 115). Taylor emphasized that visual sources must be analyzed through both the 

lens of their creators and the period in which they were made.  

Fashion Plates 

  Fashion plates are: “Only idealised images of a seasonal, fashion image rather 

than any kind of stylistic of social reality” (Taylor, 2002, p. 136). Fashion magazines also 

tended to assume that their readers could afford to spend exorbitant amounts of money on 
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clothing (Taylor; Warner, 2006), although by the 1890s magazine subscriptions had been 

lowered by the addition of advertisements  in order to reach a less affluent audience 

(Garvey, 1995). Fashion plates illustrate an idealized version of what some women could 

have worn. It is unlikely that most women dressed to follow fashion plates, although 

Warner (2006) did discuss bicycling garments produced by high-end tailors. She pointed 

out, however, that even cheaper bicycling costumes would not have been feasible for all 

consumers. 

 My research on fashion plates is not exhaustive, nor did I look at a random 

sampling, which may be a limitation. I looked at every fashion plate published in The 

Wheelwoman, which included 59 original illustrations of bicycling costumes. There were 

two main illustrators: Rose Marshall,  who drew 46 bicycling illustrations, and Simone 

Sallas who drew nine. I chose to focus primarily on fashion plates from The Wheelwoman 

because they are stylistically consistent, and because there is a sufficient number of them 

to get a sense of the range of recommended styles. Additionally, each illustration came 

with a written description which was helpful in understanding the materials, for whom 

the costume might be intended , as well as for what type of bicycling it was designed. 

Other scholars have studied fashion illustrations in magazines such as the Harper’s 

Bazaar and Demorest’s (e.g. Warner, 2006).  

 Due to the number of illustrations and the amount of detail in their description, I 

created a spreadsheet to keep track of the characteristics listed. I took note of the type of 

garment, color, material, and both visually apparent and described details such as the 

sleeve style and length of the skirt from the ground. I compared the fashion illustrations 

to extant garments and photographs, as well as to descriptions of clothing from other 

sources. I considered the significance of the illustrations as a means of conveying 

information about how women ought to dress and ride. I do not assume that they are a 

realistic depiction of how women actually dressed.  

Other Illustrations 

  To a lesser extent, I also used a range of other types of illustrations, including 

paintings, and illustrations in magazines and guides. In all cases I use the images in the 

context of period textual analysis. It is important to note that artists may have expressed 
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their own clothing preferences through their works (Taylor, 2002).  I used only a few 

paintings that were particularly unusual or rich examples of the types of dress women 

might have worn for bicycling. I looked at illustrations that accompanied travel essays 

and fictional stories about cycling, particularly from the magazine Outing, but also in 

illustrated bicycling guides. I considered how realistic these illustrations were, as well as 

how they fit into the context of the story they illustrated. In some cases, the illustrator and 

writer were the same person, but much of the time illustrators were hired to produce 

images for multiple stories in an issue. Thus, the illustrations may not represent what the 

author envisioned.   

Photographs 

  I also looked at photographs, which I primarily used to compare to writing and 

other images. There are numerous photographs of women riding bicycles in the 1890s, 

some of women riding tricycles in the 1880s, and very few of women on velocipedes. I 

located almost all of the photographs I used digitally, either through Google searches, 

Wikimedia Commons, or through museums. Some of the photographs I used were 

offered to me for use by curators with cycling photographs in their collection. 

Photographs are important because one can see how garments looked on actual people, as 

opposed to depictions in idealized fashion plates. Due to the difficulty of catching 

bicyclists in motion, most of the photographs available are posed. It is impossible to 

know if the subject is posed with her own bicycle, or one borrowed for the occasion. 

Does the figure’s appearance accurately reflect how she looked during and after 

bicycling? Photographs do, however, provide a better sense than fashion illustrations of 

how clothing looked on the human body.  

Methods for Different Chapters 

 The way I approached my research varied depending on the period I was 

researching. Here I address the differences between researching velocipedes, tricycles, 

and safety bicycles.  

Velocipedes 

There are far fewer sources about velocipedes, which were popular between 1867 and 

1870. Unfortunately, I have not generally been able to access French publications, many 
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of which are available only at La Bibliothèque Nationale de France, or in unknown 

private collections. As I was not able to access them, I will be citing primarily through 

secondary data. I was, unsurprisingly, able to access American primary sources the most 

easily, so in discussing the velocipede, I have integrated primary sources with secondary 

sources. I located most of the American primary publications through secondary sources 

and was then able to do word searches or look through the table of contents to find 

related articles. For example, the entire New York Times is searchable, so I was able to 

locate stories on the velocipede that way. I also found some sources through searches on 

Ebay. Being able to search online using word searches greatly widened the number of 

sources I could search. For the velocipede, I have outlined the general history of women 

as velocipedists rather extensively relative to the dress history in order to provide context 

and because information for dress history is scant, although I was able to find sufficient 

primary examples to build an argument about dress. Through my Ebay search, I found 

two prints, one from Harper’s Weekly and one from Harper’s Bazaar, which have 

engravings of French women riding velocipedes. In order to compare the styles shown in 

the engravings to styles shown in French fashion magazines, I have looked at 

contemporary examples of women’s fashion from La Mode Illustrée, a French fashion 

magazine that was published from 1860 until 1914 (Olian, 1998). The examples Olian 

selected from 1867 until 1870 do not include any velocipede costumes, which probably 

were not shown, but are helpful for comparing other aspects of the costumes, such as 

sleeves, bodices and the construction of bustles.  

Tricycles 

 I was able to find more written information about tricycling dress and tricycling 

for women during the 1880s. For the most part, I relied on British and American 

publications for information on the discourse around women’s dress. I was able to access 

a few British accounts of cycling through magazines and guides published during the 

1880s, along with American magazines. There is clear evidence of discourse between 

British and American cyclists during this period. For example, the American artist Joseph 

Pennell created illustrations for Cycling by William Keppel (Viscount Bury) and G. Lacy 

Hillier and a British writer, “Faed” (Arthur James Wilson) contributed articles to the 
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American magazine Outing.   

I chose to focus on positive discourse around women tricycling. Male cyclists often 

were in favor of women riding tricycles or sociables, although their opinions on how 

women should ride varied. Women tricyclists naturally wrote in favor of other women 

taking up the sport. The main reason I examined  pro-tricycling sources is because they 

provide a much more rich account of the significance of women’s dress and include 

detailed descriptions of what women could wear. Dress reformers also were interested in 

women’s tricycling dress (e.g. “Rational Dress Exhibition,” 1883), but their impact on 

what most women wore for tricycling seems to have been small, so I did not focus on 

rational dress. 

In order to provide a better understanding of tricycling in general, my chapter starts 

with discussions on women tricycling that are not specifically about dress. In order to 

establish what tricycles were, I included a small section on tricycles that were developed 

for women. Men also rode tricycles, which can be seen in advertisements for tricycles, as 

well as in photographs. I then established a brief history of women riding with male 

companions on side-by-side sociables and later on tandems where one rider, usually the 

woman, rode in front.  

My focus in Chapter Five is on how tricycling dress was written about, although I 

also include a brief description of dress during this period to establish context. I analyzed 

some images, but in this period text is a richer source of information. Many images were 

included as illustrations to non-fictional or fictional accounts of cycling and cannot 

necessarily be relied upon as accurate depictions. However, they are useful in comparison 

to the ways that dress was discussed. Additionally, I also analyzed several photographs of 

women cycling. Because these photographs showed what people were wearing, they 

provided a different type of information than the illustrations that accompanied essays 

and fictional accounts of tricycling. 

The descriptions of women’s dress were prescriptive, even if some authors 

emphasized that they were merely providing suggestions. I did not try to establish 

definitively what women wore for tricycling during this period. Rather, my focus was on 

differing ways women were taught about what they might wear for tricycling and how 
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this relates to an emphasis on presenting tricycling as socially acceptable. The limited 

number of available sources for this time period reflects the limited number of women 

who were able to afford to ride tricycles.  

 Safety Bicycles 

  As there was so much material available on dressing for the safety bicycle, I 

divided my discussion into two chapters. Chapter Six, “The Wheelwoman’s Wardrobe” 

primarily addresses prescriptive advice and descriptions of women’s bicycling dress, as 

well as my analysis of extant garments. In Chapter Six, “The Matter of Dress” I address 

the physical complexity of women’s dress. I discuss the many components women wore, 

from selection of undergarments to recommendations for what to wear on the bottom. I 

utilized visual and material culture analysis. I also looked at descriptions of types of 

bicycling dress that were recommended, but my goal in this chapter was not to address 

deeper implications of these descriptions. I focus more on the significance of women’s 

dress and why dressing correctly was considered so important. In this chapter, I 

completed more in-depth textual analysis that considered why didactic information on 

how to dress was so important. My ultimate goal was not to determine exactly how 

women dressed, but to develop a hypothesis regarding why women’s dress was such an 

enormous component of the conversation about women’s bicycling.  

Limitations 

 There were limited opportunities to spend extensive time collecting data in 

additional locations. There are a number of resources that are available only in Britain 

and France, which would have added depth to this study. It would have been particularly 

helpful to be able to study French resources, as Warner (2006) is one of the only 

researchers to address women’s bicycling dress in France, and it was only a side note in 

her work. During the 1890s, English language sources emphasized what French women 

wore for cycling, but their claims most likely were exaggerated (Warner).  

 The sources I used tended to be popular sources that would have been relatively 

widely available in the nineteenth century. While these sources provide a sense of what 

the general public was reading, they do not tell me what they thought or what the average 

woman wore. During the 1890s, some working-class women, including women of color, 
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did ride bicycles, particularly as they became less expensive later in the decade, but their 

voices are absent. 

 Finally, I did not consider men’s dress except for peripherally, which is a 

common problem in dress histories (Breward, 1999; Taylor, 2002). While there are 

many fewer sources available that would help tell the story of men’s dress, men did wear 

adapted dress for bicycling and some writers did provide recommendations of what men 

should wear. It is true that men’s cycling dress changed less than women’s between the 

late 1860s and 1900, but there remains a story to be told about men’s bicycling dress and 

how it relates to cycling and gender.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

VELOCIPEDESTRIENNES: THE VELOCIPEDE AND DRESS IN THE LATE 1860S 

 

Women rode velocipedes in both France and the United States, but in Great Britain it 

was popular only among men (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004). However, there 

are at least some mentions of women riding velocipedes in Great Britain, which I found 

through searching Gale’s British Newspapers from 1600-1950. For example, the 

presumably French Mademoiselle Marie le Cair performed on velocipede in the 

Alhambra Music Hall in Aberdeen, Scotland and was recommended as an instructor for 

other women (“The Alhambra Music Hall, September 15, 1869). Still, there is much 

more evidence regarding how women’s velocipede riding was viewed in France and the 

United States. Although France is not the central focus in this project, the culture of the 

velocipede first developed in France before reaching the United States. Articles regarding 

the velocipede in France and images of French women riding velocipedes were published 

in the United States. During 1869, mentions of the velocipede were everywhere in 

American media.8  In this chapter, I address the context in which French and American 

women rode, and analyze contemporary attitudes toward women and the velocipede. 

Next, I discuss women’s fashions during the late 1860s, before describing the types of 

clothing that women may have worn for riding. Finally, I analyze the visual and written 

discourse regarding velocipedestriennes. There is no evidence of any cultural shift, or 

change in women’s every day dress, due to the popularity of the velocipede. As with later 

tricycling and bicycling dress, velocipede dress included both fashionable and specially 

adapted features that differed from everyday dress. The written discourse around 

velocipede dress anticipates future concerns about women’s tricycling and bicycling 

dress.  

Women and the Velocipede 

 In the late 1860s, French and American media addressed women’s velocipede 

riding. For women, riding a velocipede was fraught. There were private spaces, such as 

                                                
8 When I searched the online database Newspaper Archive for the term “velocipede” in 1869, there were 
4,088 mentions found in American newspapers included in their archive. In 1868, there were 294. 
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rinks or private gardens, where women could cycle with less censure, but riding 

velocipedes in public meant that men would be present. In France, women’s outdoor 

velocipede races became quite popular among spectators, but women’s races were less 

accepted in the United States. The first women to ride did so in France around 1868, 

where the velocipede first became popular, with some American women following suit.  

French Women and the Velocipede 

 Although riding velocipedes was a primarily masculine activity, some women did 

learn to ride them as well, although previous scholarship has not revealed a great deal 

about who these women were (see Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe & 

Mackintosh, 2015; Petty, 1996). Women began to race velocipedes in official 

competitions against other women starting in 1868 in Bordeaux, in southwestern France. 

In some cases, organizers were not successful at attracting female competitors, and in one 

case the competitors clearly did not know how to ride. Yet, by 1869, women’s races were 

de rigueur and became the most popular races of all: “A small contingent of highly adept 

female riders enlivened the French racing circuit and endeared themselves to an adoring 

public” (Herlihy,  p. 135). Herlihy did not speculate about why women’s races were so 

entrancing to people, but presumably seeing scantily clad women performing a physical 

act in public was quite thrilling. Herlihy wrote that “upscale” women were riding 

velocipedes (p. 81), but he did not define what he meant by upscale. As stated in my 

Review of Literature, Petty (1996) differentiated between “respectable” women who rode 

in riding halls and on particular streets, and “less respectable women” who raced in 

public. More recently, Norcliffe and Mackintosh implied that women who rode 

velocipedes were on the fringes of society. Still, for French women, riding the velocipede 

may have been more acceptable, as Henri Despaigne (1866) wrote that hunting and 

skating were “wholesome activities” to share with men (Quoted in Perrot, 1994, p. 92). 

However, there is simply not enough evidence at this point to establish the full range of 

French women who rode velocipedes.  

 The Bois de Boulogne, which was a large park on the outskirts of Paris, was 

frequented by many types of people. During the week, it tended to be a more upper class 

enclave, whereas on the weekends it was frequented by a wide range of Parisians (Adler, 
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1989). Parisian men rode velocipedes in the Bois de Boulogne, alongside carriages 

(Herlihy, 2004).  Society women rode in carriages in the Bois de Boulogne and rarely 

walked (Perrot, 1994), so it seems unlikely that women who were accepted members of 

the aristocracy would have ridden velocipedes, particularly in public. It thus seems 

improbable that women who raced tended to be from the upper echelons of society, 

although they may have had connections to the aristocracy. Women who owned 

velocipedes had to be wealthy enough to procure a very costly machine. Aspiring 

courtesans relied upon lovers and benefactors to provide them with luxury items. During 

the Second Empire (1852-1870) these cocodettes: “Openly advertised their sexual 

availability and their condition through luxury garments in the public spaces of high 

society such as Longchamp and the Bois de Boulogne” (Hiner, 2010, p. 32). It was 

commonly believed that a person belonging to the upper classes of Parisian society 

should have been able to recognize to what class a woman belonged based on her dress 

alone (Hiner). However, in reality, one could not always recognize a woman’s class 

based on her dress (Rounding, 2003). There are two known examples of courtesans who 

rode velocipedes, and it is quite possible that there were others as well.  

Cora Pearl and Blanche D’Atigny. Cora Pearl (1835-1886) was a courtesan 

who rode a velocipede (Gaboriau, 1991; Pearl, 1886). Pearl, née Emma Elizabeth 

Crouch, was an Englishwoman who became one of the most well-known courtesans in 

France. She was the mistress of various aristocrats, including Charles Duc de Morny, 

Napoleon III’s half brother, which demonstrates the degree to which she was connected 

to the French aristocracy, despite being far from aristocratic origins herself (Rounding, 

2003). In his 1906 biography of his father and brother Pierre and Ernest Michaux, 

Francisque Michaux reported that Cora Pearl asked his brother Henry to construct a 

velocipede in 1861. This biography, from which Gaboriau quotes, is almost certainly 

inaccurate in terms of dates, claiming that Pearl purchased a velocipede in 1861. Henry 

Michaux, who was 16 in 1861, claimed in 1893 that his father had invented the 

velocipede in 1861, but most other scholars point to a later date (Hadland & Lessing, 

2014). A contemporary source from 1868 cites a Parisian publication Pilori, which 

mentioned Pearl riding a velocipede. 1868 is a much more feasible date (“Foreign 



   57 

 

Notes,” June 13, 1868). In her autobiography, Pearl did not mention when she rode a 

velocipede.  

 Blanche d’Antigny, who also enjoyed a period as one of the top courtesans, also 

rode a velocipede (Rounding, 2003). D’Antigny (1840-1874), born Marie-Ernestine 

Antigny, was a celebrity by the age of 18 (Richardson, 2000). She posed nude for 

Courbet and supposedly was the inspiration for Emile Zola's character Nana (Dodge, 

1996). An artist painted her standing next to a velocipede  (see Dodge, p. 39; Figure 10). 

According to Rounding, d’Antigny had ridden in the circus, although she presumably 

meant on a horse not on a velocipede. I found very little about Pearl’s and D’Antigny’s 

use of velocipedes, and found no information about how well they rode or for how long. 

However, both women were well-known, had aristocratic lovers, and a taste for luxuries 

(Richardson), which suggests that other women, at least in their social class, adopted 

velocipedes as a fashionable toy. During this period, news of the velocipede reached the 

United States, as well.  

American Perspectives on France 

Although the first velocipedes were popularized in France, people living in the 

United States were aware of the velocipede before it left France. American publications 

began to address the Parisian velocipede craze in 1867 (e.g. “Editorial Summary,” 

Scientific American, September 28, 1867, p. 197). The following year, the new 

American fashion magazine Harper’s Bazaar published a long article on the velocipede 

in Paris. The article described how the machines worked, as well as addressing different 

types, including tricycle velocipedes. The tricycle velocipede was much easier to use 

and tended to be ridden by women (with smaller versions ridden by children): “As the 

fair sex largely patronize this vehicle [the tricycle], the seat is more commodious than 

that of the bicycle, having sides and back of wicker, and a horsehair cushion to sit upon” 

(“Velocipedes,” December 5, 1868, p. 923). It was reported that while women watched 

velocipede races in the suburbs of Paris, and rode velocipedes casually, they did not yet 

compete in official races. However, women apparently were: “Ready enough to engage 

in a contest with any casual cavalier whom they may encounter on his velocipede in the 

Bois de Boulogne” (p. 924; Figure 11). There was a distinction between a woman 
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engaging in an official competition— particularly with men— and a woman “racing” 

against men in the park. Perhaps because women were riding with men in France, rather 

than in the United States, the tone was rather blasé and did not criticize these women 

cyclists. That is, because Americans imagined that French women were different than 

American women (Warner, 2006),  the writers may not have been worried that 

American women would soon follow suit. In some cases, women velocipedists were 

described as performers, which would have placed them outside of proper middle and 

upper-class womanhood in both France and the United States. Still, as will be discussed 

later on, the parameters of what constituted a performance are not always clear, and all 

performances were not equivalent. At other times, however, writers attempted to 

legitimize the idea of women taking up cycling, particularly in articles on the United 

States.9 

American Women and the Velocipede 

Opinions on American women riding the velocipede were mixed. Not everyone 

believed it was feasible for women to ride. According to the correspondent to The 

Velocipedist, Earnest Travers de Vere (March 1869), who wrote from Chicago:  

The fair sex have the mania, but in their case, like consumption, it is incurable. 
There are a thousand reasons why it is a misfortune to be a woman, but just now, 
the chief of all of them is, she can’t straddle a velocipede. Like shaving, the 
machine is an exclusive masculine appurtenance. (p. 3) 

By comparing women’s desire to ride velocipedes to an incurable illness, de Vere 

implied that it was unnatural for women to ride. Straddling had strong sexual 

connotations: “To ride astride (or have the legs apart) was considered to be provocative 

and to symbolize sexual abandonment” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 89). Given that another 

article in the same issue, which stole some lines from an earlier article from The New 

York Times, mentioned tricycle velocipedes, it is unclear why de Vere did not list the 

tricycle velocipede as an option. Suggesting that women could not ride may have even 

been a way to goad women into wanting to ride all the more. Women certainly could 

ride tricycles, but, there were two-wheeled machines available as well: “The ladies want 

                                                
9 Most written discourse I have found on the velocipede in France is filtered through an American 
perspective. 
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a little of the risk and dash which attends the riding of the two-wheeled veloce, and will 

hardly be content with a machine that cannot possibly upset or run into somebody”  

(“Velocipedes for Ladies,” January 31, 1869 p. 8d; “Velocipedes for ladies,” March, 

1869, p. 2).  The tricycle was framed as being safer and more rideable by women, but 

also as not as much fun to ride.  

 Velocipedes became quite fashionable. In Boston,  for example, “along our most 

fashionable thoroughfares, there was a brilliant display of ‘velocipede gloves,’ 

‘velocipede caps,’ ‘velocipede shoes,’” (“Furore,” March 11, 1869). Overall, negative 

opinions appear to have been drowned out by many other articles concluding that women 

could and even should ride velocipedes (e.g. “Furore,” March 11, 1869; “Velocipedes,” 

January 28, 1869; “Velocipedes for ladies,” January 31, 1869; “Velocipedes for ladies,” 

March, 1869; “Velocipede furor,” February 19, 1869). An article reported that: “We hear 

of a number of maids and matrons learning to ride with great dexterity and grace, and 

with an ease and agility fairly surprising too over-nice people who are not willing to 

believe that a lady can appear upon a velocipede without making a most indelicate 

exposure of her person” (“Furore,” March 11, 1869).  This article suggested that both 

married and unmarried women were learning to ride, as they certainly did not use the 

term “maid” to refer to household servants. Writers in favor of the velocipede often 

emphasized the graceful and lady-like manner in which women rode and dressed.  

Public and Private Aspects of Velocipedes 

 In the United States, many women seemed to have ridden velocipedes primarily 

indoors, where they could remain anonymous and ride away from men. Women had more 

leeway in behavior and dress when they exercised in private (Warner, 2006). In both 

France and the United States, an intermediate option was to ride out in the country, 

particularly on private estates, although there is very little information on women who 

rode under those circumstances. The United States had notoriously poor roads, which 

would have made riding outdoors more challenging, especially on such an uncomfortable 

machine (see Herlihy, 2004). Riding on city streets or in city parks was much more 

public, and presumably much less common. Some women performed in public halls, and 

even engaged in outdoor races, with the latter being more common in France.  
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 Velocipede schools. Velocipede schools opened up across the United States, some 

of which offered private ladies’ classes. For example, at Burnham’s school in Brooklyn, 

the proprietor’s wife, Mrs. Burnham, demonstrated to other women how to ride a two-

wheeled velocipede: “None but ladies are admitted to the hall during the ladies’ class 

exercise, and all who have seen Mrs. Burnham ride are in a fever to learn the art 

themselves” (“Velocipede furor,” February 19, 1869, 2b). An article in the Indianapolis 

Journal reported that: “Chase of the Astor Velocipede Halls, Vesey street [sic], New 

York, has eight lady pupils, and some of the fair riders manage their steeds very 

gracefully” (“Velocipediana,” May 6, 1869, 3c). Mr. H. B. Witty planned to open a 

women’s only school in his building, where women would have a separate entrance and 

no men would be permitted entrance (“Witty’s female school,” March 16, 1869). Susan 

B. Anthony, who herself learned to ride a velocipede at the Hanlon Brothers’ rink in New 

York (“Velocipedes,” January 28, 1869), imagined a: “Graceful, healthy and useful 

exercise for all women” (quoted in Herlihy, p. 110). Anthony reportedly was among 

5,000 velocipede students in New York alone, although only she and Henry Ward 

Beecher were named and it is unclear what percentage of these riders were women 

(“Velocipedes”).10 However, Anthony, who was a famous civil rights activist, can hardly 

be seen as representing the typical American woman from this period. Many people 

would have perceived a woman riding a velocipede as a radical act (Herlihy). Certainly, 

the velocipede was a fad in which a number of women participated, but Anthony’s vision 

was ahead of its time. Ultimately, women could not ride in public in the same manner as 

men, and the velocipede needed to be adapted to make it suitable for women 

(“Velocipedes for ladies,” January 31, 1869).     

 Private and public riding. “Private” women who rode velocipedes were often 

mentioned in newspapers, although never by name. One article reported that Clinton 

Street in New York was a popular place for velocipedists to ride on Saturdays, and 

                                                
10 The Hanlon Brothers were British acrobats who briefly owned a share in a velocipede school in New 
York (Cosdon, 2009). Anthony was a well-known equal rights activist, who was quoted in The Revolution, 
a newspaper she founded with Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Both were proponents of the bicycle (Neejer, 2011). 
Unfortunately, the microfilm from the March 11, 1869 issue of The Revolution is barely legible, making it 
difficult to confirm the quote. 
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Pearsall, who produced velocipedes, was  “accompanied by a lady rider, who attracted 

great attention” (“Velocipede race— a lady rider in Brooklyn,” March 28, 1869, 8d). This 

particular comment almost certainly was not intended to be complimentary, particularly 

given how much many articles went out of their way to compliment velocipedestriennes 

when it suited their purpose. For example, one writer described a demonstration at the 

Jersey City Velocipedrome as “pleasing,” and went on to explain that:   

The riders were not ‘professional’ but ladies moving in private life, who, having 
learned to ride for recreative exercise,  have consented to perform in public 
simply to prove that ladies can ride the bicycle velocipedes without any sacrifice 
of modesty or respect of their friends. (“Progress of the velocipede,” April 10, 
1869, p. 228) 

An important distinction was made between women who were professionals performing 

on the velocipede and women who wished to ride in private for their own health. Yet, 

there is some slippage between categories, as the demonstration took place in an indoor 

public space and the story was published in a newspaper. The writer took pains to define 

what type of woman was riding, but had he not, would anyone have been able to tell 

which “type” of woman he was discussing?  In order for velocipede riding to become 

popular among upper-class women, who could afford to purchase a machine, women had 

to know that it was a feasible activity. Yet, how did one entice women to ride? If it were 

too private, very few women would even know it was possible, but if it were too public, 

women might be scared away. 

 Performers also could be a source of inspiration for other women. For example, 

professional trick riders such as Carrie Moore and Edith Shuler were at times 

complimented on their riding (e.g. “Furore,” March 11, 1869; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; 

“Untitled,” October 21, 1869). An advertisement claimed that Carrie Moore “Queen of 

the Velocipede” was the first American woman to learn to ride a velocipede 

(“Horticultural Hall,” March 10, 1869). Of course, not all commentary on performers was 

positive. One writer commented that Moore: “Rides the velocipede like a man. This is a 

record of fact, and is not intended as a compliment” (“Witty’s Female School,” March 

16, 1869, column c). Still, other sources emphasized that Moore was a model other 

women should emulate (“Furore”). Moore was hired to give lessons to other women, at 
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Witty’s private ladies’ school (Herlihy, 2004; “Witty’s female school,”). Although there 

is a clear distinction between a woman like Moore, who made a living performing as a 

velocipedist and skater, and unnamed women, the fact that Moore was considered an 

appropriate instructor suggests that the distinctions between types of women were never 

quite as clear as was imagined. Granted, given how quickly the velocipede mania 

appeared, there were few individuals who were proficient at riding, and a woman in the 

public eye might still have been considered a more appropriate instructor than any man, 

other than perhaps a woman’s husband or brother, or family friend. As Warner (2006) has 

discussed, this expectation was the norm when it came to women’s sports, as women and 

girls were expected to learn to engage in other activities, such as skating or swimming out 

of the public eye and the only appropriate instructors were brothers or close friends. 

Husbands, presumably, would also have been acceptable.  

 Races. Another aspect of velocipede riding was races, which were usually limited 

to the masculine realm. Some writers were opposed to all velocipede racing, including 

men’s races, thinking it as a nuisance, but were not opposed to velocipedes in general 

(e.g. “Velocipede Race,” March 28, 1869). Women racing was, of course, even less 

acceptable than races involving men: “Velocipede races for lady riders are out of place 

and anything but attractive” (“Velocipede race at Jersey City,” May 2, 1869, p. 8c). 

However, another article mentioned an exhibition that included a race as well as 

velocipede performances by women, seemingly without censure (“Velocipede 

Exhibition,” July 28, 1869). One inventor displayed a three-wheeled velocipede at the 

Pearsall brothers’ school, with the hope that ladies on three-wheeled velocipedes would 

be able to compete against men on two-wheeled velocipedes (“Velocipede Notes,” 

Scientific American, February 20, 1869). Carrie Moore took part in a “slow race” in 

Boston, which was open to everyone (“Furore,” March 11, 1869). In the 1890s, it 

became common for wealthy women who rode bicycles to take part in “slow races,” 

where the last to finish won. However, as a slow race was a feat of balance and grace, 

rather than a feat of speed, it most likely was not understood in the same manner. 

Late 1860s Fashion 

 Prior to discussing women’s dress for the velocipede in detail, I will begin with a 
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brief discussion of fashion during the late 1860s. The arbiters of women’s fashion during 

the 1860s were based in France and England (Severa, 1995). Women from all classes 

followed which types of dress were fashionable. Paris fashions were disseminated in 

other European cities, in Britain and the United States. Women also obtained information 

on fashionable dress from their dress makers, as well as from patterns (Cunningham, 

2003). Thus my discussion of fashion during this period will encompass styles worn by 

French, British, and American women. French images of women riding velocipedes were 

published in the United States in popular magazines, including Harper’s Bazaar, so an 

understanding of French fashion is relevant both because many fashions emerged from 

France and because most of the images of women on velocipedes originated in France.  

There are various sources that provide detailed descriptions of the evolution of 

fashion during the nineteenth century (e.g. Cunnington 1937/1990; Gernsheim, 1981; 

Severa, 1995), so I will provide only a brief overview. Women’s bodices tended to be 

short-waisted. Bodices and jackets had sleeves that Severa referred to as “coat sleeve” (p. 

212). which was a relatively loose style that curved at the elbow (Severa). In 1869, 

bodices with deep Vs and sleeves that opened into a bell shape became fashionable 

(Cunnington). Generally, the bodices on women’s velocipede clothing were rather short, 

with narrow wrist-length sleeves.  

Throughout the 1860s, hoop skirts became increasingly plain and flat at the front and 

became quite narrow in the hips by the end of the decade. Women in Paris began leaving 

out hoop skirts entirely (Severa, 1995). The fullness moved from the sides to the back, 

developing into the bustle (Gernsheim, 1981; Severa; Figure 12).Women began to loop 

up their skirts revealing their petticoats when they were in the country or at the beach as 

early as 1857, and drawn-up skirts with colored petticoats became fashionable for 

walking dresses during the 1860s. By 1866, walking skirts were introduced that could not 

be lowered and were made to show the petticoat (Gernsheim, 1981). The need for a 

separate walking dress was an additional expense for women (Cunnington, 1937,1990; 

Gernsheim). Walking dresses were simply dresses with shortened skirts. During late 

1860s, skirts with flounces at the bottom were fashionable. In 1869, large bows at the 

back were fashionable (Cunnington), which can be seen in women’s velocipede dress as 
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well. Colored petticoats and flounces also feature in some velocipede costumes.  

In Paris, in order to be socially acceptable, a woman needed to put an immense 

amount of effort into her wardrobe. In Le code de la mode, written in 1866 by Henri 

Despaigne detailed the amount of effort required and number of clothes a woman would 

need:  

A society woman who wants to be well dressed for all occasions requires at least 
seven or eight toilettes per day; a morning dress, a riding outfit, an elegant simple 
gown for lunch, a day dress if walking, an afternoon dress for visiting by carriage, 
a smart outfit to drive through the Bois de Boulogne . . . .(quoted by Perrot, p. 91-
92) 

not to mention evening gowns and dress for different seasons and activities such hunting 

and skating. Women of means outside of France were also expected to have outfits for a 

variety of occasions (see Cunnington, 1937/1990; Gernsheim, 1981). For some women, 

this would have meant having a velocipede costume as well. Interestingly, skating was 

popular among working class American girls before it caught on with upper class “young 

ladies” (Warner, 2006), but given the cost of velocipedes, the working classes certainly 

did not own them, although they may have rented them. 

Visual Evidence and Technical Descriptions 

 There is some visual evidence of what women might have actually worn while 

riding the velocipede in France and the United States. Women are shown riding both 

bicycle and tricycle velocipedes, typically dressed in skirts shortened to near the knee, 

frequently over bloomers that ended just below the knee (e.g. Figure 10). Bloomers worn 

under a fashionably-shaped shortened skirt originated with the dress reform movement of 

the 1850s, although bloomers were shortened for velocipedes. Still, no argument can be 

made that the velocipede significantly impacted fashions worn by women for other 

activities. There is also no evidence that riding in bloomers was specifically linked to the 

dress reform movement of the 1850s. Bloomers have been linked to both Turkish trousers 

and women’s sanitariums in Europe (Fischer, 2001; Warner, 2006).11 As velocipede 

bloomers were meant to be worn only for cycling, they were not a true reform dress, 

                                                
11 Fischer (2001) provided a thorough account of reform dress in Pantaloons and Power: A Nineteenth 
Century Dress Reform in the United States. In a footnote, Warner cites correspondence with Charlotte 
Jirousek, who identified the entire outfit worn by Amelia Bloomer as copying Turkish dress. 
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although they were most likely inspired by reform dress and exercise costumes.  

According to Warner, women’s bathing costumes during this period also were based on 

the bloomer costume, and women’s bathing had stemmed from women taking waters at 

gender segregated spas. Warner also included an illustration of skater in Brooklyn from 

1862, which showed one of the female figures dressed in a shortened skirt with ankle-

length bloomers  (p. 40).  The costumes women were depicted wearing to ride the 

velocipede were reminiscent of both reform dress, bathing costumes, and skating 

costumes, but there was variation among all of these categories. Based on visual and 

written evidence, it seems that women who rode tricycle velocipedes, as opposed to 

bicycle velocipedes, were less likely to have visible bloomers, as they could ride in 

somewhat longer skirts. In all of the images, the figures wore similar caps, which were 

small, round, and tended to be trimmed with either a ribbon or a feather. All of these 

garments were fitted in the bodice and were meant to be flattering and alluring. 

 Tricycle velocipedes. In December, 1868 the American women’s magazine 

Harper’s Bazaar published an article on the velocipede in Paris that included an image 

showing people on velocipedes, riding at the Bois de Boulogne (Figure 11). The caption 

read: “Race of velocipedes (bicycles and tricycles) in the Bois de Boulogne” (p. 924).  

The image most likely was not meant to guide women in how to dress, but was instead 

meant to depict a scene. In the image, there are two men on velocipedes, and one lady, 

along with a couple walking. The woman who is walking appears to be very fashionably 

dressed in a bustled skirt, although neither walking figures are rendered with much 

attention to detail. The man riding a velocipede who is fully visible wears a jacket and 

narrow full-length plaid trousers. Both men wear hats that have ribbons, which help 

provide a sense of motion as they fly behind the riders. The woman riding a velocipede 

wears a striped dress that has a very short skirt, which hits at the middle of her shins. The 

bodice has a pointed collar and narrow cuffed sleeves that fall to her wrist, and the collar 

appears rather masculine compared to many necklines. However, the French fashion 

magazine La Mode Illustrée included a more masculine "sailor bodice" in 1868 and a 

riding habit with a pointed collar the following year (see Olian, 1998). As in fashionable 

dress, the waist is quite narrow. The vertically striped skirt also is rather narrow and has a 
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band at the bottom. She wears an apron around her waist that creates some fullness at the 

back of the skirt. She wears boots that come up past her ankle, but there is a gap between 

her boots and her skirt, although she must have been wearing stockings. She has a ribbon 

tied around her waist that flaps behind her in the wind, like a larger version of the ribbons 

on the men’s hats. She is riding a tricycle, although only two wheels are visible in the 

image. Unlike the male figures, the woman depicted is sitting in a seat rather than on a 

saddle. Both the seat and the three wheels would have made it easier for her to ride in 

skirts. What the figure wears beneath her skirt cannot be seen, but she most likely wore 

some type of bloomers or possibly pantalettes. “Pantalettes” were: “Loose drawers or 

trousers with a frill at the bottom of each leg, worn by young girls in the second quarter 

of the nineteenth century” (Fischer, 2001, p. 7). The figure is not riding in a formal race, 

but it appears to be out riding on her own. The figures walking in the opposite direction, 

clearly are staring at her as she races by, suggesting that she, at the very least, worth 

taking note of. Although American sources wrote about French women as if it were more 

acceptable for them to ride, it is likely that many people in France would have found it 

just as shocking as their American counterparts.  

 Paul-Émile-Anthony Morlon (1845-1905), who signed his work A. Morlon, 

produced an undated lithograph of velocipedestriennes racing tricycles, which may very 

well depict the Bois de Boulogne (Figure 13). As the women wear rather sumptuous 

costumes, and are watched only by a small crowd of three men while they race through 

the woods, this race mostly likely was an unofficial race. Morlon probably produced this 

image circa 1868 or 1869, although it is possibly that he created it later. All four of the 

figures, with the possible exception of the figure dressed in black at the back, appear to 

be dressed in an over-dress or smock and under-dress that fall past the knee. The figure in 

front, who raises her left arm up, possibly in victory, is clad in a cream and vertical-black 

striped underdress.  Like the two figures behind her, her over-dress has straps over the 

edge of her shoulders and the outer-neckline is cut so that it falls at the mid-point of her 

bust line, while the underdress has a small standing-band collar. The neckline of the 

outer-dress, the bows tied around her neck and waist, and the trim at her sleeves and at 

the bottom of her overskirt are all dark-colored lace. The waistline of all of the dresses is 
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relatively high, perhaps an inch or two above the natural waist, and is cinched. The over-

dress is an orange-beige and coordinates with her delicate, bronze calf-height boots. The 

skirts are quite full, but nonetheless drape over the figures bodies to clear show the 

outline of their legs. The figures in back are dressed quite similarly. The figure on the 

right wears a cream under-dress and black overdress. Her underdress buttons up the front. 

The figure on the left wears a light-blue under-dress, and a white over-dress. Although 

their skirts are much shorter than other types of dress, and have less volume at the back 

than fashionable dress, they clearly are adapted from fashionable silhouettes.  

 La Musée de la Voiture has a French doll from around 1869 who is riding a 

velocipede (Figure 14). The doll, which has the form of an adult, is dressed similarly to 

the other figures on tricycles. French dolls from this period tended to be dressed in 

accurate fashions and were one way that fashionable dress was disseminated (Peers, 

2004). Her dress looks like a functional adaptation of everyday wear. Riding a red 

tricycle, the doll is clad in a high-waisted dress with a high, turned-down collar with a 

locket at the base of her throat and velocipede earrings. The waistline of the bodice, 

which is just below the bust line, is similar to the neckline of the overdresses in the 

previous example. The doll’s bodice is cream with red, gray and light-blue vertical 

stripes. Her striped skirt appears to be full and quite short— when seated it reaches to 

mid-shin. The overskirt appears to made of gray or green-gray velvet and comes to just 

below the knee. It is trimmed in three rows of gold ribbon. The bodice also has matching 

velvet epaulets that also include three rows of gold ribbon trim. The underskirt matches 

the bodice. It is difficult to tell from a photo what she wears beneath her skirt, but she 

wears a petticoat or pantalettes. The doll also wears a matching velvet hat and gold 

bicycle earrings. The general shape of her skirt does fit with the period. It is quite full, but 

there does appear to be more fullness at the back than at the front.  

Bicycle velocipedes. Women who rode bicycle velocipedes generally were 

depicted wearing skirts that fell just below the knee instead of to mid-shin and have 

visible bloomers. The painting of courtesan Blanche d’Antigny depicted her posed next 

to a velocipede in front of what appears to be a country estate (Figure 10). No other 

figures are present in the image. She creates a more somber and even severe picture than 
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the other examples. Her dress and calf-length boots are black, and her bloomers are dark 

brown. She wears a fitted bodice with buttons at center front, and narrow sleeves that 

appear to have a fashionable low armscye. She has a small white standing-band collar 

with matching cuffs, and holds white gloves in her left hand. Her dress is belted and has a 

chain at the waist, and she almost certainly was corseted. Her skirt is full over the hips 

and quite short, hitting above her knee. Her bloomers are not especially full and appear to 

be tucked into boots just below her knees. D’Antigny’s dark clothes contrast against her 

pale skin and against the muted countryside behind her. Her pose and her dark clothing 

are both rather masculine, but her figure is clearly feminine. A quiet, private estate would 

no doubt have been considered much more appropriate for this garb, although having a 

portrait painting would have negated the privacy of the scene. Still, having her portrait 

painted in a quiet country scene would have sent a different message than illustrations of 

women racing in the Bois de Boulogne in Paris, in Bordeaux, or in other urban parts of 

France.  

There are some examples illustrating what American women may have worn to ride 

the velocipede. Illuminated Western World, a weekly American publication out of New 

York published opinions in favor of women riding the velocipede, even if they were 

writing astride. In “Notes and Correspondences” (March 13, 1869) they wrote to Gracie 

Stevens: “Yes, it is perfectly proper for you to sit astride the velocipede, as is demanding 

the right to ride. This talk about it being immodest for a lady to ride astride is all 

impertinence. Simply let a lady be properly costumed. . . .” (p. 8). The editors say nothing 

of what a proper costume entails, but the illustration included in the same issue “The 

Velocipede Belle” (March 13, 1869) might provide a clue (Figure 15).  Based on the 

caption, the rider could be meant to be either American or French. The figure is riding a 

bicycle velocipede in front of two male figures who ride behind her. She wears a red 

bodice that buttons in the front and has narrow long sleeves. Her knee-length skirt is light 

brown and is worn over red and white vertically striped bloomers that are cuffed over 

boots that hit at her mid-calf. Her skirt is based on a fashionable bustled silhouette and 

thus has more fullness at the back than the front. It also has two rows of ruffles, one of 

which is at the hem and one of which is applied to the skirt a couple of inches higher. Her 
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bloomers are relatively full, but are shorter than the bloomers from the 1850s. She also 

has a sash tied around her waist which flaps in the wind. She appears to be riding in a 

park. She could be out riding on her own or accompanied by unrelated men, both of 

which would be quite risqué, or it is possible that the male figures are meant to be 

chaperones.  The scene is perhaps purposefully ambiguous, although  a contemporary 

reader may have had a clearer idea of the interactions between the figures.  

 There is very little photographic evidence of women dressed to ride a velocipede, 

but there is an extant carte-de-visite, which is most likely North American, of a trick rider 

whose last name was “Black” (Figure 16). The costume Black wore is not dissimilar from 

other velocipede costumes. Her dark-colored bodice is fitted and buttons down the center 

front. Her sleeves have a fashionably low armscye. The bodice has pointed peplums and 

both the peplums and sleeves appear to be trimmed in light-colored braid. She wears a 

standing band collar tie with a small dark-colored ribbon at the top, and light-colored 

gauntlet gloves, which most likely protected her hands during tricks. Her fitted bloomers 

match her bodice and also are trimmed in braid. Her skirt is light-colored, hitting above 

the knee. It is difficult to tell, but it appears that Black’s bloomers have wide, light-

colored cuffs tucked into ankle boots with a small heel. The heel would have helped her 

feet stay on the velocipede’s cylindrical pedals, which were meant to rest under the arch 

of the foot, unlike modern pedals that rest under the ball. The carte-de-visite is 

particularly valuable because it provides evidence that the illustrations of women riding 

bicycle velocipedes are at least relatively accurate.  

 On December 19, 1868 Harper’s Weekly included an image of four women 

velocipedists racing in Paris (Figure 3). The caption reads: “Velocipede race in Paris— 

Sunday Afternoon.”12 The image is a reproduction of an engraving by Godefroy Durand, 

a French artist who worked for L’Univers Illustré  (“Godefroy Durand”, n.d.). However, 

the original image, Figure 2,  which was published in the French magazine Le Monde 

Illustré on November 1, 1868 showed the figures with their legs uncovered (Ambrose 

2013; Wosk, 2001). The original version shows a larger view of the scene and includes 

men standing to the right of the racing figures, apparently watching them intently. In both 
                                                
12 Herlihy (2004) claimed that the image actually depicted the first women’s velocipede race in Bordeaux. 



   70 

 

images, the background includes fashionably dressed men and women watching the race. 

In both versions, the racers are dressed similarly to each other, but not identically, and 

their clothing differs from how fashionable French women would have dressed in their 

everyday lives. However, their clothing does reflect fashionable dress, although it might 

not have been read that way at the time. All four figures wear bodices in a fashionable 

silhouette and appear to be corseted. The most visible rider is wearing a bodice with 

relatively full sleeves that come to just below her elbow and may be rolled up. She wears 

a full skirt that is billowing back to reveal her legs. In Figure 2, her left leg is revealed to 

her thigh. In Figure 3, the American adaption, she wears billowing bloomers that taper to 

the ankle. The other three riders all have more narrow sleeves that appear cuffed and 

come to their wrists. In Figure 2 the other riders appear to be wearing very short 

bloomers that fall to mid-thigh, although they may be wearing skirts that are bunched up. 

In Figure 3, the adaption of the clothes of the two riders at the back look was not entirely 

successful, as their pantaloons emerge awkwardly from bunched fabric around their hips. 

The clothes of final rider, who may be in the lead, were adapted for American audiences 

so that she simply appears to be wearing bloomers. Most likely the women would have 

been wearing stockings, but it is not possible to tell from the illustration. Three of the 

four riders have scarves that look like wings flying behind them and wear hats with 

feathers. The article on the velocipedes from the same issue makes no mention of women 

riding (“The American velocipede”), and one cannot read the image as a fashion plate, as 

it is not meant to be instructional on how to dress for riding a velocipede. The 

discrepancy of the figures’ legs in the original French and altered American versions of 

the image suggest different attitudes toward body-revealing clothing.  

Written Discourse on Women’s Dress for the Velocipede 

Whether or not the dress that the few women wore to cycle actually was functional, 

discussions in favor of women cycling tried to make the dress seem that it was. All of the 

information I have found written about dressing for the velocipede has been about how 

women should dress, with nary an article that discussed what men should wear. Part of 

the reason that women’s dress was a common subject and men’s dress was not is because 

men’s everyday clothing was more adapted for physical activities, making it less 
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necessary to write about what men should wear. Of course, the enormous differences 

between men’s and women’s dress also stemmed from and spoke to understandings about 

how different men and women were thought to be. Many others have written about the 

role of dress in western European and American women’s lives during the nineteenth 

century, which I will not discuss extensively here.  

Practical discussions of dress. There was some practical discussion of how 

American women could dress for riding the velocipede.  As some people were concerned 

about the propriety of women straddling bicycles (e.g. de Vere, March 1869; “Notes on 

the Velocipede,” January 30, 1869), manufacturers developed tricycle velocipedes, and 

even one that was side saddle (“Velocipedes for ladies,” January 31, 1869). The latter 

would have been much more difficult to ride, while a tricycle was easier to use because it 

did not require learning to balance. In 1868, before the velocipede craze had taken off in 

the United States, one writer for Scientific American writer anticipated the arrival of 

tricycles: “The ladies will need something of the kind, and for obvious reasons; unless 

they don the Bloomer [sic] costume, they will not be able to ride on the two-wheeled 

machine” (“Editorial Summary,” November 4, 1868, p. 292).  Riding tricycle velocipedes 

made it possible for women to wear longer skirts, as seen in images of women riding 

tricycles. At Apollo Hall, the Pearsall brothers introduced a lady’s velocipede known as 

the “Peerless” velocipede, ridden by the Pearsalls’ sister, which allowed a woman to wear 

ordinary dress “just as she would take her seat in her carriage” (“Velocipedes,” April 6, 

1869, p. 5e; “Velocipede notes,” April 24, 1869). Scientific American remarked the 

velocipede was: “Altogether a most attractive design, and will, we think, speedily 

become a favorite with the fair sex” (p. 267).  

As stated, some women preferred to ride a bicycle velocipede (e.g. “Velocipedes for 

ladies,” January 31, 1869). Two-wheeled velocipedes required adapted clothing and some 

manufacturers made two-wheel velocipedes for women. One made with a curved rather 

than a straight frame and a seat rather than a saddle would allow a lady to mount and ride 

in a more acceptable manner. This design foreshadows the drop-frame safety bicycle, 

which was invented nearly twenty years later. One anonymous writer, who was 

presumably a man, wrote that it initially appeared that  a young woman would ride the 
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bicycle velocipede only if she were disguised “in the lovely garnish of a boy” before 

acknowledging that there were other, more suitable options (“Velocipedes for Ladies,” 

March 1869). One newspaper stated that, “Ladies are anxiously at work trying to invent a 

suitable costume for velocipedestrianism. We recommend an abbreviated Bloomer [sic]” 

(“Local chat,” February 4, 1869, column c). However much some sources may have 

recommended bloomers, the garment certainly would have been regarded as scandalous 

(Warner, 2006). During the same event where Miss Pearsall exhibited a velocipede, two 

women exhibited a Pickering machine: “This required a dress specially adapted for the 

machine. The ladies rode with a degree of modest grace charmingly attractive, and their 

skill was envied by the fair sex present” (“Velocipedes,” April 6, 1869, p. 5e) Women 

who were not comfortable wearing bloomers could, at least in theory, dress in a costume 

that could be transformed for riding:  

Let the outer dress be made as to button its entire length in front— the back part 
should be made to button from the bottom to a post about three-eighths of a yard up 
the skirt. This arrangement does not detract at all from the appearance of an ordinary 
walking costume. When the wearer wishes to prepare for a drive, she simply loosens 
two or three of the lower buttons at the front and back, and bringing together the two 
ends of each side, separately, buttons them in this way around each ankle. This gives 
a full skirt around each ankle, and, when mounted, the dress falls gracefully at each 
side of the front wheel. (“Velocipedes for Ladies,” March 1869, p. 2) 

The costume would form full trousers starting just below the knee, which is hard to 

imagine working terribly well. The description is written to normalize the idea of a 

woman being seen in public in anything other than typical long skirts. The costume 

almost certainly would not have been understood by the rider’s contemporaries as a skirt, 

as a “a full skirt around each ankle” would still have been read as trousers, as were 

divided skirts in the 1890s (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990). There is no evidence of whether 

or not the costume was successfully produced and worn, although the article goes on to 

say that a club consisting of six young ladies would practice riding in these costumes and 

ensure that they would be perfected so that they could ride in the park in the summer. The 

article does not mention that riding outside was not the most socially acceptable manner 

of cycling.  

Dress indoors. One solution to the question of what women would wear to ride the 
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velocipede was to have women ride inside gymnasiums, away from the eyes of men, 

where it would be acceptable for them to dress in a more practical manner. If women 

were riding in private, they could theoretically wear a more functional garment, which 

most likely would have entailed shortened skirts over bloomers, as even in private 

women most likely did not dress in trousers alone. At Burnham’s hall, in Brooklyn, 

women wore the same clothes for private velocipede classes as they did for calisthenics 

classes, which were considered quite appropriate and: “Not half as much exposé of the 

nether limbs being made as in the ordinary walking attire” (“The velocipede furor”, 

February 19, 1869, p. 2b). Warner (2006) included an image of a gymnastics dress from 

1862, which looks remarkably similar to velocipede costumes, although the waist is less 

fitted (p. 174). Women at Burnham’s hall, and elsewhere, most likely dressed in this 

manner.  In March, 1869 there was a ladies’ velocipede exhibition at Hanlon Hall in New 

York City. The machines were lower to the ground than “ordinary” machines, in order to 

make it easier to get on and off.  As was typical, there was a seat instead of a saddle. Two 

young ladies demonstrated the machines, pedaling:  

. . .in the same manner as men. They were dressed in a very becoming costume 
of dark woolen stuff, their skirts being divided at the bottom and buttoning 
around the trousers, not unlike the trousers of a Zouave, and exposing the neatest 
foot and Chaussure that can be imagined. (“Progress of the Velocipede,” 
Scientific American, April 10, 1869, p. 228) 

 A zouave costume refers to a short, collarless jacket, typically trimmed in braid. They 

were based on costumes worn by Algerian soldiers (“Zouaves”) who fought for the 

French army (Tortora & Eubank, 2010). Zouave trousers, traditionally worn by men, 

were similar to bloomers and featured wide legs and a dropped crotch (Cumming, 

Cunnington & Cunnington, 2010). This particular writer thought that velocipede riding 

would become popular in “halls set apart for the purpose” (p. 228). However, once again, 

the demonstration itself was a combination of public and private, although the schools 

themselves may have been actually private “ladies’” schools, where men were excluded 

from the premises (e.g. “Velocipedes for Ladies,” March, 1869; “Velocipede furor”). In 

addition, because the school was “very private,” only women of a certain class would 

have been welcome and it was most likely very costly to attend.  
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 Dress outside. What women wore was more of a concern when they were riding 

in public and in mixed company, especially if they were riding in the city. Another issue, 

often left unspoken, was the mixing of social classes when women rode outside in public 

urban places. Writers for Scientific American tended to be of the more radical opinion 

that women should be able to ride outside, even in mixed company: 

We expect some ingenious inventor will soon bring out a velocipede upon which 
our ladies may be able to take their airings, without the necessity of any 
considerable changes in present style of dress. The panier [sic] now so generally 
worn will serve to cushion the seat, and by the introduction of a shorter dress, 
with flowing pants, which our ladies who wish to enjoy robust exercise may 
safely adopt, we may expect to see parties of both sexes making their morning 
visits to the Park. . . .(“The Human Wheel and its Rival” January 9, 1869, p. 25) 

This solution clearly was meant for women who were riding outside along with men.  

Another writer suggested that women should be able to don a special costume to wear 

outside, where they could enjoy the air and no longer be confined inside (“Progress of the 

Velocipede,” March 20, 1869). The percentage of women who rode outdoors in cities, in 

the country, or indoors is unknown.  

 In both France and the United States women who rode outside were more open to 

criticism simply because they were visible. One article directed women to correctly 

button their skirts when riding, so that they would appear to be wearing a walking 

costume, and argued that men should correct women they saw dressing improperly in 

public (cited in Gant & Hoffman, 2013). Gant and Hoffman correctly implied that this 

type of commentary was an attempt to control women’s bodies and indicated men’s 

concerns regarding how the velocipede might alter gender norms. They also pointed out  

that the comment demonstrated how bizarre it must have been to see women riding 

velocipedes alone or “escorted by large groups of male friends” (p. 6). French women 

who rode in public also were open to criticism if their dress was not considered suitable. 

The courtesan Cora Pearl had a zouave costume made to wear when riding her Michaux 

velocipede (Gabirou, 1991). According to Francisque Michaux “She pedaled with 

unheard of success” (quoted in Gaboriau, p. 18-19).13 Francisque Michaux had an interest 

in promoting the idea that his family’s velocipede was supported by an adoring public. 

                                                
13 “Elle pédala avec un succès inouï” (Translation mine). 
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However, a contemporary source claimed that Pearl was “held up to public ridicule” for  

“riding on a velocipede in man’s clothing” (“Foreign Notes,”  June 13, 1868, p. 767). The 

clothing is not further described, but she could have been dressed in drag, modified men’s 

clothing, or clothing that was simply read as masculine. If she wore a zouave costume, it 

could have consisted of bloomers and a jacket, or she may have worn a skirt over the 

bloomers. Cora Pearl (1886) herself claimed to have ridden a velocipede at her country 

house Maison Laffitte, but made no mention of what she wore. As stated, riding on a 

private estate, although out of doors, would have been understood differently than riding 

in a public urban space, but based on “Foreign Notes” it appears that she also rode in 

public.  

  Propriety and independence. Some women apparently expressed interest in 

riding the velocipede for recreation, but were concerned about propriety. Some women 

supposedly did learn to ride side-saddle: “Ladies are learning to ride the velocipede a la 

side-saddle, in a New York school. It takes them a week to find their equilibrium” 

(“Personal and news items,” February 17, 1869, column i), but such a challenging 

manner of riding does not appear to have caught on. Scientific American mentioned a 

lady living in Georgia who wished that manufacturers would take ladies’ needs into 

consideration: “She says that the awkward position [ladies] are now forced to assume 

astride the front wheel is a serious objection” (“Notes on the Velocipede,” January 30, 

1869, p. 67). The letter writer suggested a two-person velocipede that would allow a 

woman to ride side-saddle. Scientific American thought such an idea might work for a 

lady riding with a gentleman, but not with two ladies. Given that the tricycle velocipede 

was known by this time, it is unclear why they did not mention it. Perhaps they did not 

address the subject because the writer was concerned with a woman riding alone as well. 

An engraving from April 10, 1869 showed a man and a woman riding a tandem 

velocipede (described as a “two-seated bicycle) (Figure 17). The machine was designed 

so that the back rider could pedal, but did not have to. A man riding in back would pedal, 

whereas a lady was meant to somehow perch and ride side-saddle. The engraving shows 

a man in front, wearing a three piece suit with a bow-tie, a brimless cap and full-length 

trousers. The lady in back perches with her legs off to the right side, one resting on the 
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pedal and the other dangling in the air. She holds onto the handle bars with her right hand 

and clutches a parasol in her left. She wears a loose-fitting Zouave jacket with fitted 

sleeves. The jacket is much looser in the back than in the front. Her skirt seems fanciful, 

rather than based on contemporary styles. Unlike the styles that were emerging at this 

time, the figure does not appear to be wearing any kind of bustle; the skirt is long and the 

skirt trails out behind. Light colored-drawers or stockings are visible just above her 

ankles, as the skirt is shown blowing in the wind, so this image is rather more romantic 

than practical. Additionally, the woman’s posture does not suggest propriety.  

  A lady from Brooklyn wrote a letter in response to the letter writer from Georgia, 

opposing the idea of a double velocipede: “She sees no objection to ladies donning a 

proper dress and using the velocipede pure and simple” (February 6, 1869, p. 87). The 

second writer believed riding on one’s own was more “thorough and healthful” and that if 

one had to ride with a partner, “One of the principal charms of the velocipede sport, its 

delightful independence, would be entirely lost.” The writer for Scientific American 

concluded that ladies must be taken into consideration by manufacturers, as a clear 

indication of support of women cycling. The writer from Brooklyn certainly was 

challenging standards more than the writer from Georgia, but neither writer wished to 

engage in activity that would be considered questionable or unacceptable by others. 

Rather, both women were interested in establishing parameters for how a woman might 

engage in activity that generally was read as masculine without being read as masculine 

herself. “Proper dress” meant clothing that was adapted to make cycling possible, but still 

socially acceptable.  

Dress for performance. Women who performed while riding the velocipede were 

significant because they gave the public an idea of what women could feasibly do and 

wear. Types of performances varied, but including racing, trick riding, and riding 

demonstrations meant to convince women that riding was proper. In the United States, as 

discussed, races were not considered an appropriate model for women to follow. Trick 

riding, however, most likely because it emphasized skill over speed and allowed for more 

appropriate dress, was less likely to be criticized. Still, not all performances were created 

equal, as some were lauded by the Times, assuming that the lady rider were graceful and 



   77 

 

sufficiently modest, whereas others were excoriated. Dress was a major component in 

whether or not a performance was considered acceptable. The New York Times expressed 

disgust at women performing as part of a Parisian Troupe who wore nude-colored 

stockings that exposed almost their entire legs, noting that many lady spectators were 

offended and left. The writer stated that: “The contrast these two presented to the 

graceful, modest riders we have recently seen in our fashionable bicycle resorts was very 

striking” (“Velocipede matters,” April 14, 1869, p. 4c). Clearly, not all performers were 

created equal. Herlihy (2004) included an illustration of women performing at the 

Hippodrome in the Bois de Boulogne that most likely typifies the type of dress that so 

horrified the writer for The New York Times (p. 137). The figures are clad in tight bodices 

with full bosoms very narrow waists and wear only stockings from the waist down, 

except for heeled ankle boots.  

Herlihy (2004) described Carrie Moore who: “wore a feathered cap over her 

flowing blonde hair, a blue velvet blouse embroidered in gold with matching trousers to 

her knee, white tights, and tall bronze boots” (p. 117). Yet, other information on Moore 

suggests that she also dressed in skirts to perform. There is one picture, apparently of 

Moore, that shows her dressed in a skirt that ended below the knee. The style is 

reminiscent of that worn by tricycle velocipedists, (Figures 11, 13, 14), although Moore’s 

skirt is not as full as the figures in the latter two images. The Boston Post reported on a 

similar costume: 

[Moore] was attired very neatly, and not at all immodestly. But just what she 
wore is needed to answer the query, how a lady can dress and not appear 
ridiculous upon the velocipede. Upon her head rested a jaunty little blue velvet 
cap, with tinsel trimmings and red and white plume. Her hair was in curls, loose 
and flowing. Her dress consisted of a short blue tunic, extending nearly to the 
knee, open at the neck with lappels [sic], the whole elaborately trimmed to 
correspondent with her cap and loose-fitting pants with ruffled bottoms 
extending to the top of her high Polish boots. A bright red belt and straw colored 
gloves completed her toilet. (“Furore,” March 11, 1869, p. 1d) 

Although Moore was a famous performer, her costumes were still were able to serve as 

an example of proper velocipede attire. The writer emphasized that she was both lady-

like and modest, which were important selling points to convince the public that a woman 

could ride a velocipede without sacrificing her modesty. Likewise, an advertisement in 
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the Boston Post for the Elnore Velocipede Troupe claimed that: “Six young ladies, 

appropriately and magnificently costumed, who will appear daily in a series of their 

chaste, unique and unrivaled performances [emphasis original]” at the Bowdoin 

Square Velocipede Rink (“Velocambidpestrianism,” April 1, 1869, column a). These 

young ladies reportedly were both “appropriate” and “magnificent,” as well as “chaste,” 

and “unique.” They were meant to be simultaneously spectacular— as in attracting 

spectators— and pure, an attribute more commonly associated with women who moved 

in private life (see Solnit, 2000). This contradictory understanding of performers 

undoubtedly made it possible for some women to learn to ride, for if performers were 

seen entirely as a corrupted (and corrupting) influence, their dress and knowledge of 

velocipede riding would not have been a feasible model.  

Conclusion 

Although the velocipede was a brief fad that did not have nearly as many participants 

as bicycling in the 1890s, or even as tricycling in the 1880s, the discourse concerning 

women’s cycling dress was similar in all three periods. The conversation around 

women’s velocipede dress anticipates many of the concerns regarding the appropriateness 

of women cycling at all, and if they did, how they would do so. Writing about dress also 

served as a way to demonstrate that women could ride and how they did so. Describing 

women’s dress in a flattering manner and emphasizing both its fashionability and 

modesty may have made it easier for women to imagine and to try riding a velocipede. 

The velocipede was not ultimately a successful iteration of the bicycle, but it laid the 

groundwork for future generations of women to don bloomers, whether hidden by skirts 

or not, and ride, even if it was in circles indoors.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

“LADY CYCLISTS”: TRICYCLING AND DRESS IN THE 1880S  

 

 During the 1880s, writers in sporting magazines and cycling guides often tried to 

normalize women riding tricycles, either on a single tricycle or a two person machine, 

which could be ridden by a man and a woman or even two women. I argue that 

discussions of dress were one of ways that these writers attempted to convince their 

readership that tricycling was a beneficial activity for women. Dress in public was 

inherently social and women in both Britain and the United States read women’s 

magazines that discussed dress in great detail (Cunningham, 2003). Writings about dress 

in cycling guides and magazines were meant to help women make practical decisions 

about what to wear if they wished to ride a tricycle. Written discourse on tricycling dress 

also served as a bridge between the masculine world of sports and the feminine world of 

fashion. 

 It was understood that if one were writing about women— and particularly about 

women engaged in any kind of physical activity— that what they wore would be 

relevant, particularly if they were doing so where men would be present. Starting in the 

late 1870s periodicals such as Scientific American mentioned women tricycling both in 

private gardens and outside (e.g. “Improved Tricycle,” 1878). Tricycling was an activity 

that was limited to the upper classes, as tricycles were even more prohibitively expensive 

than new high-wheel bicycles. Both British and American men and women wrote about 

women tricyclists. Some men strongly preferred that women ride on a two-person 

machine, whereas women who wrote about their experiences tended to be more in favor 

of riding single tricycles. Women writing in favor of tricycling, and some men, 

emphasized tricycling as a socially acceptable sport. Women who wrote articles about 

their experiences tricycling sometimes mentioned that they received correspondence from 

other women who rode tricycles or were interested in riding and the articles even 

mentioned many women who rode by name. These correspondents often inquired about 

correct dress for tricycling (Smith, June 1885). However radical women tricycling may 

have been viewed by some observers, most women tricyclists wrote about tricycling not 
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as a radical act, but as a leisure activity, and sometimes as a practical mode of 

transportation, that was beneficial to their health. Focusing on dress was one of the ways 

that writers attempted to legitimize tricycling for wealthy women.   

 My research addresses some of the ways that tricycling was justified as an activity 

that was acceptable for women. As stated, some cyclists attempted to redefine tricycling 

as a sport for upper-class women. At least in theory, tricycling was certainly a way for 

women to gain some independence, but cycling was about gaining some personal 

freedom, not transforming society as a whole. Tricycling in Britain and the United States 

were deeply connected, and American publications in particular frequently mentioned 

bicycling and tricycling developments in Britain. In the following sections, I will start by 

describing a brief history of tricycling for women. Outside of discussions of dress, 

tricycling for women was normalized in several other ways, including by Queen 

Victoria’s purchase of tricycles, and subsequent media attention, as well as by 

discussions that defined tricycling as a wholesome, social activity. Then I will provide a 

more in depth discussion of the physical aspects of women’s tricycling dress. My main 

focus is on the ways that writers used discussions of dress as a method to convince more 

women to ride. 

Women as Tricyclists 

There are mentions of women tricycling in Britain as early as 1878, (e.g. “Improved 

Tricycle,” 1878), but it was not until the early 1880s that the sport began to gain any real 

traction. In 1881 Queen Victoria purchased two Salvo tricycles, produced by John Starley 

(Hadland & Lessing, 2014; Herlihy, 2004). Queen Victoria was explicitly linked with 

women’s increased interest in sports (Hargreaves, 1994; Slaughter, 1898). Hargreaves 

wrote: “The influence of the patrician element especially set the cultural tone of women’s 

sports and complemented the severe restrictions imposed by the more conservative 

exponents of social Darwinism” (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 91). The Cyclist and Bicycling and 

Tricycling Trades Review (1881a) reported that:  

We are glad to notice that her Majesty the Queen has been pleased to encourage 
the tricycle trade in a very satisfactory manner, Messrs. Starley, Bros., St. John’s 
Works, Coventry, having received orders to supply one of their well-known 
“Salvo” tricycles for the use of her family. The machine, which is of the very 
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latest make, will be delivered to-day or to-morrow. (“Untitled,” p. 119)  
The next week, the Trades Review suggested that, while the Queen might not be riding 

herself, the tricycle would be used at Osborne, a royal residence on the Isle of Wight. The 

article reported that: “Ladies of the upper ten have such ample means for tricycle riding 

in large private grounds, that once let the pastime become fashionable, and orders will 

roll in” (“Untitled,” 1881b, p. 128). As “upper ten” referred to the upper classes, 

tricycling was meant to be an activity in which upper-class women engaged in their 

leisure time.  

 Cycling writers and manufacturers were well aware that having royal support 

would help increase both social acceptability and sales of tricycles. Indeed, Starley 

changed his tricycle’s name to the “Royal Salvo” after the Queen made her purchases 

(Herlihy, 2004). Less than a year later it was reported in “Tricycles for ladies” (July 27, 

1881) that the number of ladies riding had increased, as: “. . . Where one lady on a 

tricycle was last season a rarity, half-a-dozen may now be daily seen, the rapid increase 

in the ranks of lady tricyclists having been clearly noticeable since the patronage of the 

pastime by Her Most Gracious Majesty” (p. 27). Up to that point, the author reported, 

little had been done to consider the needs women might have in terms of tricycle design, 

so the author made several suggestions as to what features women needed in tricycles.  

In Britain, the tricycle became increasingly popular and guides such as Tricycling for 

Ladies by F. J. Erskine (1884) were published along with tricycling magazines (Herlihy, 

2004). Even conservative magazines aimed at the upper and upper middle-classes like the 

Queen addressed women’s sports (McCrone, 1988).14 Erskine included a chapter on 

dress, but also mentioned dress throughout her book. The American magazine Outing 

reviewed Erksine’s book, suggesting that most of it would not be applicable to American 

ladies because British and American tricycles tended to steer differently: “But it contains 

many serviceable hints upon dress, care of the machine, management of front-steerers, 

etc. It will be read with interest by the fast-increasing class of lady-riders” (“Pamphlets 

on wheeling, “January 1885, p. 308). Women were even adopting the tricycle in the 

relatively bicycle-averse United States. It was common for American publications to 

                                                
14 McCrone did not address whether or not the Queen discussed tricycling. 
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compare women’s tricycling in Britain and the United States (e.g. “A lady-like pastime,” 

1884). The first American-made tricycle, the Victor, was made in 1883 by the Overman 

Wheel Company. The number of women who rode tricycles increased throughout the 

1880s (Herlihy, 2004). Minna Caroline Smith (June, 1885), a regular contributor to the 

Boston publication Outing in the mid-1880s, wrote that: “It is evident that the season of 

1885 will show a great multiplication in the number of women and girls who ride” (p. 

317).15 She claimed that the previous summer tricycling for ladies took off in Britain and 

that there were hundreds of riders: “When we first read that the Princess Beatrice had 

mounted the three-wheel, our lively interest began” (p. 318).16 She wrote of the “strength 

of English women,” attributing their strength to how much they exercised outside. Two 

years later, Thomas Stevens (1887) suggested that American women were overtaking 

British women when it came to outdoor exercise, which was thought to be beneficial in 

overcoming a delicate constitution. He was wholly in favor of women riding tricycles: He 

wrote that even three years before: “A lady riding a tricycle on the streets of an American 

city, would have been thought ‘singular.’ The first foolish prejudice against their use, 

however, is now happily overcome” (p. 768).17 Stevens presumably meant that a woman 

on a tricycle would have been both literally and figuratively singular. As the only 

tricyclist, she would have been read by others as peculiar at the very least. In order for 

tricycling to become acceptable, it had be understood as a social activity and there had to 

be sufficient riders of the correct class to form a cycling community.  

Tricycling as a Social Activity  

Clubs for bicyclists and tricyclists provided a way for cyclists to come together, 

transforming riding into a communal activity. Some clubs were exclusive to tricycling 

and some bicycle clubs welcomed both men and women who rode tricycles into their 

membership (Herlihy, 2004). One did not, however, absolutely have to join a club in 

order to ride with others. In city parks, Minna Caroline Smith wrote, enough women were 

                                                
15 At the time, Smith was a student of English at the Harvard Annex (later Radcliffe College) (Finison, 
2014). 
16 Princess Beatrice (1857-1944) was Queen Victoria’s youngest child. 
17 The article is accompanied by an illustration by Joseph Pennell, an American who moved to Britain. His 
wife was also an avid cyclist (Robins Pennell, 1894). 
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riding that one could always find others with whom to ride. “Daisie” (May 21 1886) 

wrote of a women’s tricycle meet that would be associated with the League of American 

Wheelmen (L.A.W.). The “ladies” were planning a ride of no more than 15 miles. 

Gentlemen were invited only as escorts to ladies and it was preferred that they ride 

tricycles. She emphasized that the ride was not meant to be a: “Public affair; nothing 

could be further from my intention. We shall try to avoid publicity in every way possible, 

and go quietly on our way with as little demonstration as it is possible to make” (p. 137). 

“Daisie,” who presumably wanted to protect her identity from those not already in the 

know, wanted to emphasize that by riding in public she was attempting to engage in a 

social and athletic pursuit, not draw attention to herself and the other riders. Minna 

Caroline Smith (March, 1885), however, commented that people will look at women on 

tricycles, but that:  

I have yet to find that they look with any feeling than admiration and envy. . . . I 
have letters from a great many lady riders, and all unite in saying that the 
‘looking’ of the uninitiated has not proved the dreadful bugbear that it seemed 
before it was encountered. (p. 424) 

Smith implied that it was actually a good thing that women tricyclists were noticed, as 

they then became a model for other women.  

Articles in American magazines such as The Cycle and Outing wrote about women 

who had gone on rides, sometimes providing names and other times providing 

pseudonyms, which is also true of the authors. During this period it “was considered 

proper for women journalists to write under fanciful pseudonyms (Kröller, 1987, p. 58-

59). Both Minna Caroline Smith, who used her real name, and the pseudonymous 

“Daisie,” whose real name was Eudora  Bassett, wrote for Boston publications and even 

wrote articles about the same trips.18 One can assume that anyone who was part of Boston 

society would have known who was being discussed even when real names were not 

given. Smith’s choice to write under her full name suggests that she might have been 

rather more comfortable being noticed than some other women. Smith even wrote in 

favor of women cycling alone and compared “wheeling” to riding a horse: “Nor is one 

                                                
18 “Maisie” or “Daisy” was a pen name used by Eudora “Dora” Bassett, who was married to Abbott 
Bassett, the secretary for LAW (Finison, 2014). 
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more noticeable when wheeling through country roads, attended or alone than when on 

horseback” (p. 424). Smith was likewise in favor of women who supported themselves 

riding tricycles to work. Not everyone in favor of women tricycling was quite as liberal 

as Smith, and two-person cycles were one way of ensuring that women did not wander 

about by themselves.  

Sociables and tandems. Sociables and tandems are different types of cycles that are 

meant for more than one rider. In 1877, Starley produced a two-seater four-wheel 

sociable known as the Salvo Quadricycle, which made use of new technology in how the 

wheels were driven (Hadland & Lessing, 2014). Many writers were in favor of women 

being able to ride single tricycles, whereas others felt it was more appropriate for women 

to ride cycles meant for two people. Outing and the Wheelman (and Outing, as it was 

later known) regularly remarked on women who had completed rides either on a single 

tricycle or a tandem, mentioning that women were riding along with their fathers or 

husbands. I have found very little secondary information on the development of sociables 

and tandems, perhaps because they may have always been a costly, niche product, as they 

are today. However, some contemporary sources did discuss them (e.g. Blyth, 1882; 

“Invicta,” 1881; “Notes of the week,” 1881, August 10; Smith, M. C. 1885, June) and 

there is photographic evidence of their use (e.g. Figures 18, 19, 20). F. J. Erskine (1884) 

delineated three types of sociable: “convertible, non-convertible, and tandem” (p. 29). 

Convertible and non-convertible sociables referred to cycles that were meant to be ridden 

with two people sitting side-by-side. Tandems, where one rider sits in front of the other, 

were developed later, and there are extant photographs from the mid-1880s of women 

and men riding on tandem cycles. On tandems, women usually rode in front, but there is 

an example of a quadricycle tandem shown in an advertisement in The Cycle in 1886 that 

shows the man in front (WM. Read & Sons, May 21, 1886). 

 Some writers expressed a preference for tandems to ensure a woman’s safety 

through control of the machine by a man. In their book Duffersville: Its Cycling 

Chronicles and Other Sketches “Faed” and “Nym” (1889) stated their preference for 

women to ride a tandem along with a man, rather than riding on their own: 

“Notwithstanding all that has been said about the emancipation of women, the sex as a 
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rule seems totally unequal to grasping those problems of management which require to be 

thoroughly understood to ensure a rider’s complete safety” (p. 48).19 Women often were 

referred to as “the sex,” which emphasized the “equation of women with biology or 

nature, and men with culture” (Rose, 1992, p. 14). The authors suggested that the 

majority of women were not capable of riding safely on their own and that they did not 

understand their machines the way that men did. On a tandem, the authors reasoned: “It is 

then the man’s privilege, as well as duty, to do all the thinking for them both” (p. 49). In 

the American magazine Outing “Faed” (July, August,1888) wrote about riding a tandem 

in Ireland with his wife on their honeymoon, where he certainly considered himself the 

leader of their trip. Despite the fact that “Faed” met his wife due to their mutual 

membership of a tricycling club, he described her as, “not at all a strong rider,” (p. 291). 

Sociables and tandems were associated with courtship, for example “Faed” and “Nym” 

mention using sociables with other people’s sisters more than their own sisters. In 

Duffersville it is evident that “Faed” and “Nym” imagined bicycling as a masculine 

activity, a view they were not alone in holding. By riding a tandem, a man could share 

cycling with a woman. “Faed” and “Nym” believed women’s tricycling should be guided 

by a man whenever possible.  One author, writing for Harper’s Weekly in 1887, remarked 

on how normal it had become to see a woman riding a tricycle, but rhapsodized about the 

tandem tricycle, which he described as “the most sociable and attractive of vehicles” 

(“Three Wheels and a Companion,” p. 340). He imagined that a tandem was more 

enjoyable because it encouraged companionship.  

 Some writers desire to see women ride only with men, and preferably on a two-

person machine, would have restricted women’s riding, especially in comparison to the 

type of tricycling imagined by writers like Minna Caroline Smith and F. J. Erskine. 

Indeed, not all riders found shared cycles to be particularly enjoyable. For example, F. J. 

Erskine (1884) was not especially in favor of sociables:  

It has often been suggested that the only fit and proper machine for ladies is a 
‘sociable,’ or double tricycle. Undoubtedly they are very nice for a brother and 

                                                
19 “Faed” (along with “Faed” Wilson) was a name used by Arthur James Wilson (1858-1945), a British 
cyclist and journalist. “Faed” is an anagram for deaf. He went deaf due to scarlet fever when he was 12. 
Wilson also wrote for American publications such as Outing under the name “Faed.” 
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sister, or husband and wife; but their weight is a disadvantage in some, and the 
want of independence, unless the two riders are perfectly in accord, is another (p. 
29).  

She preferred to be able to ride on her own and instructed other women on how they 

could do so as well. In the following section I discuss how women were expected to ride.  

How and why women should ride. Both British and American women wrote 

about their experiences as tricyclists and provided information to other women who were 

interested in cycling. The British writer F. J. Erksine’s Tricycling for Ladies is the most 

comprehensive guide for women tricyclists that I have found, but there are also many 

articles written by American women. Learning how to ride included knowing how to 

behave and dress, although writings by women also emphasized how important it was for 

women to know how to select and take care of a tricycle (e.g. Erskine; Smith, March, 

1885). Posture and form were also considered an important aspect of riding. Erskine 

recommended that tricycle handlebars be set so that they were far enough away to 

provide power up a hill but not so far away that one stooped or had shoulders that 

“wriggled” which was “very unsightly” (p. 22). The importance of decorum and knowing 

one’s limits was emphasized, but women also wrote about taking long rides and going on 

tours. Women toured locally in the United States and Britain, as well as in continental 

Europe (e.g. “Daisie.” May 21, 1886; Erskine, 1884; Smith, January, 1886; W. W. S.; 

January, 1886). Minna Caroline Smith (March, 1885) emphasized that one should not 

attempt to ride too much at first, but should build up strength over time. Women were at 

times described as going impressively long distances on tricycles. For example, in 1883, 

Scientific American included a piece from the Philadelphia Ledger, which claimed that 

an English lady, Miss Allen, had ridden 153 miles in 24 hours (“Untitled,” November 10, 

1883).  

Although exceptional distances were reported without censure, women were 

discouraged from riding like men, or at least from appearing to ride like men. Amateur 

races for men were quite popular and were supported by the cycling establishment, and 

even men who did not formally race enjoyed riding their high-wheels as quickly as 

possible (see Herlihy, 2004). Writers emphasized that it was unbecoming for women to 

“scorch,” or ride quickly, and were particularly opposed to women racing. Minna 
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Caroline Smith (March 1885) cautioned that women racing: “. . .is only deplorable, but of 

course there are misuses of all forms of pleasure and exercise” (p. 426). As the goal of 

writers like Smith was to encourage women to want to take up riding (and presumably 

men to support it), she cautioned against any type of riding that would make tricycling 

seem dangerous and socially unacceptable.  

Women were discouraged from cycling like men so that men were able to go on rides 

alone without feeling the need to accommodate women riding on heavier and slower 

tricycles. According to Minna Caroline Smith (June, 1885), some of the women in the 

tricycle club also belonged to bicycle clubs, but:  

Tricyclists do not usually enjoy runs of any length with their brethren on the 
swifter steed. The bicycle-rider finds it a little tedious to accommodate his speed 
to the three-wheel, and to a lady rider the exertion of trying to keep up for a long 
distance is somewhat fatiguing” (p. 318).  

Smith believed that for short rides it was possible for women on tricycles to ride with 

men on high-wheelers, but less so for longer rides. “Faed” and “Nym” (1889) complained 

about women who attempted to ride with men, expecting men to wait for them: “If you 

must ride a single, don’t inflict your company upon clubs who— you may easily 

discern— are secretly eager to go at a brisker pace than you can keep up” (50). In reality, 

by the late 1870s, before many women were even riding them, tricycles were only two or 

three miles per hour slower than high-wheels (Herlihy, 2004). Women's cumbersome 

clothing may have made the disparities in speed greater, but neither slower machines, nor 

heavy clothing slowed down all women. According to Griffin (2006a) one men’s high-

wheel group allowed a woman to lead their ride, but she rode so quickly that the men 

declared they would never again submit to “‘petticoat rule’” (quoted in Griffin, p. 227). 

Suggesting that women on tricycles should not ride along with men on high-wheels 

because was an attempt at social control. If women were “too slow” then men had an 

excuse to ride out by themselves, escaping the company of women. If women could be 

convinced to avoid riding unless they shared a sociable or a tandem with a male 

companion, it would have been be easier for men to justify their time alone by arguing 

that they also spent time riding with their wives, sisters, or sweethearts on tandems. Not 

all men were opposed to women joining them on club rides. In their guide, Cycling 
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William Keppel (Viscount Bury) and G. Lacy Hillier (1887) wrote in favor of women 

joining cycling clubs, which did not preclude an interest of men also being able to ride 

alone without women, of course.20 Keppel and Hillier also paid a great deal of attention 

to what women should wear for tricycling as a sport.  

Women’s Dress in the late 1870s-1880s 

 In surveys of historic costume, authors often categorize the 1870s and 1880s as 

the "Bustle Period" (e.g. Tortora & Eubank, 2010). However, as fashion tends to evolve 

rather than change abruptly, not all dress historians divide periods of time the same way. 

As Gernsheim (1963/1981) wrote: “Changes of fashion have an inconvenient way of not 

fitting in exactly with decades” (p. 60). Blum (1974), for example, divided fashions into 

different periods, 1867-1874, 1875-1882,1883-1890, and 1891-1898, where she ended 

her book. Here I address fashions from the late 1870s through the 1880s. Popular styles 

during the 1870s and 1880s were a dramatic departure from the past 40 years. The 

emphasis was placed on the back of women's costumes with a narrow, long form seen 

from the front. Skirts protruded in varying ways at the back and were covered in 

decoration and trim (Severa, 1995).  

 Throughout the 1870s, bodices lengthened and by 1877, fashionable bodices known 

as cuirass bodices fit narrowly over the hips and the bustle vanished (Figure 21). 

However, attention remained at the back of the dress with fullness just below the knees 

from 1877-1878.  Bustles, which also were known as tournures, began expanding again 

by 1879 (Severa, 1995), although Gernsheim (1963/1981) wrote that in Britain the bustle 

did not start to return until 1882. The height of the bustle’s popularity occurred in the 

mid-1880s (Blum, 1974; Gernsheim; Severa; Figure 22). As is usually the case, fashions 

did not suddenly change from 1879 to 1880. The cuirass bodice remained in fashion and 

most bodices were at least to the hip. The cuirass bodice, which can be seen in some early 

advertisements for women's tricycles, were very narrow and fitted and could not be worn 

with too many undergarments (Severa, 1995). How it was possible to sit and ride a 

                                                
20 William Keppel was at this time Viscount Bury and later became the 7th Earl of Ablemarle. The book 
was part of a series The Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes, which was developed by Henry 
Somerset, the eighth Duke of Beaufort. The series was named for his estate. 



   89 

 

tricycle in a cuirass bodice is a mystery, as cuirass bodices were nearly corsets, which 

could have as many as seventeen seams “so that it could tightly mold the curves of the 

body” (Gernsheim, 1963/1981, p. 62). Women did have the option of adopting jersey 

bodices, which were knitted. Another option was the princess dress, which did not have a 

separate bodice and skirt (Severa, 1995). 

 From about 1883 to 1886, hip dimensions of garments were broader than they had 

been. It is difficult to know whether all women adopted the bustle, and some women may 

not have worn a bustle with all types of clothing. There was a wide range of bustle shapes 

and sizes available and the most dramatic bustles were worn only for the most formal 

occasions. During the mid-1880s bodices were shorter and very tightly fitted. High-set, 

tight, short sleeves were common and had either cuffs or half-cuffs. although sleeves for 

sports were sometimes modified to allow for more motion. Around 1887, the bustle 

began to "deflate" (Severa, 1995, p. 379). Overskirts were asymmetrical and often had a 

box pleat at the center back. Starting around 1888, long skirts with box pleats that hung 

straight became popular. 

  Severa (1995) argued that the 1880s were an important period in fashion because, 

despite the physical restrictiveness of styles, paper patterns and ready-to-wear made it 

possible for women who worked outside the home to dress fashionably. The home 

sewing machine and increased number of patterns available made it more possible for 

women of all classes to dress fashionably, although dressing fashionably often meant 

remaking old garments. Additionally, lifestyles were beginning to change and among the 

wealthy there was an increased interest in clothing that could be worn to engage in sports: 

"Thus, among the leaders of fashion, socially acceptable clothing choices for active wear 

were in demand" (p. 373). These styles also became available for the working classes at a 

lower price point. Fashions that Severa described as "high-style" were very complicated, 

but "day or casual or sports dresses were comparatively simple" (p. 375). By the mid-

1870s, American and European fashion magazines had begun to show women’s walking 

costumes, concurrent with  the introduction of cuirass bodices and princess dresses. The 

demand for tailored dresses increased during the 1880s, despite the enormous bustle’s 

revival in more formal garments (Taylor, 1999). Walking dresses in the 1880s tended to 
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be dark in color and were tailored (Severa). 

Riding Habits and Other Tailored Garments  

 Upper and middle-class women became more physically active during the 1860s, 

with a range of sports becoming acceptable. By the late 1860s, fashionable skirts could be 

constructed in one of two ways: Round skirts and more formal, trained skirts. Round 

skirts reached the floor, but had an even hem and no train. Round skirts were worn during 

the morning, while at home and while engaging in sports (Taylor).  

 As early as the seventeenth century wealthy British women dressed in tailored, 

woolen riding habits (Taylor, 1999; Winkworth, 1989). British women continued to have 

tailors make riding costumes during the nineteenth century. David (2002) wrote about the 

paradoxical nature of women’s riding habits: “It was a fashionable anti-fashion statement, 

masculine and feminine, practical yet alluring” (p. 179). The equestrienne eschewed 

decorative styles worn by her “pedestrian sisters.” Even when women’s skirts were at 

their widest in the mid-nineteenth century, “the essence of the horsewoman’s garb was a 

lean, understated, and almost masculine simplicity” (p. 179; Figure 23). Riding habits 

were simultaneously liberating and restrictive. They allowed women the freedom to ride, 

albeit only sidesaddle. They were physically complicated garments that riders needed to 

wear carefully. According to David:   

Sidesaddle posture was the main source of the riding habit’s structural 
complexity. Though the garment’s somber color, tailored cut and woolen 
broadcloth fabric were masculine, the distinctive position of a woman in the 
saddle clearly marked her femininity. The skirt, which was the most overtly 
feminine part of the habit was also the most difficult part to make and wear. A 
good riding skirt was a masterwork of tailoring. It had to sit smoothly over a 
rider’s bent knees women a woman was mounted, yet lie flat when she walked on 
the ground. (p. 184) 

Physical comfort was regarded as more important for riding dress than it was for 

fashionable dress, but riding dress was not especially comfortable. Although women were 

not supposed to tight-lace, it was considered important for women to wear a corset for 

back support. Despite “masculine” features, riding habits were very form-fitting, showing 

off the rider’s figure. David explained, “Victorian riding manuals repeatedly state that the 

horsewoman’s ability to enter a male sphere should be used to her advantage in the 
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marital chase” (David, p. 193-194). Riding habits were adapted more for the rider to look 

good on a horse than to make riding a horse easier. The masculine styling of riding habits 

may have been partially practical, but it was also an aesthetic choice. The nineteenth 

century sportsman’s or sportswoman’s understanding of what it meant to practically 

adapt dress is different from our understanding of what that means. There are parallels 

between women’s riding habits and women’s tricycling dress, both in their physical form 

and in how writers discussed them.  

 Women’s Tricycling Dress 

Writers frequently commented that, upon deciding to ride a tricycle, a woman’s first 

concern was obtaining proper clothing. This concern speaks both to the challenge of 

engaging in sports while wearing socially acceptable dress and to the common 

association of women with fashion. This perspective is reflected in both men’s and 

women’s writing. For example, Minna Caroline Smith (March, 1885) emphasized the 

positive benefits of tricycling and then wrote: “Having determined to ride the first thing a 

woman will naturally consider is, what must be worn” (p. 424). Writing within the trope 

of the long suffering husband, L. J. Bates (July, 1884), President of the Detroit Bicycle 

Club (“Detroit Wheelmen,” December 27, 2012) wrote about his wife’s insistence on 

getting a tricycle: “Having a tricycle, the next thing necessary for a lady is a suitable 

costume” (p. 279). He wrote that the ladies believed that the fabric must be soft wool and 

that the costume’s color must be suitable to the wearer’s complexion.  

Both women and men wrote articles and guides that discussed women as tricycle 

users. Some articles focused exclusively on dress, while other times dress was mentioned 

only in passing. Frequently, dress was integrated into larger discussions about tricycling. 

Appearance was certainly an important aspect of selecting what to wear, but safety and 

health also were central to discussions about what women should wear for riding. 

Detailed descriptions emphasized the aspects of clothing that related directly to 

tricycling, presumably under the assumption that women were aware of current fashions. 

Comprehensive information on women’s tricycling dress is available in periodicals, as 

well as in guides written about cycling. For example women’s tricycling dress was 

discussed in the wordily titled British magazine The Cyclist and Bicycling and Tricycling 
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Trades Review and in the American Outing. The overall discussions of dress between 

Britain and the United States are quite similar, although some American articles implied 

that American women would do well to emulate British women. 

In the mid-1880s various illustrations of women were published in sporting 

magazines such as Outing and cycling guides such as Cycling by William Keppel and G. 

Lacy Hillier. All women are shown in dresses while riding tricycles and sociables. These 

depictions may or may not be accurate in terms of their details, but they give a sense of 

how women wearing long skirts looked on a on tricycle. Still, more detailed information 

on British and American women’s tricycling dress can be gleaned from writings about 

dress and photographs than from looking at illustrations. Many illustrations of women’s 

tricycling dress accompany non-fictional accounts and stories, so their main purpose was 

not to serve as instructional manuals for how one might dress. Judging based on images 

and descriptions, tricycling dress derived from types of dress that women wore for other 

sporting and leisure activities. The clothing that women wore for sporting and leisure 

followed women’s fashionable dress, which Warner (2006) argued is because sports that 

men and women shared in were used for courting. This view is demonstrated in a cartoon 

from Outing, where the elaborateness of the women’s costumes most likely is 

exaggerated, to emphasize the women’s preoccupation with attracting male attention, 

which can also be seen in their apparent inability to keep their eyes on the road when 

encountering men (Figure 24). This cartoon plays off the assumption that women only 

were interested in cycling as a way of obtaining a mate. However, many tricyclists were 

married, so while courtship may have been one of the reasons why women played sports 

in clothing based on fashionable dress, it cannot be the only reason. Emphasizing the 

similarities between tricycling and fashionable walking dresses also served to make 

women, regardless of their marital status, more comfortable with the idea of tricycling. 

Indeed, some writers emphasized that women need not purchase a specialized tricycling 

garment and that a walking costume was perfectly suitable.  

 Women, and some men, who wrote about tricycling in guides and cycling 

magazines wanted to demonstrate that tricycling could be an acceptable and even 

ordinary activity for women of their class. Some writers were in favor of women 
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adopting specialized costumes, including knickers worn under full-length skirts, which 

amalgamated women’s and men’s dress. Those who recommended adopting specialized 

dress did not mean to deter women from taking up tricycling, but this recommendation 

was criticized by other writers who believed that any emphasis on procuring a new 

tricycling costume would deter women from riding. Wearing knickers or full-length 

trousers under skirts was associated with British tricyclists, although whether or not 

British women were more likely to do so than American women would be difficult to 

prove. In the next section, I will address specific styles of women’s tricycling dress. 

Characteristics of Women’s Tricycling Dress 

 I first address visual examples of women’s dress, then how dress tended to be 

described. I then discuss various ways that writers attempted to normalize tricycling 

dress. I discuss writers who were in favor of more “masculine” adaptations to dress 

followed by writers who were more explicitly interested in dress as a way to normalize 

cycling. However, there is not an absolute divide between these perspectives. Generally, 

those writing about tricycling dress emphasized that they were providing suggestions that 

women should adapt to suit their own taste. Women’s tricycling dress, like women’s 

dress in general, followed certain trends in overall silhouette, but women also had a range 

of options as to the particular features they preferred (Severa, 1995).  

 Visual depictions. Illustrations and photographs of tricycling costumes 

demonstrate that women rode in costumes that closely followed fashionable day dress. 

Their costumes were simplified but had similar lines and often were tailor-made. Bodices 

are reflective of fashionable silhouettes and tend to feature narrow wrist-length sleeves. 

They often were single-breasted and buttoned at center front, which would have allowed 

women to dress themselves. Photographs reveal a range of different styles from short, 

belted jackets (Figure 18), to longer cuirass style bodices that extend past the hips (Figure 

19). All of the figures I found are shown in small hats, which would have been especially 

important when riding tandems with the woman in front, as was the norm. Bustles were 

fairly minimal, but skirts did tend have volume gathered to the back. Some women most 

likely rode with a small bustle, but others may have simply worn skirts that created an 

illusion of a one (e.g. Figure 25). Women’s costumes often were based on riding habits, 
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which could entail a plain skirt (e.g. Figures 25; 26) or include some horizontal pleats 

from the waist that create a draped effect and evoked the popular style of a draped 

overskirt over a visible underskirt (e.g. Figures 18; 19; 27). Sometimes skirts were more 

elaborate with vertical pleats, often at the hem (e.g. Figures 20; 24; 28). These costumes 

could have been made especially for tricycling, or women could have worn tailor-made 

walking costumes. Many of these images, especially the illustrations, create an image of 

tricycling as an idealized, pastoral activity. “Faed” (July, 1888) described his wife, on 

their honeymoon tour, as “the angel in black flannel” (p. 292). Indeed, “Faed” and his 

wife both wore suits made of black flannel, although he is pictured without his jacket 

(Figure 25). Figures 27 and 28 both show couples riding on tandems, although the latter, 

by the well-known illustrator Joseph Pennell was post likely a realistic depiction of dress. 

Almost all of the images, with the possible exception of Figure 24, are meant to make 

tricycling seem a pleasant and wholesome activity.  

Recommendations on how to dress. Regardless of whether or not specialized 

tricycling garments were recommended, the descriptions and images of women’s 

tricycling costumes do not greatly deviate from tailor-made clothing that women wore 

outside during the day. Women’s tailor-made costumes often incorporated the cut and 

details from men’s clothing (“Tailor-made,” n.d.) What makes clothing “masculine” or 

“feminine” is of course culturally defined. By today’s standards even the most austere 

fashionable dresses from the 1880s look “feminine” in their silhouette. Compared to 

more elaborate contemporary fashions, however, tailor-mades were certainly more 

functional for physical activities. Tailor-mades were generally made by tailors, rather 

than seamstresses. They were often thought of as quite severe and masculine (Severa, 

1995; “Tailor-made”). It seems that writers assumed that women were aware of current 

fashions, or had a tailor or seamstress who was, as neither articles nor guides tended to 

include illustrations. F. J. Erskine (1884) recommended Butterick patterns, which one 

could presumably use at home or bring to a ladies’ tailor. Butterick had a shop in London 

starting in 1874 (Cunningham, 2003).  

 Generally, writers recommended that tricycling suits should have relatively 

neutral colors and wool was always recommended for health reasons (e.g. Keppel & 
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Hillier, 1887). Interestingly, dress reformers such as Ada S. Ballin also recommended 

wool because wool conducted heat well and was safer to wear than cotton when wet 

(Cunningham, 2003). F. J. Erksine (1884) wrote: “With regard to make, two styles are in 

vogue— the habit style and the pleated skirt and jacket bodice” (p. 17). She found the 

habit style (e.g. Figures 25; 26), which was of course based on a riding habit, to be rather 

plain and thought the pleated skirt (Figures 18, 19, 20, 24, 27, 28) better in that it was 

more aesthetically pleasing and “can (by a simple arrangement for raising the skirt when 

off the machine) be used also as a walking dress” (pp. 18-19). Detailed descriptions of 

skirts were given the most space because skirts were the most likely to cause problems 

for riders, as skirts that were too wide could get caught. Bustles were not written about 

frequently, perhaps because some fullness in the back was a given, and judging from 

images showing the back and sides of women’s costumes, there tended to be only 

moderate fullness at the back. There tended to be less detailed descriptions of jackets than 

of skirts, presumably because the style of one’s jacket was not likely to impact one’s 

safety. Erskine recommended either a “Norfolk jacket,” (Figure 29) and thought a “close-

fitting (not tight) tailor-made jacket, double-breasted with a stand-up collar, looks very 

well” (p. 18). William Keppel and G. Lacy Hillier (1887) preferred jackets that were 

based on men’s jackets with an unfitted waist. In most photographs and illustrations, 

however, the waists appear at least somewhat fitted compared to men’s jackets. 

 Discussions of dress, for women and men, often included a litany of objects one 

should wear from recommended styles of hat to types of shoes. Writers suggested a range 

of hat styles, although the styles mentioned tended to be plain. Low walking shoes tended 

to be recommended. For example, William Keppel and G. Lacy Hillier (1887) 

recommended “rational shoes” that had a slit to fit the top of the pedal. They were 

opposed to tight boots and stated that high-heels were dangerous. Keppel and Hillier 

made recommendations about types of stockings, gloves, and undergarments, including 

whether or not one should wear a corset. A more conservative opinion was that women’s 

dresses should “fit snugly to the waist” (Bates, 1885, January, p. 303), but this view was 

not widely shared. Tight-lacing was not recommended. In her guide, for example, F. J. 

Erskine (1884) wrote that Venus de Milo “did not practice tight-lacing” (p.19). Although 



   96 

 

she does not acknowledge it, Erskine’s point about the Venus de Milo comes directly 

from the Artistic Dress Movement. Reformers such as William Morris frequently 

mentioned the Venus de Milo (Cunningham, 2003). Minna Caroline Smith (March,1885) 

went further stating that: “A lady-rider will do well to put away the corset altogether. 

There are well-fitting waists which answer the purpose infinitely better, and dispense 

with the unhealthful pair of steels” (p. 424). Smith did not define what she meant by a 

“waist,” but there are a few possibilities. She could have been referring to a boned 

bodice, which would have provided some structure, but would have been less restrictive 

than a corset. Alternatively, she could have been referring to a “freedom waist,” which 

had multiple seams like a corset, but lacked boning. Unlike corsets, these waists were not 

strapless and went over the shoulder (P. Cunningham, personal communication, 

September 26, 2014; Cunningham, 2003). Cunningham discussed reformers’ desire to 

eliminate corsets, which was true in both the United States and Britain. There were also 

elastic corsets made of India rubber, and “boneless” stays were introduced at the Rational 

Dress Exhibition in 1883. Additionally, she might have been referring to an under bodice 

with little to no stiffening (Cunningham). While Smith does not appear to have been 

associated with dress reformers, the general public was aware that dress reformers were 

opposed to corsets. For opponents of dress reform, eschewing corsets might be have been 

viable option when engaging in certain athletic pursuits. 

 Some writers paid little attention to the possibility of physical discomfort and how 

that might impact riding. Even men’s clothing, which would have been made of wool, 

would have been uncomfortable except during cool weather. Women’s clothing, even if 

women forewent corsets, was clearly even more uncomfortable and cumbersome than 

men’s dress, but as there were no other acceptable options. Comfort was simply not a 

central concern most of the time. However, according to the Springfield (MA) 

Republican, reprinted in The Cycle (July,30 1886), women in Hartford, Connecticut had 

taken to tricycling, but they preferred to ride during summer evenings because they were 

cooler than the day.  

 There were many components to proper dress. William Keppel and G. Lacy 

Hillier (1887) suggested that women should decide for themselves to what degree to 
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follow their suggestions, but emphasized that they were carefully considered. They listed 

eight main objects: 1) “Combination” undergarment, 2) Merino or woolen stockings, 3) 

Loose knickerbockers or 4) Trousers, 5) A plain skirt, 6) A bodice or jacket, 7) helmet of 

“club cloth” or straw hat and 8) doeskin gloves. They also list the prices of the 

knickerbockers or trousers, bodice and skirt. Although Keppel and Hillier, along with 

other authors, went out of their way to distance themselves from the dress reform 

movement, the “Combination” undergarment is a union suit, which combined a knit 

flannel waist with drawers (Cunningham, 2003). Some sources sometimes recommended 

that women don knickerbockers or trousers underneath their skirts, in lieu of petticoats 

(e.g. “Editor’s open window,” November, 1884; Keppel & Hillier; Smith, March, 1885), 

although not everyone was in agreement that they were appropriate (e.g. Bates, January, 

1885).  

 Specialized and “masculine” dress for women. Some writers made either 

explicit or implied suggestions that some aspects of men’s and women’s cycling dress 

should be the same. The suggestion was not that women should try to make themselves 

unrecognizable as women. Rather, some cyclists thought it best to dress specifically for 

cycling as a sport, which meant adapting every day dress, particularly for women. One 

aspect of dress that was discussed in detail was what women should wear under their 

skirts. Even when they could not be seen, any type of trousers was associated with men’s 

dress.21 Still, some writers were convinced that trousers were an option or even that 

women would be better able to ride tricycles if they replaced petticoats with trousers or 

knickerbockers. These writers were not suggesting that women stop wearing skirts 

altogether when riding. Trousers underneath skirts had already been adopted by 

equestriennes. By the 1880s, women in both Britain and the United States began to wear 

trousers instead of petticoats beneath their riding skirts (Albrecht, et al., 1988; David, 

2002).  

 Wearing trousers, even under skirts, may have been seen by some as a radical act, 

                                                
21 Men typically wore pants cut to just below the knee. The two most common forms were knee-breeches, 
which were tight-fitting, and knickerbockers, which were loose. William Keppel and G. Lacy Hillier (1887) 
recommended knee-breeches for those on bicycles and knickerbockers for men on tricycles. Some elderly 
men insisted on wearing full-length trousers while tricycling, despite the problems that they caused. 
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but those who suggested trousers as an option were not attempting to create a revolution 

in women’s dress for activities other than tricycling. F. J. Erskine (1884) wrote: “A 

rational dress is necessary— but not the compound Turco-Chinese dress put for by the 

Society. By rational, I mean a dress approved by common sense and experience” (16). 

The Society refers to the Rational Dress Society, which was founded by Viscountess 

Haberton. As discussed, the Society recommended that women avoid garments that 

restricted movement (Cunningham, 2003; Stankovski, 2005). Prior to suggesting that 

women could cycle with trousers under their skirts, Erksine distanced herself from the 

British dress reform movement. She also implied that she herself preferred to ride with 

petticoats, perhaps because admitting to wearing trousers might have weakened her 

credibility. As her goal was to encourage other women to take up cycling, she may have 

hedged her bets by suggesting trousers as an option, only to add that one could just as 

easily ride in petticoats.  

  A woman who wrote about what she wore for tricycling was holding herself up 

as an example. It was less fraught for men to recommend that women wear trousers, as 

they did not have to worry as much about censure. William Keppel and G. Lacy Hillier 

(1887) recommended adapted dress for tricycling. They suggested that women wear a 

costume similar to that worn by men, with a skirt on top: “Clothing, which takes a dual 

form, closely resembling the male costume, with a suitable skirt super-added, is most 

usually adopted. . .” (p. 270). By dual form, they meant that the jacket and whatever was 

worn on the bottom were of the same fabric. Keppel and Hillier thought it best that 

women wear knickerbockers, which were cut to the knee. Trousers were a second choice, 

but the authors thought that trousers did not work as well as they were believed to be 

more fatiguing. They recommended knickerbockers made of the same cloth as the outer 

garments, which were to buckle at the knee. Assuming that the stockings were either a 

dark color or matched the dress “and the skirt be cut the right length, it will look well and 

prove comfortable regarded merely as a cycling costume” (p. 250). Unlike trousers, 

knickerbockers would not have shown underneath women’s dresses, although the lack of 

petticoats might have been visible under some circumstances. Still, Keppel and Hillier 

were no more in favor of the dress reform movement than was F. J. Erskine: “The would-
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be dress reformers. . . desired to use the tricycling ladies as a medium whereby they 

might introduce to the public their crude notions of a suitable and hygienic dress” (p. 

246). Keppel and Hillier wanted women to wear practical clothing for tricycling, but 

were not trying to change women’s dress for other occasions.  

  In November, 1884 the editor of the American magazine Outing and the 

Wheelman’s wrote: “Our lady tricyclists may take a hint from the English women who 

substitute knickerbockers for multitudinous skirts in tricycling costumes, wearing only 

the one skirt of tweed or flannel which forms the dress proper” (“Editors Open Window,” 

p. 138). Keppel and Hillier (1887) suggested that knickerbockers had practical 

advantages over divided skirts, which “proved singularly ill-adapted for the work” (p. 

270). However, at least one woman tricyclist vehemently disagreed that it was acceptable 

for women to ride with knickerbockers. President Bates wrote a letter to the editor in lieu 

of his wife who had: “. . .threatened to write to OUTING [sic]. . . . To prevent such a 

catastrophe I have concluded to write about it myself” (January, 1885, p. 302). “Mrs. B,” 

as her husband referred to her, apparently had very strong opinions about how ladies 

should dress for riding tricycles. She was opposed to knickerbockers being worn beneath 

skirts because they were “awkward and unfeminine” and forced the rider to change 

clothes before and after riding. She argued that when magazines suggested that ladies ride 

with knickerbockers under their skirts it: “. . .prevent[ed] the sale of tricycles by giving 

ladies the false impression that one. . . must purchase and wear peculiar garments, —what 

is worse unfashionable garments” (p. 302). The procurement of trousers or 

knickerbockers was a major concern, although Mrs. Bates was not explicit in her 

concerns. Regarding riding habits, David (2002) explained that: “A tailor or breeches-

maker made both masculine and feminine garments, and the impropriety of having one’s 

inseam measured by a man was solved by finding a reputable establishment with a 

specially trained woman to take measurements” (pp. 185-186). Whether or not women 

who rode tricycles also had the option to be measured by a woman is unknown, but given 

Mrs. Bates’ vehement opposition, having a woman do the measuring would not have 

changed her mind. Mrs. Bates also thought that knickerbockers were English and that 

those living in more “civilized” nations thought women’s English dress was 
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“abominable.” Her exaggerated response about the British aside, her point was that 

specialized garments might drive away women who might otherwise take up tricycling. 

From her perspective, encouraging women to ride meant that style could not be entirely 

sacrificed for practicality, otherwise they would not take up cycling. 

The most functional garments that could have been worn would have been taken 

directly from men’s clothing, but not even the British nor the American dress reform 

movements went that far (Cunningham, 2003). Women who rode and wrote about 

tricycles were trying to encourage other women to take up cycling, which meant making 

concessions to fashion over function. Minna Caroline Smith (March 1885), for example, 

acknowledged that practicality had to be tempered by social standards, writing that the 

most comfortable dress for cycling would be an adapted “mountain-suit” such as woman 

or girl would wear in the Alps or the Sierras. Smith explained that such a suit was 

considered suitable in the mountains: “But civilization in its present state demands a 

superfluity of petticoats, or at least semblance of such” (p. 424). Yet, Smith seemed to 

prefer the semblance of petticoats over actual petticoats: “If wide knickerbockers are 

substituted for skirts, a great advantage will be found in freedom and grace of movement” 

(p. 424). The concern was not really whether or not women actually wore petticoats, but 

that it was necessary to for others to think that one was wearing petticoats. Some writers, 

such as Smith, focused on what women could wear to look ordinary both on and off the 

tricycle.  

Style and Dress to Normalize Cycling 

Women who rode tricycles in public were highly visible, and because they were 

cycling, which was not yet a common activity for women, they were all the more 

noticeable, particularly when riding in cities. Instructions on how dress considered 

practicality in terms of construction and material, but also emphasized appearance, which 

would also have been considered part of the necessary aspects of selecting clothing. In 

focusing on appearance, the goals were twofold: First to make women feel that they 

could ride a tricycle and still be appropriate and second to ensure that those who rode 

would be dressed in such a way that they would reflect well upon women tricycling in 

general.  
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As stated, one tactic was to argue that women did not need to purchase specialized 

garments, which some writers hoped would encourage more women of their social class 

to ride. President Bates (July, 1884)— or presumably Mrs. Bates writing with an 

introduction from her husband— argued that women should simply wear walking or 

carriage dresses when tricycling. Specialized garments were entirely unnecessary. Mrs. 

Bates thought that one could cycle in perfectly fashionable garments. She was very clear 

that she thought women should ride in whatever they found most comfortable, 

suggesting, for example, that while a woman should ride in low, close-fitting walking 

shoes that did not come above the ankle, “. . .this is not necessary, it is only advisable” (p. 

302). It was acceptable to ride in any shoes that were comfortable for walking. She did 

believe that it was imperative to wear a wool dress, but listed a range of acceptable 

colors: “Any shade of gray, blue, olive, lavender, or any of the quiet neutral tints, or plain 

colors, may be chosen to suit the complexion and taste of the wearer” (p. 302). Almost 

any color that could be worn for a carriage or walking costume could be worn for 

tricycling. It was acceptable to adorn oneself, but it should be done sparingly. 

Yet, Mrs. Bates also emphasized the relationship of the dress to the tricycle, 

suggesting that the costume should be all one color including the gloves and hat. 

However, she meant for the costume to be worn for both walking and cycling. Perhaps 

Mrs. Bates meant that, when a woman obtained a new walking costume, if she wanted to 

ride a tricycle as well, she should purchase a costume that would be suitable for both. She 

described the structure of the costume in detail:  

The dress should fit snugly to the waist, with sleeves as tight as the prevailing 
fashion permits. The skirt should be of the ordinary walking-dress length in front, 
six inches longer behind, as sitting on the saddle will gather up the back breadth 
as to make it appear even all around. The front and back breadth should be plain; 
the side breadths box-plaited with two inch plaits, gathered to fit at the top. These 
plaits must not be fastened at the bottom, but be left so that they will open there 
like the folds of a fan. The skirt should be as small and straight as the fashion 
permits, so as to spread as little as possible. About six inches above the bottom, 
on the inside, attach each plait to an elastic cord. This cord should be so tight that 
when the wearer is standing the bottom of the skirt will be held to the smallest 
circumference which good taste and the fashion in walking-dresses allow. This 
cord will permit the foot, in walking, or in driving the pedals of the tricycle, to 
expand, by opening the plaits, which its elasticity will at once close again. (p. 
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303) 
Mrs. Bates explained: “Thus dressed, a lady appears as well for a promenade as for her 

tricycle, and does not look odd away from her machine.” It was important that no more of 

her feet be visible when tricycling than would be visible when she walked. She 

emphasized again that any walking costume would do as long as the tricycle had 

appropriate chain guards, which could be a woven wire or plate shield that covered the 

chain. The angle it was set at was important, as it needed to not catch any draping fabric. 

The letter ended with:  

And many ladies who now hesitate to adopt [the tricycle], because of a mistaken 
idea that they will have to appear odd in dress, or that it will entail special 
expense for costume, will no doubt join the wheeling fraternity as soon as these 
errors are dispelled. (p. 303) 

Mrs. Bates framed the idea of peculiar dress as the largest obstacle to becoming a 

tricyclist. Despite the fact that the cost of a tricycle was prohibitively expensive for most 

people, Mrs. Bates nonetheless emphasized that a woman could be frugal by wearing a 

costume she already owned. The importance of being able to wear ordinary dress and 

appear perfectly appropriate whether on or off the tricycle, was more central to her 

argument.  

 Minna Caroline Smith (March, 1885), who was no radical but somewhat more 

liberal than Mrs. Bates, emphasized that a tricycling costume should be both comfortable 

and elegant and that one should be able to wear it both on and off the tricycle: “A 

correspondent writes me that she finds the best dress for her use is a sort of princesse 

[sic] robe or ulster about the length of an ordinary walking-dress, made to button from 

throat to hem. It is quite snug fitting, and with no extra fullness in the skirt to get in the 

way of the gown. This seems to me a most sensible and healthful style of garment” (p. 

424). She explained that the “princesse” style gown eliminated “multiple bands around 

the waist” and made it easiest to move. One could take a change of clothes in a basket if 

needed. Smith was not in favor of any kind of decoration. Like Mrs. Bates, Smith 

emphasized that a lady should not feel obligated to buy a special outfit for wheeling, and 

that she should instead start riding and adapt as she goes along. Unlike Mrs. Bates, she 

did recommend less restrictive clothing and wearing knickerbockers, as discussed above.  
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 Uniforms and clubs. Another way of normalizing women’s tricycling costumes 

was to suggest that women should wear uniforms when they rode with cycling clubs. The 

uniform was a specialized costume, the cost of which cyclists like Mrs. Bates feared 

would dissuade women from riding, as she thought that women would not want to wear a 

uniform that made them recognizable as tricyclists when they were off the machine. 

However, uniforms also were a way to connect women tricyclists as a unit thus providing 

protection and legitimacy. According to Minna Caroline Smith (June, 1885), the 

members of the Ladies’ Tricycle Club of New York rode in a dark-blue flannel skirt, with 

“a Jersey” and cap that were also dark-blue, along with a badge Smith also wrote about 

women’s tricycling clubs in New Jersey and in other nearby states, as well as far west as 

Chicago. The uniform served to emphasize the social nature of women riding together. 

 Women who joined cycling clubs that welcomed both men and women sometimes 

wore uniforms that coordinated with men’s uniforms. The uniform served the same 

purpose in this case, to make the rider appear to be part of a socially acceptable group. 

One organization, the London based Cyclist’s Touring Club (C.T.C.) created uniforms 

for both men and women who belonged to the club (e.g., Shipton, 1888; Figures 29, 30). 

The Cyclist’s Touring Club established branches around the world and reached 10,000 

members during the 1880s (Herlihy, 2004). The C.T.C. costume was adopted both in 

Britain and in the United States. For example, Minna Caroline Smith (June, 1885) 

mentioned that the 12 women in the Potomac Tricycling Club “have joined the cycling 

touring club, and wear the uniform” (p. 320). Both the material and the style of the 

uniform was widely enough known that Smith did not need to describe the uniform in 

further detail. There are, however, more detailed discussions of both women’s and men’s 

C. T. C. uniforms, such as in the C.T.C.’s Uniform rules & regulations (Reid, April 10, 

2013; Shipton). 

 Before 1882 the costumes were dark green serge, but members complained, and 

later that year gray serge was instituted instead. All female members were to wear either 

a coat bodice (Figure 30) or a Norfolk jacket (Figure 29). The skirt could be plain or have 

a pannier, and knickerbockers made of the same cloth, or of flannel, were recommended 

(Shipton, 1888). Keppel and Hillier (1887) wrote that a cyclist, presumably of either 
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gender, no longer stood out so long as he or she adopted the C.T.C. uniform. Regarding 

women who rode tricycles, they wrote:  

One reason for the protection which ladies undoubtedly find in the C.T.C. grey 
uniform lies in the fact that it is so little remarkable, and so closely resembles that 
ordinarily worn by the wife of the parson or doctor . . . . Every day the public 
outside the sport become more and more used to the sight of a correctly dressed 
cyclist, and the familiar grey dress of the lady rider, and the knee breeches, 
stockings, and short jackets of the sterner sex, occasion no remark. (p. 229)  

The word “protection” makes the uniform seem as if it has almost talismanic powers. The 

description the women’s costume suggests that it is the type of dress that the most 

respectable type of woman would wear. Linking the ideal tricycling uniform to a parson 

or doctor’s wife makes both the individual tricyclist and tricycling in general seem more 

respectable. They also link the uniform to dress worn in the country, perhaps implying 

that the country was the most appropriate place for one to ride. 

 Still, some critics saw uniforms as unfeminine as they did not allow women to 

show off their individual charms. For example, The Cycle, reprinting from Record 

addressed women’s tricycling dress in an untitled piece: 

The much debated question of the proper dress for the tricycle is before dozens of 
cycliennes this week, and each one proves her good taste by wearing just what she 
pleases. A uniform will do very well for a man’s club, but it would spoil the 
picturesqueness of a group of gowns to have them all alike. Besides, the same 
thing will not suit all sorts of and conditions of femininity. A pretty young girl 
looks very suitably dressed in a brighter gown and a jauntier cap than an older and 
plainer woman could think of donning. One thing is certain, full-gown skirts and 
pleatings of all sorts are a nuisance and a trial on the three-wheel (“Untitled,” 
June 11, 1886, p. 203).22  

However, despite recommending that women dress in a way to demonstrate their 

individual styles, the article stated that more elaborate styles were cumbersome and 

should be avoided. Women were expected to simultaneously find a garment that would 

allow them to look proper in public, but at the same time needed to be concerned with the 

dangers caused by skirts.  

Safety concerns. Although there were tricycles designed with women wearing 

skirts in mind, skirts remained one of the main dangers for women riding tricycles. The 

only truly safe option, which would have been not wearing a skirt or wearing a skirt 
                                                
22 Naturally, no one was worried about which colors were more flattering to younger and older men. 
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shortened to the knees with bloomers, was never discussed as a possibility during this 

period, except by those associated with dress reform, whom many people did not take 

seriously. As discussed, there were examples of tricycling dress made by members of the 

British dress reform movement that might have addressed this problem (“The Rational 

Dress Exhibition,” July 14, 1883). The adaptations that women made to make tricycling 

skirts more safe were as far as one could go while remaining sufficiently fashionable. 

Still, cyclists were well aware that women’s skirts could be hazardous. William Keppel 

and G. Lacy Hillier (1887) pointed out that a woman’s skirt made it impossible to leap 

backwards off of her tricycle, which a man could do as a last resort. 

Instead of doing away with fashionable dress, tricycles were altered in an attempt to 

meet women’s needs. For example, skirt guards were added to keep skirts from getting 

caught in the wheels. “Daisie” (June 18, 1886) related her friend Maud’s experience 

while cycling alone on a borrowed tricycle that lacked a dress-guard, while she waited for 

the machine that she had ordered to come in. She would have fallen off of the tricycle 

when the machine suddenly stopped halfway down a hill: “. . .had she not been securely 

held to the saddle by the winding of her dress about the toothed wheel that carries the 

chain” (p. 214). Granted, the skirt apparently kept her from falling off the tricycle, but 

she could not get off the machine and was trapped there until two farmers came along and 

extricated her. If she had been dressed in less cumbersome clothing, she might have been 

able to leap backwards off the tricycle like a man. Regardless, she would not have been 

dependent on anyone else to get off her machine. “Daisie” reported that Maud’s 

experience did not keep her from wanting to ride, but that she had decided to get a new 

riding costume in order to avoid future misadventures.  

Modesty and comfort. While both tricycling costumes and adaptations to 

machines were suggested for women for the sake of safety, some suggestions had more to 

do with propriety and appearance than safety. Although William Keppel and G. Lacy 

Hillier were concerned with women’s safety on tricycles, they also were interested in 

women’s appearance while they rode. They suggested that a tricycle with central gearing 

was preferable because: “The drapery falls closely around the ankles and sets over the 

central bar very neatly. . .” (p. 269). That is, central gearing allowed the skirt to drape in a 
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more aesthetically pleasing manner, while avoiding getting caught in the gearing.  

Modesty relates to where the line was drawn as to the adaptions necessary to make it 

possible for a woman to ride a tricycle “safely.” Some modifications to dress that were 

suggested at the time in the name of modesty were never used because they would have 

been too dangerous. There were some ideas that skirts should  be lowered several inches 

when the rider was on the tricycle, as skirts pull up when one is sitting down. For 

example, The Cyclist and Bicycling and Trades Review mentioned that their 

contemporary Christian World addressed tricycling for ladies and had made a suggestion 

as to what women riding where others would see them could wear:  

. . .An ingeniously contrived costume specially adapted to meet the requirements 
of lady riders. When seated on the machine, the rider has merely to draw a pulley 
that will gather all the superfluous fullness of skirt out of the way of the wheels, 
&c. ; And by letting down a fold concealed by the overskirt, an extra length of six 
or seven inches is obtained in the front part of the skirt, and allows the dress to 
fall well over the treadles, so as to effectually cover the feet and ankles from the 
gaze of the Christian World. (“Notes of the week,” July, 10, 1881, p. 426) 

Having longer skirts that covered the pedals would have made riding a tricycle very 

hazardous because the skirts would have been very likely to get caught, possibly leading 

the rider to crash. Of course, this suggestion originally was made in a publication aimed 

at the general public, not in a sporting journal. Still, the decision to reprint the article in 

The Cyclist suggests that, at least early in the 1880s before tricycling became popular, 

concerns about modesty may have trumped concerns about functionality and safety.  

The idea of having skirts that could be lowered when riding to cover the rider’s 

feet and raised up again to allow for walking was appealing. However, it seems to have 

been an idea that worked better hypothetically than in practice. Violet Lorne wrote that 

skirts should be two to three inches above the ground when the wearer was standing and:  

“I am sorry to say I cannot recommend any quick and easy way of fastening it up 
when compelled to dismount, for, according to my own experience, none such 
exists. A skirt long enough to require such adjustment is dangerous and ungainly, 
and to be shunned like the plague.” (quoted by “Daisie,” August 6,1886, p. 318) 

A skirt a couple of inches above the ground would not reveal more than the wearer’s 

shoes when she was walking, nor would she be in danger of getting her skirts muddy. 

Rather than suggesting ways of changing women’s clothing to make it more modest, 



   107 

 

most writers suggested that women’s tricycling dress was perfectly modest as it was.  

Conclusion 

While the minutiae described in women’s dress and the focus on how women’s dress 

was described may seem trivial today, the level of detail employed emphasizes the degree 

to which women’s ability to engage in tricycling was determined by how their clothing 

impeded their ability to easily ride a tricycle. Writing about women’s dress was intended 

to draw women into the idea of cycling, as women were accustomed to reading women’s 

magazines that described fashionable dress in great detail. Women who rode two-person 

tricycles that were steered by a man did not necessarily have to have an in-depth 

understanding of the machine itself, but they certainly needed to know how to dress to 

ride. Women who rode single tricycles needed to have an understanding of both how to 

select, operate and care for a machine. Whether women rode on sociables or tandems or 

alone they needed to choose a costume that was sufficiently fashionable to avoid ridicule 

and undue attention and sufficiently functional that riding was physically possible. The 

tricycle was later seen as a stepping stone to making the bicycle acceptable. One source 

wrote that the tricycle was “cumbersome and worse than useless” (“Cycling for ladies,” 

October 31, 1896). Yet, to women who had no other option for riding, it must have 

seemed a godsend. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE WHEELWOMAN’S WARDROBE: DRESSING FOR THE SAFETY 

BICYCLE 

 

 During the 1890s, both the discourse around and the sales of bicycles soared in 

Britain, the United States, and elsewhere. Many discussions centered around women as 

bicyclists, as it became an increasingly fashionable sport. Bicycling was fashionable both 

in the sense that it was popular, and in that it demanded specialized clothing, particularly 

for women. Myriad guides and articles addressed how women should dress for bicycling. 

These discussions focused on both functional and aesthetic aspects of women's bicycling 

dress. The tailor-made costume, generally consisting of a jacket and skirt, and sometimes 

knickerbockers, became the costume that most women wore for bicycling. Writers 

informed women that to dress well was an obligation because failure to do so spoke 

poorly of women bicyclists in general. In this chapter, I describe the components and 

style of women's bicycling costumes in detail, with the goal of creating a picture of both 

how women dressed and the importance that was accorded to dressing correctly. 

Dress in the 1890s 

Fashionable dress in the 1890s was much simpler than clothing worn in preceding 

decades, making it easier for women to make fashionable clothes at home. There was also 

much more coverage of fashion in well-illustrated articles and advertisements. While 

Paris was still the center of haute-couture, British fashions were very influential in the 

United States. Throughout the 1890s, fashions changed dramatically: “. . .From the 

upright, narrow cut of the late eighties to the flowing, full-busted and wide-bottomed 

look of 1900” (Severa, 1995, p. 474). The shape of sleeves changed a great deal 

throughout the decade, which assists in dating images. In 1890, sleeves were tight at the 

upper arm with a vertical puff at the shoulder, but this style did not last long. By 1892, 

the puff had started to expand around the upper arm, which is referred to as a gigot or 

leg-o’-mutton style. The relatively moderate puff quickly evolved into a more extreme 

shape that was very full around the upper arms and narrow from the elbow to the wrist 

(Figure 31). At first the style drooped, but by 1895 it had become broader and stiffer. 
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After 1896, the style shrunk again and there were a variety fashionable smaller puffs. By 

1898, “. . .the most popular style was a long, tight sleeve with a small, full, ball-shaped 

puff set very high on the upper arm” (Severa, p. 459). Bishop sleeves were also popular 

during this period (Severa). Bishop sleeves are full from shoulder to wrist where they are 

gathered into a cuff (Cumming, Cunnington & Cunnington, 2010).  

Shirtwaists, which were blouses women wore with skirts, became very popular. They 

often were made at home. As with jackets, sleeve shape changed throughout the decade. 

Shirtwaists often were made out of simpler materials like cotton, but could also be made 

of silk (Severa, 1995). Blum (1974) credited Charles Dana Gibson’s “Gibson Girl” with 

making the shirtwaists the height of fashion. Skirt shapes also changed throughout the 

1890s (Severa). Vestiges of the bustle remained in the United States until 1891 (Blum). 

Gernsheim (1963/1981) wrote that in Britain bustles began to vanish in early 1890. Early 

in the decade, most skirts had a bell shape, which was narrow over the hips and wide at 

the hem. Some skirts were nearly circular with “three darts at each hip and deep box 

plaits [sic] at the back, where the skirt was about six inches longer” (Severa, p. 461). This 

style was smooth at the front and flared at the hem. Another popular style was the gored 

skirt. By the end of the decade, fashionable skirts often were narrow to the knee and then 

flared to the hem. Gores, panels or pleats that were stitched down became common 

(Severa).  

Sports for women became more popular in the 1890s, creating a need for sporting 

costumes (Blum, 1974; Severa, 1995). As sporting activities became more popular, the 

market for durable materials increased. For bicycling and walking suits, “hard-finish 

woolens” were typically used. By the late 1890s, walking skirts were not meant to touch 

the ground at all (Peteu, 2004; Severa). Sporting fashions followed the general lines of 

more formal fashionable dress, with some modifications.  

Women’s Dress and Bicycling  

 There was a great deal of controversy as to what women should wear while riding 

bicycles. Generally, women dressed in restrictive garments, including corsets. Herlihy 

(2004) wrote: “Such garb was clearly incompatible with cycling, which demanded form-

fitting outfits that would not interfere with the moving parts and nothing that might 
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restrict breathing” (p. 267). Herlihy explained that the drop frame was introduced to 

allow women to ride in skirts, although they still needed more “skimpy” clothing than 

was worn for other activities in order to ride safely. Herlihy suggested that there were, 

theoretically, three options for women, although I would argue that he is actually 

suggesting four different options: 1) Trousers like a man wore, 2) Bloomers, 3) A divided 

skirt and 4) other types of cycling skirts. He considered divided and shortened bicycling 

skirts as the same thing, but they would not necessarily have been understood that way at 

the time. According to some, anything divided was pants, even if it looked to all the 

world like a skirt (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990). Additionally, the construction of divided 

skirts was much more complicated than the construction of an ordinary skirt, as the 

division was generally hidden with panels and pleats.  

 Dressing correctly for bicycling was considered to be of utmost importance. 

Lillias Campbell Davidson (1890) wrote:  

The question of costume is a most important one— important both to health and 
appearance. It is a mistake to suppose that ‘anything will do for cycling.’ In point 
of fact, ’anything’ will not do; and it is of real necessity to dress one’s self for the 
wheel in such a manner as to secure comfort, ease, and safety. (p. 92) 

 Davidson went on to assure her readers that a woman could look “graceful, elegant, and 

womanly” stating quite directly that any woman who failed to do so was entirely at fault 

and that the problem was not cycling. Davidson (1896) contrasted women’s cycling 

clothing with men’s, writing that: “With men the matter is simplicity itself” (p. 23), as 

men could ride in everyday attire. In the city this might mean clipping his trousers, while 

Davidson reported that men in who spent their days in the country dressed in 

knickerbockers did not even need to do that. For a woman, wearing ordinary attire was 

“out of the question” (p. 23). Both bicycles themselves and clothing was adapted to meet 

women’s needs as bicyclists.  

Bicycle and Dress Technology 

In order to facilitate women’s ability to ride safety bicycles, it was necessary to adapt 

the bicycle to allow women to ride in everyday dress or to change women’s dress to suit 

the bicycle. To a certain extent, I would argue that both happened. Many women adopted 

specialized bicycle clothing, although the majority of cycling apparel did not 
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revolutionize women’s dress. Rather, bicycle and other sporting dress was modified from 

fashionable silhouettes.  

 Bicycle technology. The form of women’s cycles changed quite dramatically 

with the introduction of the drop-frame (Figure 9), which was invented to allow women 

to ride in skirts (Brown, October, 1891; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Hadland & Lessing, 

2014; Herlihy, 2004). According to Griffin (2006b), the first women’s safety bicycle was 

invented in 1886. Hebert Janvrin Brown claimed that the first lady’s drop frame, which 

he described as a “U frame” was built and ridden in Washington D. C. and that there 

were more than three hundred women who owned and rode safety bicycles.23 Brown may 

have been referring to Mrs. Harriette M. Hills, who started the United State’s first 

women’s bicycle club in 1888. The members rode drop frame bicycles and wore 

matching uniforms (Herlihy). Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1894), who was an American 

ex-patriot living in Britain, first rode a women’s drop frame in Britain in 1889.  

The drop-frame bicycle had various problems. It was difficult to build a strong and 

light bicycle with a drop frame (“Untitled,” July, 1892), so drop frame bicycles were both 

heavier and weaker. In addition the already heavier frame, women also tended to ride 

with chain cases, which protected the chain and the rider’s cloths (Hadland & Lessing, 

2014), as well as mud guards and skirt guards, which added additional weight (Warner, 

2006; Winkworth, 1989). Some inventors even developed additional accouterments for 

women’s bicycles. An American inventor came up with a contraption, known as a “blush 

preventer” that was meant to conceal a woman’s nether regions when cycling. It 

resembled “an umbrella, split in quarters” (Dunbar, June 27, 1896, p. 13). However, his 

invention never caught on. To provide some perspective on weight, in 1897 a Columbia 

men’s racing bike (Model 44) weighed 17.5 pounds, while Model 42 for women in 

rational dress or small men weighed 19.5 pounds. A stripped down drop-frame bicycle 

weighed 22 pounds, while a fully equipped women’s roadster weighed in at 27. In 1897, 

a high-end lady’s frame would range from 23 to 28 pounds when fully equipped and from 

                                                
23 His article included a photograph of Mrs. W. E. Smith standing next to an early women’s bicycle, which 
looks like it would have even less structural integrity than later models. Mrs. Smith is wearing a close 
fitting bodice with long, fitted sleeves. The photograph is dark, and she stands behind her bicycle, so it is 
difficult to tell how long her skirt is. 
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20 to 25 pounds when stripped (“Cycling,” February 1897). Thus, women’s bicycles 

were significantly heavier than men’s. One writer wrote: “I myself have tried to ride 

some of the heavy go-carts which have been forced upon women, and I have wondered 

how these frail beings could push them over the highways” (“Cycling dress for women” 

August 1894, p. 117). While the writer’s comment may be interpreted as condescending, 

a heavier bicycle combined with the additional weight of women’s clothing certainly 

would have made bicycling more challenging for women.  

 Dress technology. Various technologies relating to women’s dress were 

developed. American inventions were documented extensively by Gray and Peteu (2005). 

Similar developments also occurred elsewhere (i.e. “Gossip en route, April 9, 1898). 

Some of the inventions related to how women’s dress interacted with the bicycle. For 

example, in Britain, Miss B. E. Thompson invented a contraption for keeping the skirt in 

place:  

The part of the sandal going under the shoe is placed quite close to the heel under 
the instep, and the attachments are secured near the bottom of the dress. The dress 
is thus kept in position in the highest wind, and as the fasteners are fixed in an 
upright position they are double strong, as the pull being vertical there is less 
strain on the pins (“Gossip en route,” April 9, 1898, p. 6).  

The appliance could be attached without sewing and could be used with any skirt. It 

could be ordered with or without a mud shield. As will be discussed in more detail later, 

women such as Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1894) also developed contraptions for 

adjusting skirts to allow one to cycle more easily. Different processes for waterproofing 

fabric were also developed to allow for more comfortable and healthful bicycling during 

inclement weather. A water-resistant fabric known as “cravenette” was introduced at the 

1896 Stanley Show. Clad in this fabric, one could ride easily in the rain and avoid the 

problematic “mackintosh coverings” (“Patricia,” December 5, 1896). Despite being rain 

resistant, the material was porous (Marshall, December 5, 1896). One could have a 

costume of the fabric made to suit (“Patricia”). Another option was a waterproofing 

process that Mr. Rous applied to ordinary tweed (“Capital cape for cyclist,” January 23, 

1897). The goal was to keep cyclists from overheating and sweating too much, which 

could happen if garments did not breathe. Indeed, all aspects of clothing, from underwear 
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to outerwear, were considered important.  

Components of Dress 

 There is an extensive list of items that women needed in order to be properly 

dressed for cycling, although of course there were some differences of opinion in regard 

to what those items were. I will address different components of women’s dress 

extensively, providing descriptions and explanations of the options women had and the 

advice they were given. According to Maria Ward (1896): “The essentials are 

knickerbockers, shirtwaist, stockings, shoes, gaiters, sweater, coat, no skirt, or skirt with 

length decided by individual preference, hat and gloves” (p. 93). Frances Willard (1895) 

wrote: “It is needless to say that a bicycling costume was a prerequisite. This consisted of 

a skirt and blouse of tweed, with belt, rolling collar, and loose cravat, the skirt three 

inches from the ground; a round straw hat, and walking-shoes with gaiters. It was a 

simple, modest suit, to which no person of common sense could take exception” (p. 74). 

By writing that her costume was “modest” and that “no person of common sense” could 

disapprove, Willard both legitimized her costume and suggested that anyone who was 

opposed lacked in common sense. I start with undergarments, then address outfits, and 

finally some of the accessories women wore. 

 Undergarments. In this section, I address undergarments that were worn beneath 

all other clothing, although they are not addressed as descriptively as outer garments. 

Then, I consider what women wore in place of ordinary petticoats. Finally, I consider 

recommendations in regard to if and how women should wear corsets.  

 Next to the skin. Discussion of the undergarments to be worn next to the skin, 

which generally meant a union suit for cycling, tended to center around the idea of 

healthfulness. During the 1890s, many sources continued to recommend wool 

undergarments (e.g. Erskine, 1897; “Lachesis,” June 6, 1896; Robins Pennell, 1894; 

Ward, 1896). “Lachesis” emphasized the importance of wearing woolen undergarments, 

even in summer. However, “Holophote, M. D.” (May 11, 1895) recommended against 

wool for cycling in the summer and instead was in favor of light cotton, which he 

referred to as “cellular cloth.” “Holophote” wrote that cyclists who insisted on wool were 

shocked at the idea that cotton was a better idea for summer riding:  
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The clever contrivance of imprisoning the air in the woven cells, and literally 
clothing the body with air, at once removes the reproach of cotton as a cold fabric, 
and gives to it the same security as wool, without its attendant discomfort, on 
account of the facility of evaporation which its open texture affords. (p. 276) 

So-called “cellular cloth” was reportedly a porous new material that allowed for water to 

evaporate. The fabric was woven in a “cellular” manner, which meant that it was: “. . . 

Woven in such a manner that the minute cells appear all through the material on one side; 

and as this side is placed next to the skin the result is thorough ventilation” (“Cellular 

cloth,” May 18, 1889, p. 1033). The cloth could be made of silk, cotton, or a combination 

of the two. In what may have been a sponsored article, The Wheelwoman recommended 

“Dr. Thomalla’s hygienic underclothing.” The writer explained that, regardless of the 

material, if one wore fabric next to the skin that did not allow for perspiration to 

evaporate, one would catch a chill. Dr. Thomalla’s products apparently did not have this 

defect (“Hygienic underclothing,” March 5, 1898, p. 24). It seems likely that the writer 

was referring to cellular cloth as well. Regardless of the preferred material, 

undergarments worn against the skin were not discussed in terms of appearance, nor did 

they tend to be illustrated. The lack of discussion implies both that they were a private 

matter and that women were expected to be perfectly aware of the general shape and 

form of such garments.  

 Beneath the skirt. Ordinary petticoats were too cumbersome to be worn 

comfortably beneath bicycling skirts, so a woman could wear either a divided petticoat or 

bloomers (Robins Pennell, 1894). Earlier sources recommended divided petticoats (e.g. 

Denison, May 1892). In 1894, Elizabeth Robins Pennell said each cyclist should decide 

for herself whether she preferred knickerbockers or a short petticoat beneath her skirt. By 

1896, petticoats had gone out of fashion and were replaced with knickerbockers 

(Davidson, 1896). “Lachesis” (June 6, 1896) differentiated between “ordinary 

knickerbockers,” presumably those worn instead of skirts, with correct cycling 

knickerbockers, which were worn instead of petticoats. Ordinary knickerbockers were too 

full to wear well under skirts. Lachesis emphasized that, in terms of underwear, cyclists 

needed narrow knickerbockers and not divided skirts. She wrote: “The best patterns are 

made with deep shaped bands, and without any clumsy pleats in the front section” (p. 8). 



   115 

 

Fullness was gathered into the waist and gores were used at each leg to make them 

sufficiently narrow. A strap and a buckle were better for fastening than elastic. The 

Museum of London has black satin knickerbockers (LW.EPH.AH.CY3) with a brocade 

or jacquard floral pattern in the weave. The knickerbockers open at the back, with a panel 

that folds down. The garments would have hooked onto another garment with three 

buttons to keep the clothing from gapping. They have a dropped crotch and the bottom of 

the legs are gathered into cuffs., as Lachesis recommended (see Appendix B for detailed 

garment descriptions).  

 Generally, silk was the recommended material, as the fabric of the skirt slide over it 

more easily (Davidson, 1896; “Lachesis,” June 20, 1896; “Virginia,” October 21 1896). 

“Lachesis” recommended satin or bengaline, as they both had a smooth surface. Silk was 

recommended both for chilly weather (Davidson; “Virginia”) and warm weather. Silk’s 

only negative aspect was that it was not durable and therefore costly to maintain 

(“Lachesis”). If one did not wear silk knickerbockers, one needed a skirt lined in either 

silk or linnettte to keep her skirts from riding up (Davidson). Alpaca was also a suitable 

material for knickerbockers. Tweed or serge could be used, but: “It stands to reason that, 

over such knickerbockers, the skirt must invariably drag” (“Lachesis,” p. 8). Cheaper 

materials certainly were used sometimes. LACMA has a pair of narrow linen 

knickerbockers with a reinforced, dropped crotch that were most likely worn underneath 

the accompanying skirt (M.91.169.A-M). “Lachesis” said that cotton was a mistake. In 

colder weather, “Lachesis” wore knickerbockers knitted from Scotch wool, which had an 

elastic waist. Most of the discussions of knickerbockers worn as undergarments focused 

on function over aesthetics, but “Virginia” recommended violet, black or red, although 

given that these knickerbockers were not to be seen.  

 Corsets. There were differences in opinion in regard to whether or not women 

ought to wear corsets for bicycling. Tight-lacing was almost universally reviled, as it was 

considered dangerous (e.g. Davidson, 1890, 1896; Denison, January 1892; Erskine, 1897; 

Herbage, July 4, 1896; “Overheard on the road,” June 6, 1896; Ward, 1896). Lillias 

Campbell Davidson (1896) claimed that women who insisted on tight-lacing were easily 

spotted because they were red in the face, rode very slowly, and spent too much time 
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pushing their bicycles. Grace E. Denison explained that: “It does no great harm to lace, if 

one is obliged or content or potter about on asphalted boulevards; but for real riding, 

climbing, long and varied spins, the women in the corset will fare like the last little pig 

who cried, ‘wee-wee-wee— I want to go home.’” (p. 96). For a casual rider, corseting 

would not cause any great harm, but it would not do for anyone who wished to ride more 

seriously. I found only one example where it seemed that tight-lacing was supported. 

“Celeste” (September 16, 1896) wrote in favor of French women’s tiny waists, 

responding to “Amy”: “What rubbish that paper you sent me has printed about the doom 

of the small waist. Parisiennes laugh at the very idea” (p. 9). Granted, it seems that this 

comment is aimed more at women who are riding about in public spaces to be seen than 

for serious riders. In regard to French women and corsets, there is too little evidence to 

determine whether or not Celeste’s response is representative of French women’s 

perspectives on corsets and bicycling. As she wrote pseudonymously, it also cannot be 

determine if the writer was truly French, or was impersonating a French perspective.  

Some British and American writers were opposed to corsets (e.g. Davidson, 1890; 

Denison, January 1892; “Punctures,” July 11, 1896). By 1896, Lillias Campbell Davidson 

had changed her mind, however. Writers opposed to corsets were not of the opinion that 

women’s garments should be entirely unstructured. Grace E. Denison (January, 1892) 

explained: “An easy bodice need not be untidy, but it must be lightly boned in every 

seam, for the corset on the cyclist is an impossibility for any real riding” (p. 96). Because 

she did not recommend corsets for bicycling, she recommended a more structured outer 

garment. Structured garments were associated with a neat appearance, and it no doubt 

would have been uncomfortable to ride without any support at all. Miss Crossfield, M. D. 

recommended that larger women wear some kind of corset substitute, which presumably 

meant some kind of modified stays that had fewer bones or no bones at all (“Punctures,” 

July 11, 1896). Maria Ward (1896) wrote that, if one chose to wear a corset, it should not 

be longer than the waist and needed elastic side-lacing, as did Davidson (1896). 

Several writers thought that corsets were necessary, but recommended specially made 

bicycling corsets, which were meant to be less structured and shorter-waisted (Davidson, 

1896; Erskine, 1897). Lillias Campbell Davidson (1896) wrote that “waists” worn for 
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cycling should be half an inch to an inch larger than ordinary corsets and that they should 

be specially made for riding and reach “no lower than waist” (p. 25). Women could not 

simply loosen their corsets, as they were carefully cut so that each panel was shaped to fit 

over a particular part of the torso. Thus, wearing loose stays caused painful chafing 

(Summers, 2001). Some women had initially believed that corsets for bicycling should be 

relinquished, but later came to decide that they were needed after all (Davidson; 

“Lachesis,” June 27, 1896). “Lachesis” changed her mind after speaking with a physician 

who had spent twenty years studying women’s “internal mechanism” (p. 8). When she 

first began cycling, she was determined to dress in a “Rational costume” and gave up 

corsets. She later found that she rode better with a knitted corset than with no support. 

She claimed that most women suffered problems from wearing a corset if they chose one 

that was too small or of the wrong type of corset. She thought that it was important to 

wear a corset that was made especially for bicycling. In reality, most women probably 

suffered through sports in ordinary corsets (Summers). One type that Lachesis found 

suitable was made of wool or stockinet and had less boning than ordinary corsets.24 One 

model was made without boning and was stiffened by cording “as in the manner of little 

children’s stays” (p. 8). There are extant examples of adult corsets made with cords 

instead of bones, such as an 1889 example by Dr. Warner held at the Metropolitan 

Museum (2009.300.3015a–c). Lachesis’ preferred corset was knit out of wool, or cotton 

for summer. She also recommended a French style of corset made of white merino or 

cashmere and whalebone.  

Corset makers advertised “bicycling corsets” to women in cycling magazines, 

although some of the corsets do not appear any different from ordinary women’s corsets 

and may have been advertising gimmicks (see: Summers, 2001). For example, one corset 

advertised by W. T. Reddell (July 13, 1895), called the Dozak Cycling Corset, extended 

to the top of the wearer’s hips and appears to be heavily boned. Young, Carter & Overall 

(May 23, 1896) advertised “Y. C. Corsets” cycling corsets in The Wheelwoman stating: 

“Lady cyclists and all others should wear Y. C. Corsets” (p. 9). Their “Y. C. Cyclist 

                                                
24 Stockinette and wool clearly are not equivalent. Wool is a fiber that can be knit or woven into different 
types of textiles. Stockinette is a loosely knit material that can be made of different fibers. 
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Corset” (Figure 32) did have a shorter waist than the other two corsets illustrated. Instead 

of coming over the hips, it ended at the waist except for a point at the center front. The 

Museum of London’s bicycling corset (62.4218a) is relatively strongly reinforced, as it 

has 24 metal bones. An ordinary corset had at least 20 bones (Summers). The fabric made 

of a twill weave and has gray twill tape at the edge, along with embroidery in a lace 

pattern. The corset opens at center front and laces at the back. It has eighteen eyelets on 

each side of the back. It is 12.5 inches long at center front, which based on a search of 

corsets held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is neither a long nor a particularly short 

corset. It would have extended past the waist. According to the corset’s box the corset 

was made especially for a bicyclist: “C. B. Cyclist Corset Facilitates Cycling. The best 

cycling corset extant with bistro spring supports.” Although it is made out of a practical 

fabric, the corset does not appear less restrictive than typical corsets. There are examples 

of corsets that were not necessarily made for bicycling that would have been less 

restrictive. For example, the Victoria and Albert Museum has a corset (T.184-1962) made 

out of vertical tapes with whalebone that are attached to horizontal cotton bands. 

Ventilated corsets such as this one were meant for warm weather and physical activities: 

“The spaces in between the whalebone and cotton tapes were intended to allow air to 

circulate. . .” (Johnston, 2005, p. 144). There were many types of corsets designed that 

were meant to be better for one’s health (Johnston).   

 Jackets, blouses, and skirts. The greatest amount of ink was spilled over 

women’s bicycling ensembles, which usually consisted of jackets, blouses, and skirts. 

Jackets and skirts tended to be made of the same material, while blouses were meant to 

coordinate. One costume at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art has two different 

coordinating blouses (Figures 33 and 34). Typically, jackets and skirts were made of 

wool, but they could also be made of cotton or linen. The time of year impacted the 

materials one would wear. For example, Davidson (1890) recommended tweed or serge 

wool in winter and thin wool in summer. Davidson (1896) later recommended alpaca for 

summer riding. Bicycling suits could be made in a wide range of colors, but tweeds and 

browns and grays were considered the most practical (e.g. Davidson, 1890; “Gossip en 

route,” January 1, 1898; “Lachesis” August 1, 1896; “Mademoiselle Fleurette,” August 7, 
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1897; Robins Pennell, 1894). Elizabeth Robins Pennell specifically recommended a 

costume in “CTC gray,” which “defied” both rain and dirt (p. 258). Other choices include 

powder blue plain cloth (Marshall, May 30, 1896), dark blue (Browning, July 18, 1896; 

Herbage, June 20, 1896; Marshall March 13, 1897; Sallas June 5, 1897), red serge 

(Marshall, November 28, 1896), “dragon green” vicuna  (Marshall, December 12, 1896), 

and even heliotrope cashmere (“Patricia,” April 17. 1897). Writers who were interested in 

practical bicycling thought that bright colors were to be avoided (Davidson, 1890; 1896). 

According to Lillias Campbell Davidson (1890). The main goal was to “achieve neatness, 

a business-like appearance, which is in keeping with the pastime, and which can face 

without detriment, dust, rain, and mud” (p. 93). Davidson certainly was not 

recommending that women adopt men’s clothing, but the descriptions she uses suggest 

that the most practical options borrowed some masculine features.  

 Jackets. Writers who addressed bicycle fashions agreed that bicycle jackets 

needed to be carefully cut if they were to be suitable (e.g. “Fashion and the wheel,” May 

7, 1898 “Lachesis,” August 1, 1896; Marshall, May 30 1896; “Virginia,” October 21, 

1896). Although the style of sleeve is one of the defining characteristics for jackets and 

blouses from this period, sleeves were rarely mentioned, and if they were, very little 

detailed tended to be provided. For example, “Virginia” (October 21, 1896) 

recommended a double-breasted short sac jacket of drab cloth with “moderate sleeves” 

(p. 144), which is of course relative. According to “Lachesis,” (August 1, 1896) when 

women first began riding bicycles, they often considered only practical aspects of cycling 

jackets and ignored aesthetics. She naturally thought that both appearance and practicality 

should be taken into consideration when selecting a jacket. Overall, “Lachesis” 

recommended grey or brown wool for jackets, preferably made of a “mixture cloth” to 

hide stains. Fading from the sun was also less likely to be noticeable if one wore gray or 

brown. Although fashion plates showed jackets of various lengths, from cropped to the 

waist to several inches below the hips, a common consensus was that jackets should be 

long enough to touch the saddle when cycling (“A Man,” May 7, 1898; Campbell, May, 

18 1896; Ward, 1896). 

 “Lachesis” (August 1, 1896) named three types of jackets that one could wear for 
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cycling. The most common type she described as a “somewhat ordinary little godet 

jacket” (p. 8), which is presumably the typical style of jacket with a defined waist and 

peplum. The peplum could be cut from the seam pieces as the bodice, or be attached at a 

waist seam. This jacket ideally should be designed so it could be worn open or closed, as 

she found it absurd that dressmakers would make jackets that were stitched so they could 

only be worn open, making it entirely unsuitable for windy or rainy days. The jacket 

should have an outside pocket and Lachesis thought rolled collars were best, as they 

could be folded up to keep warm. LACMA (M.91.169.A-M) has two examples that most 

likely are a “godet” type of jacket. The first is made in beige linen and must have been 

used for warm weather bicycling (Figure 35). The jacket has revers (lapels) , which are in 

the shape and inverted triangles that end at the waist with a notched collar made out of 

the same fabric. It is decorated with pairs of white horizontal ribbon appliqué on the 

revers and bottom of the sleeves. There are two rows of five decorative buttons below the 

revers, just above the waist, as well as two rows of matching decorative buttons at the 

back. The jacket comes to a point where it meets at the center front, and has a cutaway 

peplum. The jacket is relatively unfitted and has no boning. It has a two-layered inverted 

vertical box pleat at center back, which creates dimensionality. The arms are long to 

allow the top of the sleeve to puff up above the shoulder when worn. The Wheelwoman 

featured several illustrations that have similar features (Figures 36, 37, 38). Figure 36 is a 

short grey tweed coat "with moderately full basques and strapped seams, the broad revers 

also ornamented with strapping and four buttonholes" (Marshall, May 23, 1896, p. 6). 

The four buttonholes on each side of the jacket are decorative. The coat could be closed 

with a tab at the waist when windy (Marshall). Figure 37 has wide, decorative revers that 

could be removed to create a more plain style (Marshall, August 15, 1896). Figure 38, 

illustrated and described by Rose Marshall (March 6, 1897) also features similar revers.  

The costume was of dark green cloth with a jacket cut in a style she refers to as a 

"Newmarket shape." The jacket has a horizontal waist seam, with an open peplum. The 

jacket's pointed revers, cuffs and pockets are made in a lighter color— probably to match 

the vest— and have decorative cord loops fastened with small gold buttons. The vest is 

tan and is embroidered with green and tinsel cord in a floral pattern.  
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 LACMA’s second jacket (74.24.27) is made of blue-grey wool twill weave and is 

dated to around 1898 (Figure 39) The jacket has beige decorative braiding in a vaguely 

floral pattern down the front of the jacket and just above the detachable cuffs and the 

masculine detachable collar. It has a very short peplum, extending just below the waist 

that is pieced similarly to how tailcoats were made, including two decorative buttons. The 

bottom of the jacket closes with a hook and eye. It is structured with eleven bones. The 

relatively small gigot sleeves are made in two pieces and have more volume vertically 

than horizontally, which is consistent with the date when the jacket was probably made. 

The peplum is shorter than typical, but not short enough to be an Eton coat, which will be 

discussed below. This jacket is the most decorated extant garment I have seen and more 

closely resembles fashion plates. For example, Rose Marshall (October 30, 1897) drew a 

costume with similar amounts of braiding, although the overall style of the bodice is quite 

different (Figure 40). There are numerous photographs of tailored jackets. Some 

examples have very short peplums, like the blue-gray jacket at LACMA, such as a 

photograph from the Cowlitz County Historical Museum, which features a jacket with an 

asymmetrical closure. Note the braid near the hem of her skirt (Figure 41). More 

commonly, jackets had peplums that extended past the hips (Figures 42, 43, 44). In these 

examples, the jackets are shown open.  

 Another type of jacket was an Eton coat (Figure 45, on the left, and Figure 46), 

which “Lachesis” (August 1, 1896) thought was rarely flattering. It ended at the natural 

waist, which tended to lead to a gap between the bottom of the coat and the waistband of 

the skirt: “A really well cut Eton will keep in position. . . but really well cut Etons are, 

unfortunately, very seldom to be seen” (p. 8). The third type, which “Lachesis” preferred, 

was the Norfolk jacket, which could be made of very light material and worn without a 

blouse underneath. The Norfolk jacket was also one of the styles recommended by Lillias 

Campbell Davidson (1890), as movement of the arms was not restricted. Norfolk jackets 

were worn with a belt made of the same material as the jacket. Two of the costumes I 

studied have Norfolk jackets. The first, from the Valentine Museum (V. 65.181.05), is 

gray tweed and was made in Boston by R. H. Sterns & Co (Figure 47). Generally, 

Norfolk jackets have box-pleats (Cumming, et. al., 2010), but this jacket has three 
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vertical panels that mimic box pleats instead. The panel at center front covers the 

opening, whereas the other two are decorative. The jacket has a standing collar hooked 

onto the top of the bodice. The fitted waist has a half self belt at the front. The relatively 

short jacket flares over hips and has more fullness at the back. The jacket is fully 

underlined, with 11 visible bones. The jacket has gigot sleeves with more fullness at the 

top and the back than the front. They are quite full at the top and gently taper to the wrist. 

The sleeves have one seam, which is stitched under the arm and is curved toward the 

front. This style of sleeve is consistent with mid-1890s fashions. Each sleeve has two 

horizontal bones that would help the sleeves look full instead of drooped.  

 The costume at the Valentine Museum shares some similarities with bicycling 

costumes published in the American magazine The Ladies Standard in April, 1894. The 

drawings illustrated in The Ladies Standard were of patterns that women could purchase. 

The size and shape of the sleeves are similar to many of the illustrated styles, although 

much more moderate than the fashionable balloon-sleeves shown on evening wear. For 

one jacket, described as the “Ladies’ Outing Jacket,” a pattern for a plain sleeve was 

included, “as many bicyclists prefer this style” (no. 2146, p. 81) over the gigot sleeve. 

The jacket at the Valentine Museum is most similar to a Norfolk jacket illustrated on page 

82 (no. 2150). The jacket is described as having three box-pleats at both back and front, 

while the Valentine’s example has pleats at the front only. It also featured a “natty little 

belt” (p. 81). For a medium sized figure, four yards of 27” fabric were required to make 

the jacket. The construction of the sleeves is not described, but there appears to be one 

seam under the arms. While the sleeves in the illustration taper more dramatically at the 

wrist, the styles are otherwise quite similar, with more volume at the back than the front 

and gathers into the shoulders. This style was recommended for sports, including 

bicycling. The peplums appear to be of relatively similar lengths and have similar pleats 

at the back. Norfolk jackets were not the typical style illustrated in The Wheelwoman, but 

Marshall (September 19, 1896) included a comparable example, although the main 

similarity in the two costumes is that both have the ubiquitous Norfolk pleats (Figure 48). 

Marshall’s costume was designed for touring. The back had a pointed yoke, along with 

three vertical pleats. The belt passed through a slit in the pleats, so that the jacket could 
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hang open at the front to show a frilled shirt beneath. It was to be worn with a red silk tie. 

Fashionable sleeves were becoming much smaller and this jacket had a very moderate 

gigot sleeve as compared to the costume held by the Valentine Museum.  

 A second Norfolk jacket, which was made in London by J. A. Dunn & Co. is held 

at the Atlanta History Center (1955.20.M2, Figure 49). This costume that was worn 

around by Sarah Frances Grant Slaton (1870-1945), the wife John Slaton, who served as 

Governor of Georgia from 1911-1912 and 1913-1915. The fabric is an olive green and 

brown tweed. The jacket front has two vertical pleats from the shoulders to the waist and 

opens with leather-covered buttons at center front. The pleats are widest apart at the 

shoulder, narrowing to waist before flaring slightly, which emphasizes a narrow waist. 

The back of the jacket has three vertical pleats, with one on each side and one extending 

down the center back. At the back, the pleats come close together at the waist and flare 

out above and below, similar to the front of the jacket. The jacket has moderate gigot 

sleeves, which are smaller than the example at the Valentine Museum, with the fullness in 

the sleeves pleated instead of gathered on each sleeve. The sleeves are made out of two 

pieces of fabric— a larger piece that comes around the front of the arm and a smaller 

piece that would only be visible with the wearer’s arm lifted up. Based on the sleeves, I 

would date the jacket to around 1896-1897. I did not find any close matches for the 

Atlanta History Center’s jacket in magazines, but The Wheelwoman has the closest 

example. Rose Marshall (October 10, 1896) illustrated a Norfolk jacket for a “young 

wheelwoman.” (Figure 50). Like the extant costume, the illustrated one opened at center 

front with buttons, although AHC’s example has many more buttons. The illustrated 

jacket’s pleats do not extend all the way to the shoulders. Instead, the jacket features a 

pointed yoke, with the pleats extending down. AHC’s jacket has a pointed leather collar, 

while Marshall’s has a notched lapels. The latter’s peplum is much shorter. The styles of 

belt are quite similar, with extant garment featuring a leather belt. Under their jackets, 

women wore blouses or dickeys, although there are few examples remaining.  

 Blouses. Women could ride with a blouse under their jacket (Figure 42) or, during 

warmer weather, wearing only a shirtwaist. Silk blouses in a range of colors and patterns 

were recommended for the fashionable (“Celeste,” September 30, 1896; Davidson, 1897; 
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Marshall, August 21, 1897; “Virginia,” September 16, 1896), although blouses could also 

be made out of more utilitarian fabrics like cotton, linen, or flannel (Davidson; Robins 

Pennell, 1894). For fall, Rose Marshall recommended silk, flannel, and velvet.25 Plaid 

blouses were quite popular (“Celeste,”; Marshall, November 7, 1896; Muriel,” July 9. 

1898; “Virginia”). As stated, LACMA has two plaid bicycling blouses that go with a 

complete bicycling ensemble (M.91.169.A-M). The first is a red plaid cotton blouse with 

sleeves that look like a cross between gigot and bishop styles (Figure 33). Excess volume 

is gathered into two sets of small pleats at the waist, which has an internal drawstring. 

The back has a western yoke and also has fullness gathered into small pleats at the center. 

There are two collars that could have been worn with this blouse: One is a round Peter 

Pan collar, while the other is similar to a rounded sailor collar and would have been 

pinned at center front. The blouse is quite similar to an example illustrated by Rose 

Marshall (November 7, 1896), which Marshall described as deep red silk plaid (Figure 

51). The red blouse is more utilitarian than the other blouse, which is blue plaid cotton 

with gigot sleeves that are narrow at the wrist (Figure 34). There are gathers into the 

waist at the center back, along with two decorative mother of pearl buttons. It has ruffles 

on the edge of wide revers and a low neckline that reveals an inner vest made of the same 

material. Due to the low neckline, it probably was worn with a dickey. There are also 

examples of floral-print shirtwaists, which can be seen in the lower image in Figure 51, 

as well as in photographs (Figure 52).   

   A "leading manufacturer" in Britain reported that, after bicycles, his largest trade 

was in women's shirts (Marshall, August 21, 1897). Shirtwaists were very popular for 

women in general during this period, as they were easy to make at home (Severa, 1995), 

so it is unsurprising that they were also heavily utilized by bicyclists. Women’s shirts 

could be had at almost any price: “So that in some measure they are within the reach of 

every woman” (Marshall, p. 8). There was clearly a certain amount of anxiety about 

styles that the average woman could also afford. Olivia Howard Dunbar (September 5, 

1896) reported that well-dressed American women had ceased to wear shirtwaists 

                                                
25 Writers did not tend to differentiate between fibers (such as silk and wool) and different fabrics (such as 
flannel, which could be made of cotton or wool). 
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because too many women, presumably of a lower class, had started wearing them: “It has 

become so hopelessly cheapened and vulgarised that well-dressed women are forcing 

themselves to drop it all together” (p. 13). It is likely that Dunbar exaggerated the decline 

of the shirtwaist in the United States. Shirtwaists varied considerably in quality, so well-

to-do women reportedly did not need to worry that they would be confused with less 

wealthy bicyclists. Rose Marshall wrote: “Their style is so pronounced in the circles 

where style is made that the shirt worn by a woman of fashion is a gem in its way” (p. 8). 

The best blouses were cut by a tailor so they fit perfectly. The ideal blouse would be 

fastened by gold or jeweled studs and worn with a belt “fastened by a huge gold hook and 

eye, or a costly buckle, which is a triumph of the silversmith’s art” (p. 8). In sum: 

“Though it is still only a shirt, its perfection and beauty are unique and high-priced” (p. 

8). Still, some thought that it was best to wear a jacket. Alice Herbage (August 1, 1896) 

commented that blouses always looked a little “unfinished,” particularly if the blouse was 

not carefully matched to the skirt. 

 Skirts. Skirts were thought of as an emblem of femininity, which meant that many 

women were unwilling to give up skirts for bicycling. Lillias Campbell Davidson (1896) 

wrote: “It is the skirt which rules the destinies of woman on the cycle; the skirt which 

causes her greatest searchings of heart, her deepest anxiety, her most profound sorrow” 

(p. 27). While Davidson’s tone did tend to be rather sardonic, skirts were one of the more 

challenging components of a bicycling ensemble, and there is no doubt that skirts did 

cause suffering. Skirts needed to be plain enough to be functional, but should also appear 

sufficiently fashionable that the cyclist would not be conspicuous when off the saddle. A 

skirt also needed to be narrow enough that it would not catch, but wide enough that it 

would “fall gracefully about the knees and feet” (Davidson, 1890). Rose Marshall 

(August 29, 1896) suggested that every woman who rode needed at least two or three 

cycling skirts. First, she thought every woman ought to have a light-weight skirt in white 

to wear with a holland shirt and matching white collar and cuffs for “smart occasions” (p. 

6). She also ought to have a heavy-weight dark-colored skirt. Finally, Marshall thought 

every woman needed a skirt that was wide enough that the wearer could “walk 

gracefully” and run (p. 6).  
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Women needed to take into account many factors, from aesthetics to functionality 

when it came to purchasing or making a cycling skirt. Based on extant skirts and 

numerous fashion plates and other images, the typical 1890s bicycling skirt was A-line 

and gored, with more fullness at the back than at the front. Skirts came in a range of 

lengths, but when looking at extant skirts, without knowing the height of the cyclist, the 

intent of the design is hard to determine. Both the Atlanta History Center and LACMA 

(M.91.169) have skirts with seven gores, while the Valentine Museum’s skirt (V. 

65.181.05) has five. The Minnesota Historical Center’s (7989.3) skirt is pleated, but has a 

gore-like panel at center front. The Valentine Museum’s skirt opens at the left side with a 

three button placket, but there is a false placket on the right side, which creates symmetry. 

Both the Atlanta History Center (Figures 53 & 54) and LACMA’s skirts have a double 

placket so that a panel folds down at center front. Alicia Browning (May 30, 1896) 

recommended that skirts have fullness brought into a reverse box pleat at the back, which 

is the case with both the Atlanta History Center’s and the Valentine Museum’s skirts. 

There are several examples of skirts in fashion illustrations that have similar stylistic 

features to the extant costumes, although the illustrated skirts unsurprisingly tend to have 

more intricate trim. For example, a skirt drawn and described by Rose Marshall (June 20, 

1896) features a flat front with two buttoned plackets. Marshall included other examples 

with similar plackets (September 12, 1896; October 3, 1896).  

The skirt design that differs the most from the above examples is in the collection of 

the Minnesota History Center (7889.3). The skirt, which was worn by Violet Lee 

Dousman Young, is made of cream twill weave wool and is set with knife pleats (Figure 

55). The skirt is unlined and probably would have been worn with silk bloomers in place 

of petticoats. The description writer for the Minnesota Historical Society posited that the 

skirt opens at the front, with a placket opening at the right side. There are several fashion 

illustrations with similar designs. Of the designs in The Wheelwoman, this skirt looks the 

most similar to French designs, although it is longer than the costumes shown by Simone 

Sallas. She included pleated skirts on May 8, 1897, June 5, 1897, and September 25, 

1897. Unlike Young’s skirt, all three of the French skirts were described as divided, 

although they are shown only from the front. The skirts included on May 8 and 
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September 25 both appear to be pleated all around. The former skirt has relatively loose 

pleats. The skirt was divided at both back and front so it could be divided into bloomers 

for country rides (Sallas, May 8, 1897). Another skirt is made up of knife pleats and is 

worn belted at the waist with the jacket tucked in (Sallas, September 25, 1897). The 

closest design by Sallas (June 5, 1897) has an unpleated panel at center front, like 

Young's skirt, although the panel is wider in the example by Sallas (Figure 56). The skirt 

by Sallas was to be made of beige alpaca with a matching jacket. The best match I was 

able to find, however, was an illustration of a costume by the British company Redfern, 

which also has a knife pleated skirt with a panel in front (“A cycling costume,” 

September 15, 1893).  

Recommended skirt styles. The overall shapes of the skirts in fashion illustrations are 

similar to the extant skirts. While these skirts clearly were made for informal activities, 

and have features that suggest they were made for sports, the skirts would not necessarily 

be easy to ride in, and it would have been particularly challenging to ride a diamond 

frame bicycle. The drop-frame bicycle had been invented to accommodate women’s 

skirts, as had skirt guards, but women still needed to be careful when riding in skirts 

(Davidson, 1896; Robins Pennell, 1894). The skirt simply was not the natural garment to 

wear while bicycling, and functional bicycling skirts were very much in demand. 

“Hippolyta” (May 1, 1897) wrote in response to a previous promise she had made in 

Cycling to provide women with a pattern for a cycling skirt. She had been inundated with 

requests: “The demand, indeed, so far exceeded anything I had anticipated, that I have 

been rather at a loss to cope with it, and I must, therefore apologise to the ladies that I 

have kept waiting” (p. 380). Writers discussed difficulties women had in procuring a 

suitable skirt (Herbage, May 30, 1896; Virginia, September 16, 1896). Alice Herbage 

(May 30, 1896) overheard two well-known members of British society discussing the 

merits of various bicycling skirts. One had tried many different types, but had not found 

one she liked. Herbage wrote: “Her final remark set me thinking. ‘The cycling skirt has to 

be invented’. . . Wheelwomen, what glory is yet within your grasp!” (p. 12). The ideal 

bicycling skirt presumably would have been as functional as knickerbockers, but would 

be indistinguishable from an ordinary skirt on the outside.  
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     Writers had a plethora of suggestions regarding the type of skirt that women 

should adopt, and a writers offered a variety of different solutions to the problem of 

skirts. Many writers gave detailed descriptions of how women should have their skirts 

made. For example, Lillias Campbell Davidson (1896) wrote: “I have found that it is 

always possible to so modify the cut and make of one’s cycling costume that it need not 

bid defiance to the prevailing fashion, while it still is suitable to its purpose” (p. 27). 

Gored skirts were better than shaped, as Davidson explained that they hung better and 

were less inclined to ride up. Davidson provided specific instructions as to how a cycling 

skirt should be made:  

The front breadth should be gored, the other two breadths straight at the side, and 
gored slightly up the middle of the back. In width the skirt should be two yards 
and a half; two and three quarters for a very tall and large woman. At the waist, 
darts should be inserted in front to fit the figure; the whole fullness should be at 
the back, and arranged in a flat pleat” (p. 28).  

When a cyclist was standing up, her skirt was to be to the ankle. Davidson recommended 

no binding to the hem, but that the skirt be self-faced six to eight inches on the inside at 

the hem. With light materials, Davidson suggested that horsehair should be added to 

stiffen the skirt, and that one could also put weights in the front of the hem. She also 

recommended loops in the skirt that could attach to gaiters. Davidson’s description 

illustrates the amount of information that could be provided when it came to the 

construction of skirts.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

 “Lachesis” (July 18, 1896) wrote a detailed description of what she regarded as 

best design for skirts. She emphasized that the cut of the skirt was very important and 

that: “The theory that a skirt was inevitably unsafe for cycling gained credence through 

so many of its supporters garbing themselves in such skirts that were utterly unsuited to 

the purpose” (p. 8). Some women used ordinary walking dress patterns, perhaps to save 

money, which “Lachesis” said was a mistake. Maria Ward (1896) wrote: “Of course, one 

can take a drop-frame bicycle, mount, and wheel slowly for a short distance, barring 

inconvenience, in ordinary dress” (p. 99). However, for even moderately serious 

bicycling, a woman needed a specialized skirt (or knickerbockers). “Lachesis” had tried a 

variety of different skirt patterns but had finally found something that worked, thanks to a 
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woman who was a cycling veteran of seven years who had never had an accident caused 

by her skirt. The front of the skirt should be gored and fitted at the waist and ideally 

would include a pocket in a placket at the left side, as plackets at the back tended to catch 

on the saddle when getting off the bicycle.  

 Both the length and the width of the skirt were taken into consideration. Grace E. 

Denison (January, 1892) wrote that the greatest problem that women had came from 

wearing a skirt that was too long and narrow and insufficiently lined: “The most ‘comfy’ 

skirt I ever wore is three yards wide, lined half way up with slippery and strong silesia, 

and pleated evenly onto a shallow yoke at the waist” (p. 96). Three to three and a half 

yards was a frequently suggested width (“Hippolyta,” June 5, 1897; “Lachesis,” July, 18, 

1896; Marshall, March 6, 1897), although Lillias Campbell Davidson (1896) 

recommended only two and a half. The widest skirt, at the Minnesota Historical Society 

(Figure 55), was four yards wide at the hem, but the waist of this skirt was also larger 

than other skirts (7989.3). Very petite women were recommended to wear more narrow 

skirts ("Lachesis," July 18, 1896), so perhaps it was normal for a larger woman to wear 

skirts with a wider sweep. Skirts that were too wide would catch in the wheels, even with 

skirt guards (Davidson, 1890,1896; Robins Pennell, 1894) or blow in the wind, which 

multiple writers compared to a flapping sail (Campbell, May 18, 1896; Davidson, 1896; 

Erskine, 1897; Phœbe, May 1891). Sewing weights into the hem could help combat skirts 

blowing up in the wind (Denison, June 1892). 

 Skirts that were too long could catch in the pedals (Denison, June 1892; Marshall, 

March 6, 1897), but the recommended distance from the ground was variable, ranging 

from three inches (“Hippolyta,” June 5, 1897; “Lachesis,” July 18, 1896; Willard, 1895), 

four inches off the ground (Marshall, October 24, 1896), five to six inches off the ground 

(Marshall, March 6, 1897) to as short as “not more than halfway below the knee” (Ward, 

1896, p. 97), and “four or five inches below the knee” (“Celeste,” November 11, 1896). 

Overly short skirts sometimes were considered quite risqué. The Wheelwoman quoted 

from the Birmingham Gazette, which described a, “slim, graceful, and ladylike” young 

woman who: 

 Took the public too much into her confidence. Her skirt came only to her knee, 
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and the public were therefore afforded the sight of the full extent of a pair of 
lovely cream silk stockings. I have seen nothing so advanced in the Bois 
d’Boulogne [sic]. The inartistic knickerbocker suits are better than this, for they 
are only masculine at the worst. (“Gossip en route, August 7, 1897) 

This young woman made the mistake of being too appealing, which this author found 

more offensive than appearing masculine or androgynous. Thus, women needed to find a 

skirt length that was neither so long that it was dangerous, nor so short that it was 

shocking, or at the very least cover up her legs in gaiters or boots Erskine; 1897 

“Lachesis, June 20, 1896). “Daisy" (November 13, 1897) included an illustration of a 

young woman wearing a costume that fell just past the knee, but her stockings were 

entirely hidden by tall boots (Figure 57). Photographic evidence suggests that women 

adopted a range of skirt lengths. Some skirts were quite long (Figures 41, 44). Other 

skirts fell a few inches above the ankle (Figures 42, 52). One woman posed on a bicycle 

wearing a skirt that did not fall much past the knee (Figure 58).  

 There is not enough evidence to suggest that hems changed dramatically over time, 

and it appears that the length of skirts was determined by a combination of function, 

fashion, and rider’s preference. In terms of the construction of hems, writers 

recommended deep hems that were reinforced with multiple rows of stitching (Davidson, 

1896; Erskine, 1897; “Lachesis,” July 18, 1896) Others recommended turning the hem up 

on the outside so that there was nothing to catch on the pedals (Robins Pennell, 1894; 

Ward, 1896). Hems could be further reinforced with leather at the hem. Rose Marshall 

(October 24, 1896) illustrated a costume with a leather hem that could be used for both 

cycling and golfing, as it was typical for the hem of a golfing skirt to be bound in leather. 

The Wheelwoman described Mr. Philips of Sloan Street’s dark heather Norfolk costume 

that had a cycling skirt edged in leather (“For wheelwomen’s wear,” October 24, 1896). 

Both of the Norfolk costumes I studied had leather hems. The skirt at the Valentine 

Museum (V. 65.181.05) has a leather panel stitched right sides together on the interior of 

the hem. It has two rows of stitching for added durability. The construction of the leather 

hem on the skirt at the Atlanta History Center (1955.20.M2) is more complicated. The 

leather was stitched to the interior of the hem and then flipped over and stitched to the 

outside, so that the entire hem is encased in leather. The leather would have served to 
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protect the skirt from being damaged if it got caught in the wheels or on the pedals, and 

might have even made it less likely for the skirt to catch in the first place. However, the 

majority of descriptions of skirts did not mention leather hems, so while it was a feature 

one might find on high-end costumes, it was certainly not universal. Adapting the skirt 

only did so much, and women were expected to adapt their riding so it suited their 

clothing.  

 The skirt’s relationship the bicycle. Wearing a skirt naturally affected the manner 

in which one could ride. Even something as seemingly trivial as how one arranged one’s 

skirts could impact the safety of riding. Alicia Browning (May 30, 1896) wrote that: “A 

great deal of successful riding comes from the arrangement of the skirt” (p. 12). It was 

important that the skirt be evenly distributed on each side, or it reportedly impeded the 

movement of the knees and was in danger of catching in the wheels. Evenly distributed 

skirts were also a matter of aesthetics (i.e. “A Man,” May 7, 1898; “Phœbe,” April, 1891). 

Phœbe (April, 1891) implored women to be careful of their dress, criticizing any woman 

who would, “mount her wheel and rideaway [sic] careless of the fact that her skirt is 

disarranged” (p. 55). She referred to carelessness in dress as a “crime.” The following 

month, Phœbe (May, 1891) described how a woman should mount her bicycle to ensure 

that her dress draped correctly:  

After leaning your machine to the left, be sure to pull your skirt with the right 
hand back to the right; this will divide the dress evenly and should be practiced 
carefully by every lady rider, as nothing looks worse than to see the dress flying 
to the wind on one side and impromptu scant on the other (p. 95). 

The ideal skirt fell neatly over the saddle on both sides (Figure 59), but the reality is that 

most skirts probably did not look so perfect. A photograph in a story by Sidney Cross 

(May, 1899) shows a woman bicycling in skirts from behind, and her skirts are not 

divided evenly along the back. This neat appearance was most easily obtained with 

divided skirts, but fashion illustrations show this feature even with undivided skirts. 

 Wearing skirts made certain kinds of riding hazardous. For example, while it was 

common for cyclists to take their feet off their pedals for coasting, it could be dangerous 

for a woman riding in skirts. The skirts could easily be caught in the pedals. Likewise, 

toe-clips could catch in a skirt (Wood, June 20, 1896). Still, skirts were not necessarily 
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hazardous at all times. One women’s column in a British sporting paper recommended 

that women carry safety pins to piece together their ruined clothing, which “Mac” (May 

21, 1898) found ridiculous. The writer apparently thought that women’s skirts “could not 

escape uninjured, as if the modern woman was dressed in china-ware” (p. 7). Mac 

commented that, yes, skirts could get caught occasionally, but that it happened rarely. 

Costumes soiled by dirty roads were a more common concern. Mac then recommended 

the “Pirle” costume, which reportedly was impervious to stains and shrinkage from 

washing. Advertisements for particular products were often interwoven into articles, as is 

this case today.  

 Proponents of "rational dress" argued that skirts made cycling more difficult. 

Some supposedly advocated that, in order to emphasize the benefits of knickers or 

bloomers, women cyclists should adopt costumes that looked very different from every 

day dress. However, women who “denounce bloomers on the grounds that nine women 

out of ten look positively grotesquely ugly in them the difference in skirt will have no 

effect whatever (“In praise of the skirt,” April 30, 1898, p. 16). One source, referred to as 

Zenobia, believed that “rationalists” exaggerated the problems caused by skirts, ignoring 

the existence of functional, light skirts worn over knickers. Skirts were a problem in a 

high wind, but Zenobia and the writer both agreed that cycling in very windy conditions 

was too taxing for women, anyway. Thus, if circumstances made cycling in a skirt overly 

challenging, one should not be riding anyway. 

 Adjustable skirts. Unlike jackets and blouses, the most significant aspect of a skirt 

was safety, which is not to say that it was acceptable to wear any skirt so long as it was 

safe. One major concern was that the skirt function for riding and look “like an ordinary 

walking skirt” when the wearer was not on her bicycle (e.g. “Hippolyta,” May 8, 1897; 

Marshall, May 30, 1896; “Patricia,” December 5, 1896; Robins Pennell, 1894). The idea 

of a convertible skirt was very desirable. Various inventors developed skirts that were 

altered in some way for riding. One technique was to have the skirt raised up for cycling 

and lowered for walking (“Hippolyta,”; “Patricia,” December 5, 1896; Robins Pennell, 

1894). Robins Pennell described a skirt she had developed because she thought other 

designs were too complicated:  
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There is a row of safety hooks, five in all, around the waistband, and a row of 
eyes on the skirt about a foot below. In a skirt so provided, I look like every other 
woman when off the machine. Just before I mount, I hook it up, and I wheel off 
with an easy mind, knowing that there is absolutely nothing to catch anywhere. (p. 
260-261)  

This design presumably created a draped effect not dissimilar to skirts worn in the 1880s 

when on the bicycle. Hippolyta (May 8, 1897) described the Bygrave Patent Skirt, which 

may have been similar, if more complicated, than Robins Pennell’s design: “It pulls up 

into voluminous drapery round the rider’s waist when she is riding, and for walking, by 

releasing cords the skirt is instantly dropped into its normal position” (p. 405). However, 

Hippolyta was not  in favor of this style, stating:  “I do not like the effect of this patent 

arrangement, either on or off the machine: but this is, perhaps, merely a matter of 

personal prejudice” (p. 405). Hippolyta did not say if she was not in favor of the style 

because it did not work as advertised or because she thought it did not look well on the 

bicycle, but her comment implies that she did not find it aesthetically pleasing.  

 Others developed different types of convertible skirts, and patterns were researched 

in detail by Gray and Peteu (2005). For example, Lady Isabel Margetson invented a skirt 

that consisted of back and front “aprons” that were fastened together for walking and 

unbuttoned for riding. The back apron “is then buttoned to the side pieces of the dress, 

which are made and put on separately” (“A new costume,” May 18, 1895, p. 285). This 

skirt apparently solved the problem of having to arrange one’s skirt symmetrically when 

cycling. The Ladies’ Tailoring Co. produced the costume. There was a lady’s bicycle 

available in the show room so that the costume could be fitted while on a bicycle. The 

American pattern magazine The Ladies Standard (1894) included a pattern for a skirt that 

could be converted into ankle length bloomers. It would be difficult to determine how 

common these types of inventions were in practice. In photographs, women most likely 

wanted to look their best, so they probably would be photographed with such skirts 

adjusted for walking. I have not found examples of clearly adjustable skirts in 

photographs or museum collections, which is not to say that they do not exist. In addition, 

it is also difficult to determine how well such inventions worked. Given that they never 

became the norm, it is seems likely that they did not function as well as one might like, 



   134 

 

either because they were no less likely to cause problems than ordinary skirts and/or 

because they were found to look too peculiar. Lillias Campbell Davidson (1896) had a 

simpler solution in mind:   

If we might constantly wear a bicycle skirt about the streets and in country lanes, 
or even when calling on ordinary occasions, our bicycles would become infinitely 
more useful to us than they are at present. When a woman has to change her skirt 
every time she meditates getting upon  her cycle, it becomes a grave affair of pre-
meditation. We cannot jump upon them at any moment, and be off as the fancy 
seizes us, as men do” (p. 23).  

She suggested that it would be better to change the appearance of every day wear to 

accommodate bicycling than to expect women to change their clothes every time they 

wished to ride somewhere. She was not suggesting radical changes to women’s fashions, 

but merely that women should be able to wear shorter, more sturdy skirts every day, even 

for social occasions.  

 Rational Dress. In mainstream sources, “rational dress,” which meant 

knickerbockers or shortened skirts often worn without corsets, was often, but by no 

means always, referred to derisively. Some writers, such as Frances Willard (1895) were 

clear proponents of rational dress. Others, such as Alicia Browning (May 30, 1896) railed 

against it:  

For utter hideousness and downy draggletaildom [sic] a costume, presumably 
calling itself ‘Rational,’ which arrived here [Regents Park] one morning this week 
would be hard to beat. There was a kind of long tunic, gathered in quite 
impossible places, and hanging anyhow, which was almost as long as an ordinary 
skirt, and then voluminous balloon-like trousers caught in somewhere above the 
ankle, leaving an indefinable portion of dingy grey stocking in view. (p. 12)  

Her description evoked a clear image of a certain kind of woman— one who not only 

neglected her appearance, but seemingly actively worked against it. Describing the 

gathers as “impossible” implies that, rather than streamlining one's appearance, rational 

dress was more cumbersome than everyday dress. Browning described one version of 

rational dress, and there was no one form. Generally, rational dress was less constrictive 

than fashionable dress (Cunningham, 2003). Rational dress was, of course, strongly 

associated with bloomers or knickerbockers, but a woman could also wear skirts and be 

thought of as dressing rationally Indeed, knickerbockers were not always considered 

“rational,” either, but could also be fashionable. There was a popular belief in Britain and 
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the United States that fashionable French women typically rode in knickerbockers. Lillias 

Campbell Davidson (1896), for example, claimed that: “In France, it is the skirted woman 

who is conspicuous” (p. 30). In Britain, Davidson wrote that “rational” costume entailed 

a long coat or skirt reaching to the knee. She said that it was not worn “in town,” but that 

it was useful for country riding and touring. In reality, some British proponents of rational 

dress did wear bloomers (e.g. “Notable wheelmen,” August 1, 1896). There are also 

examples of American women in both shortened skirts and bloomers. Regardless, 

Davidson’s comment makes it clear that where one wore a modified costume was 

important. Short skirts (or even knickerbockers) could be perfectly fine in the country, 

where one would not be seen by everyone, but were simply too conspicuous to worn in 

populated, public spaces.  

Some so-called rational costumes share many features with everyday women’s 

bicycling dress. Frances Willard (1895), who was a major proponent of dress reform 

(Cunningham, 2003) included photos of herself learning to ride in Britain. Willard’s skirts 

were quite long, unlike the reform dress described by Davidson (1896). Her skirt did not 

leave her feet visible when riding, although they probably would have been seen as she 

pedaled. She dressed in a double-breasted, loose jacket that fell below her hips, 

apparently without a corset underneath, which Willard did not wear (Cunningham). The 

lack of corset is the clearest indication that she was indeed dressed in reform dress. 

Throughout the book, Willard seems less concerned with the length of skirts and more 

focused on the dangers of women riding in tight dress. The sleeves have a slight puff at 

the top, conceding to the fashion at that time, which suggests that Willard was not 

attempting to look overly conspicuous. It is not particularly surprising that many 

advocates of rational dress wore styles that resembled popular fashions. For example, 

according to the Rational Dress Association the perfect dress would not deviate too 

greatly from fashionable dress in outer appearance (cited in Cunningham). 

Divided skirts. Divided skirts were an option for women who found ordinary skirts 

cumbersome but did not want to adopt bloomers. At least hypothetically, one could wear 

divided skirts on a diamond frame bicycle, which was stronger and lighter than a drop-

frame bicycle ("Untitled," July 1892). The Rational Dress Society introduced divided 
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skirts in Britain in 1882 (Cunningham, 2003). The divided skirt occupies a liminal space 

between fashionable and reform dress, as during the 1890s it was also depicted a 

fashionable option for cyclists. A divided skirt was made with very full legs, which 

Simone Sallas (April 10, 1897) described as “a skirt on each leg” (p. 9) (Figure 60). In 

some cases, skirts were divided only at the back (“Hippolyta,” May 8, 1897), while others 

divided at the front and were covered with a false front. Proponents of rational dress 

wanted women to adopt more comfortable clothing (Cumming, et. al, 2010). However, as 

stated, many women were simply unwilling to adopt rational dress that looked 

unfashionable. Describing a divided skirt, Rose Marshall (July 11, 1896) wrote: “This 

skirt is cut on quite a new principle, and gives all the freedom of rational dress without its 

objectionable appearance” (p. 6). One did not have to worry about even distribution of 

one’s skirts with a divided skirt, and it was far less conspicuous than knickerbockers. 

LACMA has a bicycling skirt from around 1898, which accompanies a coordinating 

jacket (Figure 39). The label says Lennox, which may be the style name rather than the 

brand. The skirt is completely divided with a false front so that it looks like a skirt. It is 

divided at the back with three layered inner box pleats that help disguise the division. It 

would look like a skirt from the side. The skirt was probably calf-length, and the wearer 

would have been very petite.   

The Wisconsin Historical Society has two divided skirts in its collection. The first 

skirt (1948.974) is a particularly significant example because both the skirt’s designer and 

who wore the skirt are known. Herbert Luey, ladies’ tailor in Brooklyn New York 

designed the skirt (“New and popular bicycle costume,” March 21, 1895), which he 

patented May 28, 1895. The skirt was worn by Elizabeth McKinnon (1859/1860-1948), 

who lived in Wisconsin (Wisconsin Historical Society, n.d.). The skirt, which is of brown 

wool, has matching wool gaiters. According to the New York Times, the skirt was 

desirable to: “All the ladies who have thus far refrained from indulging in bicycle riding 

on account of their objection to the prevalent masculine costumes” (p. 8f). The skirt was 

designed to go with a matching jacket (not extant). According to The Times the costume 

what distinguished this costume from other similar bicycle costumes was that it was, 

“very natty, and made after the latest fashions” (p. 8f). The skirt was divided only in the 
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back, “so that while it serves all the purposes of the divided skirt, or bloomers, it cannot 

possibly be distinguished from any ordinary full skirt, either on or off the wheel” (p. 8f). 

The skirt has two deep pleats at the back. It opens at the right and has a false placket at 

the left. While the skirts are not identical, the skirt looks quite similar to an example held 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (2009.300.532a–d; Figure 61) and both have 

matching gaiters. Both examples have divided skirts with a double-breasted placket and 

copper-colored buttons. The second skirt (1959.23) is made of very pale green cotton 

twill. It is a fully divided skirt with a double-breasted panel over the front of the skirt to 

make the skirt appear to be divided only in the back (Figure 62). The placket closes over 

the left leg of the skirt, and the right has a wider circumference than the left. The added 

circumference in the right skirt forms the top layer of the left placket. This divided skirt is 

by far the most complicated design that I have seen in my research. 	  
 The best divided skirts would be indistinguishable from an ordinary skirt 

(Garrould Cycling, Co. May 23, 1896; Marshall, July 11, 1896; October 31, 1896). Yet, 

obtaining an inconspicuous divided skirt was not so easily done. A reader wrote to 

“Hippolyta”(May 8, 1897) requesting a pattern for a divided skirt that could be worn on a 

diamond frame bicycle. Hippolyta responded that, unfortunately, she did not have a 

solution: “I have never yet seen the compromise between skirt and knickerbockers that 

can be considered an absolute success, and it is doubtful whether the compromise exists 

that would be absolutely safe in riding” (p. 405). She thought it would be unsafe for 

riding if each side of the divided skirt were sufficiently full as to look like an ordinary 

skirt while walking. The best she could come up was a skirt that featured a skirt in front 

with a divided back, “so that the dress is separated by the saddle and hangs down evenly 

upon either side of the back wheel” (p. 405). However, others were convinced that 

divided skirts were the solution to women's problems.  

 At least one ladies’ tailor believed that divided skirts would overtake ordinary skirts 

for bicycling. Rose Marshall (Saturday October 9, 1897) spoke with the proprietor of T. J. 

Vant’s, who believed that skirts with a divided back would become more common than 

ordinary skirts and that six such skirts had been ordered in one week. Marshall wrote that, 

after looking at the skirt, she could not imagine why any woman would not choose a 
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divided skirt: “Surely this garment is more modest than a skirt that blows up and exposes 

a pair of stockings to the knee” (p. 7). However, she then commented that each of Vant’s 

ordinary skirts were also excellent and that “a new skirt is in process of creation, a 

combination of skirt and knickers” (p. 7). A year later, Mr. Vant appears to have 

discovered that divided skirts were not so popular after all, as Vant commented that he 

made very few divided bicycling skirts and that those were mostly for use on tandems 

(“Mr. T. J. Vant on cycling skirts,” December 3, 1898). Still, divided skirts were, at least 

hypothetically, an option, although having studied three, they may very well have been 

just as cumbersome as an ordinary skirt.  

Knickerbockers/bloomers. Knickerbockers were the garment that most challenged 

women’s fashions and that incited the strongest emotions. Generally, the terms bloomers 

and knickerbockers are interchangeable. In the United States, the former tended to be 

used and in Britain the latter, but there was crossover. Both can refer to a garment that 

was worn to replace outer skirts or a garment that replaced petticoats and was worn under 

a cycling skirt. Knickerbockers may have been used to describe a slightly narrower 

version, but there are not clear delineations (e.g. Ward, 1896). As discussed above, they 

were associated with French women, although Patricia Warner (2006) argued that they 

were not nearly so popular as the British and American press made them seem. Writers 

often acknowledged that knickerbockers were more practical than skirts. For example, 

Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1894) wrote: “The chief drawback of this costume, especially 

for the tourist, is its conspicuousness” (p. 261). She seemed to be implying that, if one 

were sufficiently daring, she would recommend such a costume, even though she herself 

did not wear one. While images of women in bloomers tend to include fashionable 

sleeves and relatively narrow waists, bloomers, unlike divided skirts, did not resemble the 

dress that women wore in public even superficially (Figure 63). While today one might 

think that bloomers look rather like bubble skirts, no such fashion existed and bloomers 

were often perceived as quite masculine (Collins, 2010; Simpson, 2001; Winkworth, 

1989). However, some cartoons emphasized that a young woman riding in bloomers was 

quite appealing, and even risqué, while an older, more stout woman wearing the same 

costume looked ridiculous and masculine (e.g. Browne, May 18, 1895; June 8, 1895).  
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Knickerbockers, while perhaps not the ideal bicycling costume compared to what 

women can wear today, were much more functional than skirts. Most men’s dress, unlike 

most women’s, could be used for cycling. “A Lady Doctor” (October 24, 1896) stated 

that: “Men’s dress is always adaptable to the cycle, although the ‘Topper’ and frock-coat 

of the professional man look somewhat out of place. . .” (p. 11). They looked out of 

place, perhaps, but did not hinder cycling, although one might want to fasten something 

to his trousers to keep them from catching. When discussing women’s dress, 

knickerbockers were full trousers that often were gathered or pleated at their hem, which 

fell below the knee. They typically had a dropped crotch. Some were very full (e.g. “Her 

dress considered,” April 1894), whereas others were much more fitted, although not so 

fitted as men’s knickers (e.g. “Celeste,” November 11, 1896; Ward, 1896). Maria Ward 

described how knickerbockers should be made. She wrote that they needed to “very 

carefully cut” (p. 93). She recommended knickerbockers that were tight over the hips 

with a looser fit below, but not “fulled or gathered” (p. 93). They were to be full at the 

knees and either “boxed or finished with a band and button and button-hole; nothing 

elastic on any account” (p. 93). Knickerbockers were to be made of “cloth or woollen 

material” (p. 94). What Ward meant went she said “cloth” is unclear. She recommended 

attaching wool stockings to the knickerbockers in order to eliminate the need for garters. 

Alice Austen photographed Daisy Elliot in three different costumes for Ward’s guide: two 

knickerbocker costumes, and one costume worn with a skirt. One of the knickerbocker 

costumes seems to follow Ward’s recommendations, while the other does not. In some of 

the photographs, Elliot is wearing very full knickerbockers that appear to be pleated at 

the waist, with the pleats opening up so that the knickerbockers were very full at the 

knees (Figure 64). The other knickerbockers were less full and do not seem to have any 

pleats or gathers (Figure 65). In the engravings, the knickerbockers seemed to be based 

more on the photographs of Elliot in the latter style, although the folds that the baggy cut 

leaves have been smoothed out. Like skirts, knickerbockers could be made in a range of 

styles, although since most English-language sources agreed that they were ugly, their 

appearance was given less consideration.  

 Accessories. Writers also frequently addressed the accessories that women wore, 
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which included everything from shoes to hats, with the former having a greater impact on 

performance than the latter.  

 Shoes and boots. For the most part, low-soled shoes were recommended and 

women were told to avoid wearing boots and/or any footwear with a heel (A. W. E., 

September 16, 1896; Davidson, 1890; 1896; Erskine, 1897; “Fashion and the wheel,” 

May 7, 1898; “Lachesis,” May 23, 1896; “Mademoiselle Fleurette,” August 21, 1897; 

Ward, 1896). High heels could be dangerous and supposedly at least one woman was 

killed when her heel caught in the pedal (“Fashion and the wheel”). F. J. Erskine wrote 

that boots were: “Utterly unsuitable, and should never be worn by anyone who ever 

dreams of pedaling properly” (p. 13). The Wheelwoman recounted that, when women first 

began to cycle, women were told they should wear thin soled boots, but that women 

learned through experience that a light shoe was much better. Reportedly, only two 

groups of women bought boots: those who were stout and those who were very thin. 

Cyclists with “comely” legs chose to wear low shoes and stockings (“A foot note,” May 

7, 1898). This comment implies that, in some cases, appearance trumped practicality. 

There are other examples of boots being mentioned as a reasonable option for bicycling 

(“Gossip en route,” November 6, 1897; Le Long, March 1898). One article mentioned 

boots made by Hellstern, who made mostly gaiter boots with black and yellow leather. 

The boots fastened down the side with eleven buttons. He also made high-laced boots in 

the same colors and Russian leather laced shoes in white deer or patent leather, as well as 

American kid shoes that fastened across the instep (“Gossip en route”). Both of the 

examples of bicycling footwear that I studied were boots. The Minnesota History Center 

has boots (67.144.113) made of black/ dark brown cotton twill with leather details. They 

have a smaller heel and upturned toes. The boots held at LACMA (M.91.169) are made 

of tobacco and cream leather. The vamp is tobacco colored and the shaft is cream, along 

with a cream high heel. Both boots resemble fashionable styles from this period.  

One article addressed shoes extensively. “Lachesis” (May 23, 1896) wrote that shoes 

were a significant, but often unconsidered, aspect of women’s cycling apparel: “Too 

often, indeed, shoes are entirely discarded in favour of boots, which are utterly wrong for 

cycling use” (p. 8). She described a variety of shoes and their strengths and weaknesses 
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before expressing her personal preference for cycling shoes. She started with laced shoes 

“opening very low down” (p. 8), which were often recommended because they dried out 

very quickly. They were, however, unsightly and thus not recommended. Another shoe 

that many riders wore that was not too expensive came from Gamages of Holborn, which 

was a London department store. These shoes came in black or tan and had “a centre strap 

coming over the instep and terminating with a loop, through which is passed a second 

strap, sewn to the right side of the shoes and fastening to the left by means of a buckle” 

(p. 8). The main downside of these shoes was that they were not stiff enough to be used 

for extensive walking. The lack of stiffness meant that they made the wearer’s feet look 

big. Oxfords were another option, but Lachesis listed two disadvantages: 1) if bought 

ready-made they tended to rub against the ankle and 2) their heels were too high and their 

soles too thick. If one chose to buy Oxfords, those with a leather sole were necessary to 

avoid overheating. Another option was a type of shoe Lachesis referred to as a “Langtry 

shoe.” She thought they looked smart, but would only work with a “very short skirt” so 

that the skirt would not hit the tongue of the shoes. Finally, Lachesis gave her own 

preferred shoe, which she described as a one-strap walking shoe, which she liked because 

they left the instep free and also looked neat when walking. She recommended having 

shoes custom made if possible and thought that, while black looked nice, tan looked clean 

for longer.  

Gaiters. Gaiters are a covering for the ankles and shins that also cover the top of the 

shoes. They typically button on the outer side (Cumming, et. al., 2010). Many writers 

recommended gaiters (Davidson, 1896; Denison; Erskine, 1897; “Patricia”; “Virginia”; 

Ward, 1896; Willard, 1895). Some cyclists believed that gaiters were necessary if one 

wished to ride in shorter skirts (Erskine; “Lachesis, June 20, 1896). Grace E. Denison 

(May, 1892) explained that gaiters allowed the ankles to move more freely than stiff 

boots and could provide warmth in cool weather. In winter, wool gaiters could be worn 

for extra warmth (“Patricia, January 9, 1897; “Virginia,” December 9, 1896). As with 

other items of clothing, properly fitting gaiters were considered important. Maria Ward 

explained that fit mattered to allow the calf muscles to move properly, but that the 

material did not matter. “Lachesis” (June 13, 1896) wrote that ordinary— that is non-
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cycling— gaiters were too thick and that the best material was linen. Others, including 

“Lachesis” thought them unnecessary, although this view was expressed less often. One 

writer expressed derision toward both gaiters and boots, writing that they "converted 

sylphs into pudgy matrons" (“Bicycle dress for women,” April 30, 1898, p. 12). 

Hats and veils. Discussions of hats tended to be aesthetic rather than practical in 

nature, although there is some overlap between the two categories. Even hats depicted in 

winter fashion plates were not designed with practicality in mind, as the ears remained 

uncovered. It is likely women who actually rode in winter covered their ears for warmth. 

Rose Marshall (February 6, 1897) described and illustrated a winter costume with a very 

high collar that would keep the wearer warm. There was discussion of finding hats for 

summer that would not cause one to overheat, with one article recommending cotton 

canvas (“About hats,” May 14, 1898). The design of hats did receive a fair amount of 

attention. According to one woman who made women’s cycling costumes, hats were a 

source of concern. There were not very many types of hat one could ride in and most 

women wanted to wear a unique hat (“Fashion and the wheel,” May 7, 1898). “Lachesis” 

(May 30, 1896) considered what type of hat was best for cycling. She had found a straw 

hat in a tam-o-shanter style that she found particularly appealing. Based on an illustration 

for a tam-o-shanter style hat in a later issue of The Wheelwoman, it appears that, in this 

case, a tam-o-shanter hat did not mean a wool Scottish cap, and was instead a hat with a 

flat, relatively narrow brim (Marshall, July 18, 1896). The two most common types of 

hats were what Lachesis referred to as a “‘sailor’” hat and a “boat-shaped hat.” From her 

description of the former, she presumably meant a boater. By the latter, she meant a hat 

with a brim folded up on the sides and a crown rising above it, as illustrated by Marshall 

(June 13, 1896). Lachesis found both of these styles to be so ubiquitous that they 

resembled part of a uniform. Boaters were depicted and mentioned frequently (e.g. 

Marshall, May 23, 1896; Notable Wheelwomen, October 24, 1896; “Patricia,” July 24, 

1897; Sallas, May 8, 1897). LACMA (M.91.169) has a straw boater with a red and white 

ribbon, which would have been pinned into the wearer’s hair. 

 “Lachesis” (May 30, 1896) thought women should avoid flowers, feathers and velvet 

for trim on hats. Rose Marshall (September 26, 1896) wrote that velvet was acceptable 
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for autumn hats and frequently designed hats with feathers. Large “picture hats” were not 

recommended (Marshall, February 20, 1897; “Professor Atkinson,” May 8, 1897). 

Extravagantly trimmed hats were associated with French bicycling fashions 

(Mademoiselle Fleurette, August 7, 1897; Marshall, August 22, 1896) and with riding in 

parks (Davidson, 1896). Veils were another accessory that received some discussion, with 

both practical and aesthetic concerns addressed. Some women also chose to wear veils 

with their hats to protect their faces. “Lachesis” (August 22, 1896) wrote that they 

protected the wearer’s face from flies. She preferred Russian net and emphasized that a 

plain pattern was best. “Patricia” (January 9, 1897) thought that it was necessary to 

carefully consider one’s veil: “Never select too thick a net, and whatever you do see that 

the spots are not too large and that the groundwork is clear, it makes all the difference to 

the clearness of the complexion. I myself think the choice of a veil most important 

[emphasis original]” (p. 4, emphasis). Granted, most aspects of dress were considered 

significant by one writer or another. Veils, unlike hats, were not universally worn.  

Evolution of Women’s Fashionable Bicycling Dress 

  Like other fashionable women's dress, the appearance of women's bicycling 

costumes changed throughout the 1890s. While some women started to ride the safety 

bicycle in the late 1880s, there are few visual or written examples demonstrating 

women's bicycling dress prior to 1890. Early on in the decade, as the safety bicycle was 

just starting to take hold, women's skirts retained the remnants of the bustle. Their sleeves 

were narrow and just starting to show signs of becoming the ubiquitous gigot sleeve that 

defines the decade. By the mid-1890s, women's sleeves tended to be quite large, although 

not so large as for evening wear, and the only remnant of the bustle remained in gathers at 

the back of skirts. As the decade came to a close, shirtwaists began to blouse more, gigot 

sleeves became more high and narrow, and skirts became tight over the hips and more 

flared at the hem. Sportswear had less extreme changes than fashionable dress, but their 

style changed in tandem with clothing that had less practical purposes.  

 1890-1892. In many illustrations and advertisements from the early 1890s, 

women are shown with tricycles, rather than with safety bicycles. One advertisement, for 

the ‘Olympia’ Tandem, which was published on January 24th, 1891 in Cycling, shows an 
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image of a tricycle tandem. The woman rides in front, between two wheels. Seen from 

the side, one can see vestiges of the bustle in the style of her skirt, which is just short 

enough to reveal part of her feet. Her jacket has tight three-quarter sleeves and is worn 

with long gloves. Her male companion is clad in a jacket and knickers. Illustrations from 

this period also show women with small bustles, and in some images one can see a slight 

increase in volume near the tops of the figures’ sleeves (e.g. Kemp, April 11, 1891, p. 

190; Moore, January 31 1891, March 7, 1891; Simon, March 1890). An illustration from 

fall 1891 shows a woman riding a safety bicycle in a shirtwaist (Watson, October 1891). 

The sleeves are a small bishop style, which was a popular style in the 1890s. As stated, 

bishop sleeves are full from the shoulder where they are gathered into a cuff (Cumming, 

et. al., 2010). In 1892, the styles depicted remain quite similar from those at the end of 

1891, with styles moving toward fuller sleeves (e.g. Watson, July 1892). British cartoons, 

some of which were also published in the United States, started to show true gigot sleeves 

during 1892 (e.g. Moore, August 5, 1893). The skirts from the early 1890s appear quite 

long and cumbersome. However, it is difficult to determine whether or not women 

actually rode in such long skirts, or if the romanticized images simply reflect what was 

fashionable. As bicycling had not become terribly common, the depictions may not have 

caught up with reality. However, photographs from the following year suggest that skirts 

were quite long for bicycling (“Cyclers of today,” June 17, 1893). As of 1890, skirts were 

just starting to move away from draped 1880s styles. Davidson (1890) suggested 

“something of a draped nature,” but that the drapery should be stitched down to the skirt.  

 1893. In 1893, the styles depicted began to more closely resemble the types of 

dress associated with dress in the 1890s, if only because we are moving toward the period 

when more and more women took up cycling. The costumes depicted began to take on a 

“workman-like” appearance and often consisted of a tailor-made jacket and skirt. Jackets 

were sometimes depicted open to reveal a shirtwaist and a masculine tie (e.g. Watson, 

April 1893). Sleeves began to take on a gigot shape, with pronounced volume at the top, 

narrowing toward the wrist (e.g. “A cycling costume,” September 15 1893; Moore, May 

6, 1893; Watson). Hy S. Watson, who illustrated for the American magazine Outing 

showed sleeves with vertical volume at the shoulder that had not yet started to fill out 
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around the upper arm. Watson drew reinforcing stitching along the hems of skirts, which 

made skirts more sturdy. Illustrations and advertisements in the British Cycling depicted 

figures with more defined gigot sleeves that had increasing volume around the top of the 

arm and were very narrow at the wrist (Moore; Whitwell, May 13, May 20, 1893). 

Cycling also included photographs of European women posed on bicycles, which show 

tailor-made costumes with narrow gigot sleeves and long skirts. A costume by Redfern, a 

British company that also produced costumes in Paris (Taylor, 1999) is unsurprisingly 

ahead of its time and features an open jacket with gigot sleeves, worn over a masculine 

vest. The skirt is short— ending a couple of inches above the ankle— with knife pleats 

(“A cycling costume by Redfern,” September 15, 1893).  

 1894. In 1894, the American magazine The Ladies Standard Magazine, which 

published patterns, included an issue that was largely dedicated to women’s bicycling 

apparel. This issue also included fashionable dress for other activities, which allows for 

more accurate comparisons. The Ladies Standard offered a range of bicycling costumes 

for women and girls. Jackets ranged from a classic Norfolk style, to a double-breasted 

coat that was loose in front and semi-fitted in back, to a cropped jacket with wide notched 

lapels that was worn open over a blouse. The majority of designs emphasized a narrow 

waist. Almost all of the styles shown have definite gigot sleeves, but the styles shown for 

bicycling apparel are much more narrow than other women’s styles. One did not 

necessarily have to adopt a gigot sleeve for bicycling, however. The pattern for the 

“Ladies’ outing jacket” came with the option of a plain coat sleeve “as many bicyclists 

prefer this style” (p. 81). A women’s bicycling sweater advertised in the Chicago 

magazine Bearings reflects this style as well (“Ladies’ Sweater,” August 8, 1893). It 

appears that, at any given time, there were a range of acceptable gigot sleeves. Some of 

the sleeves resemble coat sleeves except that they have volume at the top of the shoulder, 

while others are approaching balloon sleeves, which were sleeves with enormous volume 

around the upper-arms. The skirts for adult women were quite long so that feet were 

barely visible on standing figures. The Ladies’ Standard also included several patterns for 

bloomer costumes, including a skirt that could be converted into ankle-length bloomers. 

 1895. As would be expected due to the increasing popularity of the bicycle, 
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starting in 1895 the number of visual examples dramatically increased, although the 

styles are quite similar to the previous year. There are numerous examples of young 

women clad in jackets with gigot sleeves or shirtwaists with either the same or a small 

bishop sleeve (e.g. Lucas, August 1895; Moore, June 1, 1895; Walton, August 31, 1895; 

Watson, May 1895). Skirts remained quite long, but there were some examples of women 

dressed in “rational dress” that were meant to demonstrate style, not ridicule women for 

dressing in that manner. Rational dress could consist of bloomers (e.g. Moore) or a short 

skirt (Bacon, July 20, 1895). Mrs. Ormiston Chant, who was described as “womanly,” 

was photographed wearing a loose double-breasted jacket similar to a design featured in 

The Ladies Standard the previous year. It has gigot sleeves and is worn with a skirt that 

falls only to mid-shin (Bacon).  

 1896. Illustrations and photographs from 1896 depict a range of sleeve styles. 

Fashion plates were beginning to trend to a more moderate gigot sleeve on jackets, and to 

a lesser extent on blouses, compared to 1894 and 1895, but there are still plenty of 

examples of women wearing full sleeves, and at least one photograph where one woman 

wears more moderate sleeves and the other more full sleeves (Figure 66). Despite the 

recommendations of magazines, it is likely that many women did not replace their 

bicycling costumes every season. From numerous fashion illustrations published in 1896 

one can determine idealized bicycling styles, if not which styles were actually utilized. 

The size of sleeves may have also been determined by the personal preference of the 

illustrator, even in the same publication, as M. Marston (September 16, 1896) showed 

sleeves that were relatively full (Figure 67), while sleeves by Jessie Fowler (October 21, 

December 9, 1896) are barely gigot sleeves (Figure 68). Most of the fashion illustrations I 

studied from 1896 were drawn by one individual, Rose Marshall, for the British 

Wheelwoman. Marshall’s sleeves are all quite similar and have a shape that resembles an 

upside down tear drop from shoulder to elbow and are narrow from elbow to wrist. The 

sleeves do get visibly narrower between May and the end of 1896, but their size does not 

decrease in a straight line. Interestingly, in her descriptions Marshall did not mention the 

sleeves, but focused on the other aspects of the costume, which do much more to 

differentiate her designs from one another. The jackets come in a range of styles, from 
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relatively simple Norfolk jackets that fall to the hips, to cropped Eton jackets and boleros. 

One example (August 8, 1896) is quite boxy (Figure 69), but most jackets are fitted. 

Some jackets are relatively unembellished, but many have braiding or other trim. Skirts 

often were gored and A-line (e.g. Figures 36, 37, 45, 50). In 1896, two of the skirts were 

described as divided, but the division was not meant to be seen when walking (Marshall, 

July 11, 1896, October 31, 1896). Regarding the first skirt, Marshall wrote that it was 

“cut on quite a new principle” (p. 6). As Marshall’s figures have disproportionately small 

feet and tall, slender bodies, the skirts look quite long. Marshall recommended a skirt that 

ended four inches off of the ground. There are some examples of shorter skirts, such as 

fashion plate from the Herald of Fashion and Journal of Tailoring, which shows a mid-

calf length pleated skirt.  

 1897. Fashion plates drawn in 1897 tended to show narrow gigot sleeves, with 

some sleeves having barely more volume around the upper arm than the forearm. 

(Figures 38, 40, 57). However, as The Wheelwoman republished several fashion plates 

from 1896, it seems likely that fashion did not dictate that sleeves had to diminish. There 

are also several examples of fashion plates illustrated by Simone Sallas, who was the 

Paris correspondent to The Wheelwoman (Figure 56, 60). Her illustrations are distinctive 

for two main reasons: first, the sleeves and second, the skirts. Her sleeves are a more 

defined gigot than British fashions, but much of the volume is vertical at the tops of the 

sleeves. Although there are not enough examples to prove a trend, it appears that from her 

first illustration on March 24, 1897 to her last illustration of the year on September 25, 

the horizontal volume had decreased and the vertical volume had increased. Second, 

Sallas’ skirts are quite short— hitting several inches above the ankle. Yet, the costumes 

were reported to be designed for The Wheelwoman, which suggests that they were 

designed to inspire British women’s costumes, not simply to demonstrate French 

costumes. The shortest skirt shown in a fashion illustration for 1897 was designed by 

“Daisy” (Figure 57) and scarcely falls below the knee.  

 1898-1900. In 1898, the fashionable bicycling sleeve was generally narrow in 

illustrations, ranging from a very slight gigot concentrated at the top of the arm to a plain 

sleeve, although, once again, The Wheelwoman republished illustrations from previous 
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seasons. Epaulets attached to a narrow coat sleeve were a popular style (Figure 70), 

although one artist, Jessie Fowler, had shown this style as early as December, 1896 

(Figure 68) Not all sleeves were so narrow, as both photographs and other illustrations 

continued to depict a definite gigot sleeve, although fashionable sleeves were noticeably 

more narrow than they had been three years earlier. Walter H. Marsh (1900) illustrated 

very narrow sleeves with no trace of a gigot sleeve remaining.26 The shirtwaists blouse 

dramatically at the front, while the backs are fitted, which is consistent with women’s 

fashionable dress during this period. The illustrated jacket styles are quite cropped, 

similarly to some of the styles Sallas illustrated two years earlier. Many are described as 

“Eton jackets.” There are also Norfolk basques, which are shorter than earlier examples 

of Norfolk Jackets, and have peplums that extend a couple of inches at most below the 

natural waistline. All of the illustrated skirts are short, which is also consistent with 

women’s walking skirts during this period (Peteu, 2004; Severa, 1995). Interestingly, the 

illustrations by Simone Sallas from 1898 featured noticeably longer skirts than the 

previous year, consistent with walking lengths at this time. They are more fitted over the 

hips and flare slightly towards the hem, which is a few inches above the ankle, although 

skirts could of course be hemmed shorter or longer. Many of the skirts are divided, 

although the division tends to be visible only at the back. Bicycling fashions changed 

throughout the 1890s in tandem with other types of women's dress, but time was not the 

only factor that impacted women's bicycling clothing.  

Dressing for Different Locations and Types of Cycling 

  The location and type of riding helped determine what kind of clothing to wear. 

Writers differentiated between cycling in the country and in town (e.g. Davidson, 1896; 

Erskine, 1897; Robins Pennell, 1894). F. J. Erskine even titled her chapter on dress 

“Cycling dress for town and country.” In town, more colorful, less durable fabrics were 

acceptable. For example, Davidson (1896) wrote that, for riding during the winter in the 

city one ought to wear “covert coating or cloth, in shades of tan, brown, blue, and bottle 

green” (p. 29), but for riding in the country more durable materials such as tweed or serge 

in darker colors were better. In this section, I will discuss city riding, focusing on dressing 
                                                
26 Marsh’s Bicycling Fashions were published in London, Paris, and New York. 
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for the parks, as well as touring/ country riding. 

 Cycling in parks. More extravagant and less practical dress was permissible for 

riding in city parks. Women’s dress for riding in the main parks in London was regularly 

addressed in The Wheelwoman. Women also rode bicycles in parks in the United States, 

such as in New York’s Central Park. Women of all experience levels rode in Regent’s 

Park, and it was common to see women take spills (Browning, May 30, 1896). The dress 

worn to ride in parks was different from what serious cyclists wore. Images often show 

women in frilled blouses and relatively long skirts (e.g. Moore, June 22, 1895; “In the 

Merry Month of May,” May 11, 1895). In Britain, men and women who rode bicycles 

dressed ridiculously without knowing what they were doing or how to care for their 

machines were referred to contemptuously as “bikists” (Hippolyta, May 29, 1897; 

Rumney, 1899). “Hippolyta” explained that “Juggins,” another contributor to Cycling had 

coined the term. Hippolyta commented on a skirt recommended by a female “bikists,” 

stating: “Pale green and mauve for those five graduated flounces with their rows of velvet 

trim were too much for me” (p. 480). Such a skirt was strikingly different from the 

relatively austere wool skirts that were generally recommended to women who were 

more serious about bicycling.  

 “Lachesis” (August 22, 1896) wrote: “I am rapidly coming to the conclusion that 

the majority of park riders are most useful as awful examples of bad habits” (p. 8). 

Inappropriate appearances were criticized, which could range from the rider’s form, to 

the bicycle itself to clothing. For example, ribbons on bicycles (Herbage, June 20, 1896) 

and painted bicycles were thought garish (Browning, June 20, 1896). Alicia Browning 

commented that it must be costly to have a painted bicycle, as it would need to match 

one’s clothes to the bicycle. Adeline Anning (July 18, 1896) criticized a woman who had 

gone out riding, in 86 degree heat, wearing a black satin costume with a tight bodice 

trimmed in jet, a full skirt, and a white petticoat. Anning (July 4, 1896) also did not 

approve of bicycling in three different shades of tan— as all components of one’s 

costume were to be coordinated. Unlike the writers for The Wheelwomen who both 

criticized and compliment park styles, F. J. Erksine (1897) did not think much of the way 

most women dressed for riding in parks:  
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For park riding, we must have an artistically cut skirt, artfully arranged to hang in 
even portions each side of the saddle; and fashion decrees, what common-sense 
does not, that a blouse of silk or cotton, bleached, and with huge puff sleeves, is 
en règle for our bodies to be arrayed in. It very likely does not matter for the park 
in summer— these flimsy blouses,— though I would like to see how they looked 
after the rider had been caught in a shower of rain; but as to their being any good 
beyond Battersea Park and the Inner Circle, the idea is absurd. (p. 9) 

Erskine accepted, more or less, that women would ride in less than suitable costumes 

when their main purpose was to be seen out cycling in the park. Even though she 

accepted that when riding in town one needed to keep up appearances, Erskine was 

entirely opposed to “ridiculous blouses and flower garden hats” (p. 11). Even in town 

Erskine thought that cycling demanded: “That the rider should be neat, smart, and in 

harmony with the workmanlike machine she rides” (p. 11). She suggested that for town 

one could wear “light gray alpaca, white pique and brown holland” (p. 11) for her coat 

and skirt. She remarked that cyclists could dress so that others enjoyed seeing them, 

although such costumes would not last as long as sturdier costumes made for riding in the 

country, but “those who ride in town can afford a change of dress for different 

surroundings” (p. 11). Erskine made her disdain for following ridiculous fashions 

eminently clear and dedicated most of the chapter to dressing for more serious cycling. 

 Some discussions of what women wore for park riding was merely descriptive, 

and were meant as recommendations for costumes other women could consider. Women 

reportedly dressed in a range of bright colors and decorative trim (e.g. Anning, May 30, 

1896, Browning, June 6, 1896; August 1, 1896). More decorative hats were acceptable 

for park cycling, but most agreed that picture hats were absurd. One woman made the 

unfortunate choice of wearing a large straw hat covered with roses in Hyde Park. (“Hyde 

Park,” May 23, 1896). Alicia Browning (July 4, 1896) was in the minority in that she 

thought the only problem with large hats was keeping them on. She commented favorably 

on large straw hats, tied under the chin with a velvet ribbon that were being worn in 

Regent’s Park. They were trimmed in tulle and lilac flowers. Other writers approved of 

smaller hats with different types of trim, including a black and white tam-o-shanter 

trimmed with two white feathers and black ribbons (“Hyde Park,” May 23, 1896) and a 

rose straw hat in a "mushroom" shape held in place by jewelled [sic] pins. The hat was 
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trimmed in black chiffon and roses, along with a cream lace fan standing up on the left 

side. “Lachesis” (May 30, 1896) recommended a more decorated version of a boater: “In 

place of the customary band of ribbon and meagre little bow, the trimming consisted of 

cream colored lace, shot lemon silk bows and quills. This of course would only be 

suitable for park riding” (p. 8). These hats were not especially practical, but practicality 

was hardly the point.  

 In terms of outfits, Adeline Anning reported that mauve was very fashionable in 

spring of 1896. In another column, Anning (July 4, 1896) recommended a green silk 

blouse worn with a dull violet skirt. During warm weather it was common for society 

women to ride in the parks dressed in a silk shirtwaist and a skirt, sometimes without a 

jacket (Anning, July 4, 1896; Browning, June 6, 1896; Davidson, 1896) If one planned to 

ride with one’s blouse visible, one could wear a blouse of “somewhat more elaborate 

construction” (Davidson, p. 29). Davidson was not in favor of large sleeves for cycling. 

Descriptions of park costumes exemplify how decorative bicycling dress could be. Alicia 

Browning (June 6, 1896) reported on two costumes she had observed in Regents Park. 

The first consisted of a royal blue jacket, fitted at the back and opening to a loose Zouave 

style at the front. The white belt was designed to clasp around the waist on the outside at 

the back and came through the jacket at the sides to fasten to a poppy-red blouse at the 

front. The skirt was lined in matching poppy-red silk. “Patricia” (July 25, 1896) 

mentioned a similar costume, which could very well have been the same costume. She 

also described a woman who rode in the park in a blue alpaca skirt with a salmon-pink 

silk blouse. The blouse was tight on the figure, but had sleeves with a "multitude of 

puffs" falling to the elbow (p. 12). The wrists were trimmed in lace (p. 12). At least 

during 1896, white duck, piqué or serge costumes were popular among society women 

during warm weather (e.g. Anning, August 15, 1896; Marshall, June 27, 1896; “Patricia,” 

July 25, 1896; “Sunny Southsea,” September 5, 1896). Similar costumes also were 

popular in the United States (Dunbar, July 11, 1897).  

 Not all writers approved of white costumes (Dunbar, July 11, 1897; “Ideal 

wheelwoman,” December 12, 1896). Olivia Howard Dunbar wrote that they were: 

“rashly unwise and extravagant because of their susceptibility to soil" (p. 13). White 
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cycling costumes were hardly practical and certainly spoke to the wealth of their owner. 

Indeed, white was probably the least practical color one could wear to ride. Occasionally, 

writers described women wearing somber colors. “Patricia” (March 6, 1897) wrote that 

costumes in black or dark gray with narrow white stripes were popular in Hyde Park. 

Dark blue alpaca (Browning, July 18, 1896), black cloth (Herbage, July 18, 1896) and 

silver-gray alpaca (Marshall, July 11, 1896) were also commented upon favorably. It is 

entirely possible that many women cycled in more somber colors, but that such costumes 

were less likely to be described in gossip columns. An image published in June, 1896 in 

Vanity Fair shows society women cycling in Hyde Park. Their costumes are not brightly 

colored, but one costume is white. The other costumes are muted and included green-gray 

and violet-gray. Some of the blouses are ruffled and all are shown in long skirts (Figure 

71). Regardless of color choice, it seems that the point of cycling in parks served much 

the same purpose that promenading or riding in carriages would: To see and be seen. 

George Moore (June 22, 1895) published an illustration of Battersea Park that showed 

women and men with bicycles stopping to chat with two couples in an open carriage. All 

figures are dressed fashionably. Maria Ward (1896) had pointed out that one could ride 

short distances dressed in ordinary clothing, so it is likely that some women riding in the 

parks did so. However, as spectacle was so much a part of going to the parks, and women 

had different dresses for different activities, it is not surprising that women rode in 

elaborate costumes worn only for bicycling.  

 Rational dress in the parks. Some women even wore rational costumes when 

cycling in public spaces in the city. Sometimes these women were criticized, others times 

they were admired, and sometimes their appearance was reported on in a neutral tone. 

Even when they were not criticized, however, they were certainly placed into an “other” 

category. It does seem that rational costumes were not especially common in British 

parks. On one day in May 1896 there were only two women who wore knickerbockers 

rather than skirts to the park, although they did not have the legs to wear knickerbockers 

(“Hyde Park,” May 23, 1896). Adeline Anning (May 30, 1896) had seen only one woman 

wearing bifurcated garments in the park and this woman had ridden 6,000 miles in one 

year. Thus, Anning thought she might “be forgiven if she has the reputation of scorning a 
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fashionable track” (p. 11). Sometimes these riders were mentioned by name, at least if 

they were famous. The actress Miss Menie Muriel Dowie (Mrs. Henry Norman) rode in 

Regent's Park in a rational costume with a skirt-tunic and knickerbockers (Browning, 

June 20, 1896). However, actresses were in a rather different category than ordinary 

women.  

 Sometimes just looking appealing in knickerbockers was enough to make them 

acceptable, although examples of compliments about the appearance of women dressed 

thus are rare. Alicia Browning (July 4, 1896) wrote in detail about two young women she 

observed. She wrote that if they had only worn a well-cut loose coat “I should not have 

had a single improvement to suggest! They really looked extremely well. Tall and slightly 

built, they had really beautiful legs and knew how to use them.” She continued with a 

detailed description of what they wore, emphasizing that they wore knickerbockers, not 

typical bloomers: 

Their costumes consisted of knickers of blue serge, loose, but not with 
voluminous folds, caught in under the knees with leather bands; one wore a blue 
coat double-breasted and fastened with rows of big smoked-pearl buttons. The 
other had a coat of black cloth, but both were made fitting rather tightly to the 
figure from behind, and set out below the waist in a very wonderful fluted basque. 
. . . (p. 12). 

Browning had seen them both bicycling and walking with their machines: “Which is a 

much more trying ordeal, bringing out all the weak points,” but Browning thought they 

did well. She continued: “They were perfectly free from self-consciousness, and they 

knew how to hold themselves and how to walk. Divested of her skirt, which is indeed like 

charity covering a multitude of awkwardness, how many women could walk even 

presentably!” (p. 12). Skirts were metaphorically protective, as they obscured the 

wearer’s body more than knickerbockers. As women were nearly always expected to 

wear skirts, it is unsurprising that women would have looked and felt uncomfortable and 

awkward when divested of them.   

 Country riding and touring. Unlike in the parks, practicality was emphasized 

when dressing for the country, with the exception of gymkhanas, or casual obstacle races, 

which required more formal dress (Marshall, August 1, 1896). However, gymkhanas were 

in some ways an extension of city life, as they took place on country estates with the 



   154 

 

purpose of entertainment over exercise. Rose Marshall (October 3, 1896) wrote that when 

staying at a county mansion, one needed a nicer costume: "For these pleasant house 

parties must of necessity be more elaborate, neat and pretty than those of general use for 

rough country touring" (p. 6). She recommended a costume of dragon green box-cloth 

with a plain skirt four inches off the ground, which fastened on both sides as a riding 

habit did on one side. The bodice was to be tightly fitting with a "short, neat basque," and 

designed to show off a vest worn beneath. For women going on long country rides, and 

especially for touring, more serviceable clothing was needed. Even Rose Marshall, whose 

fashions tended to be elaborate, included simplified costumes for touring (Figure 48). For 

the serious cyclist, Erskine (1897) emphasized: “Wool above, wool below, wool all over, 

such is the Medes and Persians hygienic rule for cycling” (p. 9). She pointed out that in 

Britain the weather was never certain and that wool was the only solution. The weight of 

the fabric could be decided by preference, but garments absolutely had to be wool from 

the stockings to the dress. As stated, Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1894) recommended a 

costume that was something like that supplied by the Cyclists’ Touring Club (CTC): gray 

tweed, as well as a waterproof, which meant that a second dress was not necessary. For 

summer, she suggested a linen or thin flannel blouse and jacket. On tours at least, Phœbe 

(July 1891) argued against riding in a corset, or at most a loose corset as, “the loose 

fitting Delsarte corset is considered perfect by ladies who have tried it” (p. 159).  

Writers often listed suggestions of what one should bring on a tour. Maria Ward 

(1896) pointed out that clothing needed to work off of the bicycle and one also needed to 

have enough clothing to adjust for changes in temperature: “An outfit might consist of 

two suits complete, of different weights, sweaters of different weights, wool stockings, 

heavy and light. . .” (p. 94-95). Sweaters were recommended on long trips for extra 

warmth (Dunbar, July 4, 1896; Ward, 1896). According to Dunbar: “The American girl of 

any experience abandons the tailor-made effect when she starts out to cover a few 

hundred miles of territory. . .” (p. 13). These sweaters were often very brightly-hued. The 

museum at the Fashion Institute of Design & Merchandising (FIDM) has a red knit 

sweater with gigot sleeves from circa 1895, that fits Dunbar’s description (2011.5.2). 

Ward, an American writing at the same time as Dunbar, thought that a single breasted 
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coat was necessary and suggested sweaters as an auxiliary item. The sweater needed to be 

light enough that it could be worn under the jacket and should come up high on the neck 

and be long enough to “pull down easily below the saddle” (p. 95). One could only carry 

so many things on a bicycle. For essential items, Agnes G. Wood (June 20, 1896) listed: 

“One Nightdress; one Suit of Merino Combinations; one Pair of Stockings; 

Handkerchiefs; Brush, Comb and Toothbrush; Reference Books and Road Maps” (p. 7). 

She did not list the components of a cycling costume as one would be wearing it, rather 

than packing it. If a woman wanted to be able to dress more nicely when she was not 

bicycling, she could carry a silk blouse (Robins Pennell, 1894; Wood), but Wood thought 

a cotton one more practical. If one so desired, it was possible to have additional items 

sent by train. However, both Ward and Wood emphasized that one should only send 

inessential items. Wood wrote: “My own experience is that the clothes and the cyclist 

rarely seem to meet, and, having toured England perfectly independent of each other, 

they reach home again, in the words of the poet, as ‘strangers yet’” (p. 7). 

While some writers thought that knickerbockers were a perfectly good option for 

touring, it was understood that not all women would be comfortable wearing them 

without a skirt on top (e.g. Erskine, 1897; Ward, 1896). According to Erskine (1897), it 

was necessary “to have well-cut knickerbockers in lieu of skirts” (p. 10). It is unclear if 

Erskine meant that, if one planned to ride without skirts one needed well-cut 

knickerbockers, or if she meant for them to be worn under skirts. However, as in lieu 

means in place of, she probably meant that, for the cyclist who chose not to wear skirts, 

the knickerbockers needed to be selected carefully. She recommended that they be lined 

in leather, as similar garments worn for horseback riding were. Cyclists could purchase 

them at the majority of ladies’ tailors for around a pound.27  

As with other types of cycling, skirts received a significant amount of attention. 

Rational, shorter skirts were often recommended for country riding, as they would be less 

conspicuous than in the city (Davidson, 1896; Robins Pennell, 1894). If one chose to 

wear a skirt, Ward (1896) stated that the skirt should “always open at the side and fasten 

                                                
27 With inflation, that would be about 95 pounds today, which is within the normal range of what women’s 
cycling pants cost now. 
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with several buttons” (p. 96). She also suggested that one have an easy to reach pocket. 

She emphasized that pockets should always be made of wool, but that one should carry as 

much as possible on the bicycle itself and not in pockets. Ward did not recommended 

long skirts, writing that: “The skirt should not reach more than halfway below the knee, 

and the hem and all seams should be finished on the outside; then there will be nothing to 

catch or pull” (p. 97). Robins Pennell also recommended hemming the skirt on the 

outside. According to Ward, the skirt width could be based on preference, but the back of 

the skirt should not be too full as to “fall behind the pedal when furthest back,” (p. 97), 

but should be full enough to allow the knees to move easily. The skirt should be made 

without a waistband and should be snug over the hips. F. J. Erskine (1897) recommended 

that the hem of the skirt should be turned up at least six to eight inches and stitched with 

several rows of machine stitching in order to stiffen the hem. She also recommended that 

skirts button at the side, as openings at the back were in danger of catching on the saddle. 

Skirts should be sewn with elastic straps that attached to buttons or gaiters, which were 

necessary for country riding. Erskine thought that a short skirt looked ugly and unfinished 

without gaiters. With them, she wrote: “It is neat and strong, rational, without being 

unladylike, safe, for if it be made with a turned-up hem there is nothing can catch; 

suitable alike for a country walk or ride. . .” (p. 13). Even though Erksine was opposed to 

frivolous, impractical costumes, she still emphasized that riders should look ladylike.  

 Conclusion 

 Women’s dress shaped how they cycled and how others perceived them as 

cyclists. Some of the discourse around bicycling dress simply considered how one should 

dress for this new sport, as women’s ordinary dress was not considered suitable. The 

questions of skirt length and shape, and whether or not to wear a corset were significant 

in terms of comfort and safety. While some writers thought that women looked better if 

they had a narrow waist, and longer skirts, women who rode had to decide to what degree 

they would dress for function versus dressing for common perceptions regarding what 

was feminine. Writers who addressed bicycling grappled with which suggestions to make 

to women. As in today’s magazines, different styles also were recommended as a way to 

create more consumers by convincing women that they needed a bicycle and a bicycling 



   157 

 

costume and by convincing women that different types of bicycling required different 

costumes. The goal of this chapter was to provide a detailed analysis of what women 

were recommended to wear and how a sample of surviving garments and photographs of 

women provide examples of how some actual women dressed. In the following chapter, I 

consider the meanings of dress on a more abstract level in order to argue that dress was a 

tool for normalizing bicycling. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

“THE MATTER OF DRESS”: DISCOURSE ON WOMEN’S BICYCLING DRESS 

IN THE 1890S 

 

Discussions of women’s bicycling in the 1890s were not limited to descriptions of 

ideal and observed dress. As with velocipedes and tricycles, conversations around women 

as bicyclists addressed where women should ride, how women could best comport 

themselves, as well as why dress was so important. In this chapter, I address discourse by 

both women and men regarding women as bicyclists. As my focus is on how bicycling 

became a socially acceptable activity for women, I am using only articles that support 

women as bicyclists, with a focus on how women were expected to ride. As the 

discourses around women bicycling were quite similar in the United States and Great 

Britain, I focus on location only when it is germane to the issues being discussed. The 

first section addresses what it meant for upper and upper-middle class women to ride 

bicycles and the significance of remaining feminine while doing so. Dressing correctly 

was the main way that women exemplified ladylike bicycling.  

Women as Bicyclists 

 Women who were early adopters of bicycling faced a range of challenges, 

including harassment (Neejer, 2011; Rubinstein, 1977). One writer recalled that the first 

women to ride bicycles in Britain had to overcome many obstacles:  

Positive violence was resorted to in many cases, and a lady bicyclist was often 
obliged to keep her machine outside of the confines of town. . . in many an 
outlying hamlet the appearance of a woman on wheels was the signal for scouring 
the neighbourhood with stones, with which to greet her ("Cycling for ladies," 
November 7, 1897, p. 7).  

One of the main challenges was not the physical act of riding a bicycle, but contending 

with the reactions of others, which could be positively violent. However, it is impossible 

to gauge the prevalence and to some extent severity women were harassed, and difficult 

to say precisely who was doing the harassment, although some of the time it was likely 

young boys (e.g. Anning, December 12, 1896). Such experiences evidently did not stop 

many women from continuing to ride. Mrs. Harriette H. Mills of Washington, D. C. 
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started the United States’ first women's safety bicycle club in 1888, which soon boasted 

50 women as members, who wore a uniform consisting of a shirtwaist, a walking-length 

skirt, a riding hat, and gloves (Herlihy, 2004). As early as 1890, American writers began 

remarking on how normal it had become to see women ride bicycles. “Scriba” (June, 

1890), a correspondent to The Cyclist from Chicago, wrote that Chicago boasted 450-500 

women riders, while other cities tended to make note of having one or two women who 

rode: “A year ago a woman awheel was an object of no end of notice, comment and 

criticism. Now they are so numerous that no notice is taken of them at all” (p. 76). 

Certainly, women continued to be noticed, but his comment implied that women 

bicycling in Chicago were no longer shocking. Scriba also named “those two courageous 

little women” who first rode in Chicago: Mrs. Tom Roe and Mrs. N. H. Van Sicklen, 

although of course, their first names were not included. Similar remarks were made in 

other American cities (e.g. “E.,” September, 1890). Scriba predicted that the number of 

women bicycling would double within a year.  

 Some British women began to adopt the safety bicycle in the late 1880s as well. 

Gertrude Elizabeth (née Blood), Lady Colin Campbell (1857-1911) was an Irish-born 

author. Campbell (May 18, 1896) claimed that she had been one of the first women to 

write in favor of bicycling— in 1893. She claimed that in three years perspectives on 

women’s cycling had changed greatly. Campbell was most likely correct that bicycling 

had changed a great deal in the previous three years, but she cannot have truly been one 

of the first women to ride a safety bicycle in Britain. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter Lillias Campbell Davidson published a chapter on women cycling in 1890 in a 

British bicycling guide. Davidson (1890) began her chapter by writing:  

It is almost impossible for those women who have taken up cycling in the last 
year or two to realize the amount of general suspicion and prejudice from people 
who looked no further than the surface, which had to be encountered and lived 
down by the first women who ventured a-wheel. It is thanks to their courage and 
good sense that their sisters are able to participate. . . . To-day the new departure 
may be said to have lived down all the dangers that threatened its earlier years, 
and to have taken its triumphant stand among the very foremost of feminine 
pursuits. (p. 87-88) 

Davidson suggested that cycling had recently become more socially acceptable. 
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However, Davidson appears to have been considering both the tricycle and the safety 

bicycle, while Lady Colin Campbell considered only the latter. Reportedly, many 

British women continued to ride tricycles several years after American women had 

abandoned them (Robins Pennell, 1894). Both Davidson and Elizabeth Robins Pennell 

started to ride safety bicycles around 1889, and they were not the first (Davidson; 

Robins Pennell). Regardless, bicycling became more and more normal in the early to 

mid 1890s as increasing numbers of British and American women began to ride.  

Learning to Ride 

  Even people who supported women as cyclists often held men as an authority on 

bicycling, perhaps because men had been riding bicycles for longer and were associated 

with physical prowess. Writers frequently suggested that it was easier for women to learn 

to ride through lessons (Davidson, 1896; Denison, October 1891; “Scriba,” June 1890; 

Willard, 1895). Grace E. Denison wrote that, although men and women rode differently, 

a woman should have at least four lessons with a “practiced man cyclist.” Once one was 

more comfortable cycling, Denison suggested a ten mile ride in the country. Several 

female writers wrote about the challenges of learning to ride a bicycle, although they all 

thought learning to ride was entirely worth a few falls (e.g. Cole, January 1891; Denison; 

Rudd, May 1895; Willard, 1895).   

 While it is helpful to be able to change a bicycle tire, today casual riders can make do 

with very little knowledge about bicycles. In the 1890s, however, particularly if one were 

riding in the country it was necessary to learn both how to ride and how to care for a 

bicycle. Both men and women needed to be able to fix their own bicycles, which implied 

that women ought to be able to ride on their own (e.g. Davidson, 1890; Denison, October, 

1891; “Every cyclist a mechanic,” January 1897; Phœbe, May 1891). Grace E. Denison 

(January, 1892) described to women how they could overhaul their bicycles over the 

winter, which involved taking the bicycle apart and putting it back together. Women 

needed to carry with them an oil can and a wrench, which could hang behind the saddle 

(Denison, October 1891).  

Feminine riding 

  Bicycling became an increasingly acceptable activity for women, but compared to 
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men women were more limited in how they were supposed to ride. Women were not 

supposed to race, overexert themselves, or ride in any manner that might be construed as 

unfeminine. For example, “The Prowler” (June 1896) wrote: “The marvel of the present 

is the numberless wheelwomen” (p. 48). However, he wrote approvingly that the 

League of American Wheelmen blacklisted all tracks in the United States where 

women’s races were held. Professor Atkinson (May 8, 1897) thought that women should 

avoid crowded roads. Men, he wrote, were better equipped to avoid collisions, as they 

were trained from a young age in sports and had quicker eyes and reflexes.  

At times, there were jokes made about women riding, even in publications that 

supported women who rode, such as The Wheelwoman. Other men, such as Robert L. 

Jefferson (April 11, 1891) wrote in favor of women bicycling, so long as they did so 

properly. Jefferson acknowledged that there was still a good deal of antipathy toward the 

idea of women riding. He argued that bicycling was neither unbecoming, masculine or 

immodest. Still, he did not see men and women as equals in regard to bicycling, although 

he did not appear overly firm in his opinion. He wrote that men were naturally inclined to 

visit hostelries while riding: “But for the lady cycler to follow this course of action is, I 

think, for her to go just a trifle too far beyond the line. . . . At the same time one cannot 

lay down hard and fast rules for the feminine cyclist to follow, because the sport itself is 

so roving a one. . .” (p. 190). On the subject of “‘my lady on the scorch,” or women 

riding too quickly, his opinion was rather more clear— he was entirely opposed:  

. . .The lady herself must exercise a power of mind in its acceptance far more than 
is required of the male biped. She must remember she is pioneer of a new era in 
feminine affairs. . . for upon her demeanor on the road, her taste and modesty with 
regard to her attire, and her accepted innate good sense as to what should be her 
wheel selection and appearance thereon that so much depends. . .” (p. 190). 

In order for it to be acceptable for a woman to ride a bicycle, she needed to comport 

herself appropriately. Jefferson wanted men to “share” bicycling with their sweethearts, 

wives, or daughters, implying that bicycling was a masculine sport that could be 

acceptable for women under certain circumstances. While it might seem that arguing in 

favor of women bicycling at all meant that writers thought bicycling was gender neutral, 

the ways in which women's bicycling was policed suggests otherwise. Women, who were 



   162 

 

understood to be inherently feminine, needed be vigilant when bicycling to preserve their 

femininity. One way that men and women could share bicycling, without a man being 

forced to slow down too much, was by riding a tandem.  

Tandems 

  At least in theory, the tandem bicycle allowed men and women to ride together 

more easily (Norcliffe, 2001), as women's safety bicycles and clothing were both more 

cumbersome than men’s, making it difficult for women to ride comfortably with men. In 

the 1890s, tandems continued to be discussed in terms of relationships between men and 

women, although such discussions were not nearly as common after the safety bicycle 

took off as they had been in the 1880s (e.g. Darrow, March 1890; “Gossip en route,” May 

14, 1898; “Love on a tandem,” July 30, 1898; “The Prowler,” July, 1897). There 

continued to be romantic odes to tandems, exemplified in poems and stories (e.g. Alton, 

April,1892). One ladies magazine reported that: “A young man will find an up-to-date 

tandem more useful than good looks or brilliancy” (“Gossip en route.”) In one example, 

the romantic story was turned on its head as a young man ruined a potential relationship 

by crashing the tandem (“Love on a tandem").  

Tandems were not solely ridden by men and women who were married or courting, 

His Royal Highness, the Duke of York, purchased a tandem bicycle to ride along with his 

sister the Princess Victoria ("Gossip en route," January 15, 1898). Two women could also 

ride together. Mr. M. C. Henley of Richmond, Indiana, made a tandem with a double 

drop frame for two women to ride (“Wheelwomen abroad,” January 23, 1897). Still, the 

evidence suggests that most tandems were ridden by a man and a woman. "The Prowler” 

(July 1897) reported that common wisdom about constructing tandems with a drop-frame 

in front and a diamond frame in back, so that the woman sat in front, was being 

questioned. He pointed out that, with the woman in front, she had to steer, although the 

Cycling Museum of Minnesota exhibited a tandem bicycle where the woman sat in front, 

but was blocked from steering by two bars. Interestingly, the common view in this time 

was that it was better for the stronger and heavier rider to be in back, while the opposite 

viewpoint is taken today. The Prowler remained in favor of having women ride in front. 

Regardless of who was in front, tandems had their downsides. A writer for The 
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Wheelwoman wrote: “Women loathe tandems, despite their firm assertions that ‘tandems 

are so jolly and companionable.’ They like to do their own steering— so do men, for that 

matter” (“Do women like tandems?”, September 17, 1898). Most of the women who 

wrote about cycling— or were written about as cyclists— felt perfectly capable of 

controlling a bicycle on their own.  

Class 

During the 1890s, recreational bicycling was engaged in primarily by the well-to-do. 

Articles about bicycling usually focused on well-off individuals who cycled 

recreationally. Some publications made it very clear that their main focus was on “society 

on wheels.” For example, The Wheelwoman’s subtitle was “and Society Cycling News,” 

so it is no surprise that its writers tended to focus on how the upper-classes rode and what 

they wore while doing so. The writers clearly came from society themselves. 

Correspondents to the magazine wrote about attending breakfasts and teas hosted by 

various Duchesses and Ladies (e.g. “Patricia,” July 25, 1896). This focus was not simply 

accidental, as one of the ways in which cycling for women was normalized was by 

dropping names of illustrious women cyclists. One gossip column stated that the Queen 

of Italy was “adept at cycling” and that: “The Duchess of Manchester and her daughters 

are often seen cycling in Eastbourne and neighbourhood” (“The World of Wheels,” May 

18, 1895, p. 284). Another article noted that Mrs. John Jacob Aster (née Ava Lowle 

Willing) cycled in New York (“Wheelwomen Abroad,” August 15, 1896). These writers 

opined that what was popular would be determined by the upper-classes. Writing in 

Britain, N. E. Dowsett (June 8, 1895) wrote:  

There is a great deal of truth in the saying that when the aristocrats do ride the 
bicycle in the streets of the city that is truly called the Heart of the World, simple 
folk in provinces and villages had better leave off saying ‘it won’t go down,’ for it 
has already ‘gone up’ since, whether we like it or not, the keynote of all social 
observations, from the cut of a coat to the kink or a motor, is set up high in the 
octave of the fashionable class.” (p. 330) 

That is, if aristocrats in London have taken to the bicycle, it is of no use for ordinary 

people to suggest that bicycle will never become popular, as it already has. Of course, 

Dowsett’s argument did not account for the possibility that the bicycle would lose 

popularity among the fashionable classes and become an important mode of 
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transportation for the masses. Some individuals anticipated that who cycled might 

change. When asked if the popularity of cycling would decline, Lillias Campbell 

Davidson remarked that she thought that fashionable society would move onto something 

else, such as motor cars, but that cycling would become more and more common among 

“the people,” and individuals who rode only for exercise (“Notable Wheelwomen,” 

January 9, 1897). Davidson was correct, as bicycling went out of fashion, as motoring 

became the status symbol, but bicycles continued to be used for transportation and 

exercise.  

 Working-class cyclists. Writers held a range of opinions about working class 

individuals taking up bicycling. Some thought the idea of working-class women, and 

particularly domestic servants, bicycling was absurd. The Wheelwoman made fun of the 

idea of maids cycling: “If maids and their mistresses both go cycling, who is to do the 

work?” (“Punctures,” October 10, 1896, p. 2). This comment implied that the main 

purpose of bicycling was for recreation. Granted, if domestic servants lived with the 

family for which they worked, it probably would have been argued that they had little 

need of a bicycle for commuting. One cartoon “Should Domestics Cycle?” (June 26, 

1897) depicted two upper-class ladies riding together in a park, about to have the 

apparently awkward experience of passing their own domestic. The ladies, of course, 

were of the opinion that domestics should not cycle. Yet, the domestic appears much 

more stately than the women for whom she works, so the attitude of the cartoonist is 

harder to determine. This cartoon spoke to anxiety over what would happen if activities 

that distinguished one as upper class no longer did so. What did it mean if one could not 

immediately tell who was the lady and who was the maid? However, others suggested 

that it was not so difficult to determine who was who. “A Lady Doctor” (October 24, 

1896) wrote that: “Never before in the memory of man has there been a pastime so 

absolutely free from class distinctions, a pastime patronised alike by the prince and the 

pauper” (p. 11). Yet, she commented that many cyclists looked like paupers and she 

wondered how they could afford to buy bicycles. Her comment suggests that, while the 

activity itself might be democratic, the participating individuals could still be 

distinguished. 
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  Others spoke positively of bicycling as an activity that should be accessible to 

“the people.” The American Cyclist republished a column from the Irish Cyclist “Cycling 

for Working Women,” which suggested that women, such as teachers, who had to stand 

on their feet all day would benefit from riding bicycles (“Cycling for the Working 

Woman,” June 15, 1893). Frances Willard (1895) was in favor of bicycles over horses 

partially because they were more affordable. Mowbray House, with which Willard was 

affiliated, dedicated resources to helping young women of lesser means rent or buy a 

bicycle (Hanlon, 2007). Even The Wheelwoman supported the collection of second hand 

machines for working girls’ clubs (“Punctures,” July 11, 1896). The magazine later 

reported that it had become common for domestic servants to ride a “‘bike’”: “The 

cycling years do bring change about” (p. 2). Supposedly one applicant with “the best of 

characters” said she would not take a position unless she was supplied with a bicycle to 

use. Her future employer consented: “It is no use doing otherwise, as apparently 

nowadays a good housemate is worthy of her tyre” (“By the way,” August 28, 1897, p. 

2).  

Racing 

However much it became acceptable, and even celebrated, for women to ride 

bicycles, even for long distances (e.g. “Gossip en route,” April 2, 1898; Kerry, October 

1891), bicycle racing in Britain and the United States was almost universally frowned 

upon. E. E. Palmer, the proprietor of The Wheelwoman congratulated Olympia, which 

may mean the Italian bicycle brand, for eliminating women’s cycle races from their 

program. She did recommend that Olympia include women’s trick riding (“Shamrock,” 

March 20, 1897). Thus, the criticism of women racing was not necessarily aimed at the 

performative aspect of bicycle racing, if trick riding was encouraged, but at the belief that 

women's bodies simply were not meant to withstand such strain. “Hippolyta” (May 29, 

1897) wrote negatively about women racing, claiming that she was not concerned with 

biased perspectives about what was “womanly” or “unwomanly.” Rather, she claimed 

that women’s nervous systems were not meant for the strain of racing. Of course, one 

implication, despite Hippolyta's protests, is that any woman whose body was not strained 

anymore than a man's, could not possibly be feminine.  
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In another column, “Hippolyta” (July 24, 1897) expressed that she believed women’s 

road racing did “not call for serious consideration” (p. 48). She wrote that women’s 

records were longer than men’s and that if women wanted equal rights with men, there 

should not be separate records for men and women: “One law for man and women alike 

is their invariable cry; but you see, when we begin to judge them by one common 

standard, even in such an insignificant manner as this, they at once fall back on the 

protection that the difference of sex has always afforded” (p. 48). This argument relates 

back to her previous comment that racing is deleterious to women's nervous systems by 

implying that, as women simply are not capable of keeping up with men, they should 

simply accept their inequality. Still, some articles showed more nuanced perspectives on 

women's racing. The Wheelwoman reported that, while they were not in favor of women 

racing, they did feel that women who raced should have the same protections as men who 

raced:  

The N.C.U. [National Cyclists’ Union] guarantees to lend its countenance and 
protection to bona fide ‘cyclists’ who compete in different races. Now, they say, 
that by the term cyclists they mean men only; that years ago, when their rules 
were prepared, wheelwomen were not even dreamed of, and therefore that the 
word ‘cyclist’ was sufficient and implied ‘male riders.’ We would remind the 
N.C.U., however, that English is English, and if they intended to be so foolishly 
exclusive, they should have altered the reading of their rules, at least four years 
ago”(“Punctures,” June 6, 1896, p. 2).  

The writer continued, “We do not desire to see a woman race, far from it. But if 

circumstances send a woman to a track to earn her living, we would like to know that she 

had the same protection from the recognised N.C.U. as her brothers” (p. 2). The writer 

recognized that some women would continue to support themselves through racing and 

strongly recommended that such women should receive the benefits as men who did the 

same. This example suggests a more nuanced understanding of women racing than 

simply villainizing it. The issue of racing was not that competition was necessarily a 

problem, so much as over-exertion, as women did engage in casual competition when 

they took part in gymkhanas.  

 Gymkhanas. Casual obstacle races, known as gymkhanas, were acceptable for 

society women. Gymkhanas originally referred to equestrian events, and the term was 
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adopted for bicycling as well (“Among the wheelmen,” September 6, 1896; “The 

Gymkhana Races,” July 4, 1890). There were gymkhanas in both Britain and the United 

States (e.g. “Among the wheelmen”; Benson, September 12, 1896). Rather than involving 

endurance, the cyclists engaged in contests such as the “Bicycle and Hoop” race, a tennis 

ball race, an egg and spoon race, a tortoise race, as well as competitions for best costume 

and decorated cycle (e.g. Benson; “Cycling and the primrose league,” July 25, 1896; 

“Gymkhanas, August 28, 1897; “Patricia,” August 8, 1896, August 15, 1896). Starting in 

the mid-1890s, gymkhanas became the latest fashion at country houses (Benson). George 

Benson described a variety of contests for those who might wish to organize one. For 

example, in the egg and spoon race riders carried a spoon with an egg in it in one hand 

and steered with the other. For the tortoise race, the slowest rider won. Both men and 

women took part in gymkhanas and could compete against one another (“Thanet 

jottings,” August 22, 1896), although some contests were separated by gender (“12 

suggestions,” February 20, 1897). One contest included a half-mile race for women 

(“Cycling and the primrose league”). Gymkhanas could also be hosted indoors during 

winter (“12 suggestions”).  

The Importance of Dressing for the Bicycle  

 Given that women’s everyday clothing was not well-adapted to bicycling, it is no 

surprise that women’s clothing received so much attention in the popular press. How 

women should dress for bicycling was discussed ad nauseam. As explained in the 

previous chapter, with the invention of the safety bicycle women’s dress and/or bicycles 

themselves needed to be adapted so that women could ride. Yet there is more to the 

discussion than simply considering the physical traits of women’s clothing. Creating a 

perceived relationship between fashion and bicycling emphasized that bicycling could be 

a fashionable activity. Rose Marshall (May 30, 1896) wrote that cycling was a 

“fashionable recreation” among women (p. 6), thus emphasizing the bicycle’s popularity 

and linking it to fashion itself. Bicycle companies wanted to sell as many bicycles as 

possible, so it was in their best interest to sell to women (Garvey, 1995). Additional 

profits could be made by convincing women that they needed a new wardrobe for 

bicycling. Second, discussions of dress were used to suggest that, so long as women 
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dressed correctly, they would not be sacrificing their femininity (e.g. Campbell, March 

18, 1896; Davidson, 1896). Writers emphasized that women who rode ought to use their 

appearance demonstrate to how a feminine women looked on a bicycle, thus convincing 

others that women should ride. In this section, I consider the relationship of women and 

fashion in terms of bicycling, how discourse around dress was explicitly and implicitly 

used to sell the idea of women as cyclists, as well as discussions of reform dress.  

Fashion and Bicycling  

 Fashion was seen as belonging to the realm of women, even though fashionable 

clothing existed for both genders (Vinken, 2005). One writer felt that women’s sections in 

bicycling magazines should be the exclusive purview of women. “Hippolyta” (May 29, 

1897) wrote:  

A properly constituted and modestly minded young man would, I am sure, 
carefully avoid any article in which, it might be surmised, the mysteries of the 
toilette are occasionally unveiled, or the anatomy of clothes, so to speak, dissected 
and laid bare for the benefits of ladies only. Why do we have ladies’ columns and 
ladies’ sections if, even in those hallowed pages, we cannot consider ourselves 
secure from omniscient man (p. 480).  

She implied that a proper young man would be embarrassed to read anything that 

provided intimate details about women’s lives. She did not suggest, however, that women 

should only read the women’s columns in bicycling magazines. Additionally, Hippolyta 

believed that men really had no understanding of women’s dress. She recounted the 

experience of her friend, who edited a cycling column for another publication, whose 

male editor rewrote what she had written about clothing. Unfortunately, in doing so, he 

made the column completely incomprehensible to women.  

 Other writers implied that women’s interest in fashion was frivolous, but also a 

natural focus for feminine minds (e.g. Denison, April 1893; Follett, October 1896; 

“Virginia,” March 18, 1896). In bicycling media aimed at women, discussions of clothing 

were not limited to what to wear for bicycling. Helen Follett whose honeymoon entailed 

a tandem tour, claimed that their one crash was her fault because she was distracted by 

thoughts of a new gown, which caused her to fly over the handlebars. Rose Marshall 

(January 9, 1897) commented on women’s relationship to fashion. Marshall noted that 

one question was whether or not women dressed for other women or to attract men, 



   169 

 

suggesting that, if it were the latter, the tailor-made gown was the best choice as it 

suggested “neatness and trimness” (p. 6), implying that dressing for their peers involved 

more furbelows. In regard to women’s tendency to change from style to style, Marshall 

wrote: “As it is, happily, our gowns become passé almost before half our friends have 

seen them, and as variety is essential to our perfect happiness, we hasten to decorate 

ourselves anew” (p. 6). Yet, Marshall also claimed that women were not nearly as 

variable as Virgil had claimed, stating that women surely would remain dedicated to the 

tailor-made costume forever.  

 Not all writers would have agreed that women were always concerned with fashion. 

Alice Lee Mosqué (June 1896) believed that a simple bicycle costume freed a woman 

from needing to be overly concerned with fashion. She wrote: “The average male 

believes a woman to be so tied down by the dictates of fashion as to require a lot of 

baggage. This is not true of the women who bicycle” (p. 186). She and her husband chose 

to wear old bicycling suits on their tour in England. Her suit, which she had worn for two 

previous seasons, included a navy blue serge skirt that fell to her shoe-tops and a 

matching “little short jacket” worn with a navy blue silk waist. Maria E. Ward (1896) 

began her chapter on dress by stating: “The matter of dress for bicycling is quite 

important from the hygienic standpoint” (p. 93), thus distancing herself from more 

frivolous aspects of dress. In terms of aesthetics, Ward (1896) stated that all of the 

clothing should be color coordinated. She wrote: “To look well at all times when 

bicycling, it is necessary to remember the possible conditions that may be encountered, 

and to wear no garment that may prove incongruous” (p. 99). Yet, her suggestion seems 

less concerned with a fashionable appearance than an appropriate one. An appropriate 

bicycling costume would flatter both in terms of fit and utility.  

 For women appearance was significant, and many writers implied that for a woman 

the first and most important question when it came to bicycling was what to wear (e.g. 

Davidson, 1890; 1896; Denison, April 1893; Follett, October 1896; Marshall, May 30, 

1896; Pennell, 1894). In regard to planning a trip, Grace Denison (April, 1893) wrote: 

“After the costume and the wheel, came the itinerary. (Isn’t that sequence a confession of 
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sex?)” (p. 30).28 Dress was discussed in relation to any activity that women took part in to 

a much greater degree than men’s dress would be considered for the same activity. Men’s 

clothing was in some ways simpler than women’s— it certainly used much less 

superfluous fabric and was less likely to get caught while one went about daily activities. 

However, men’s clothing was deceptively simple, as its construction was much more 

complicated than current everyday dress, excluding those men who still wear suits on a 

daily basis. The differences in design between men’s and women’s clothing certainly 

contributed to men’s and women’s recommended roles in relation to clothing.  

 When men’s bicycling dress was discussed, it was typical for writers to consider 

practical aspects of men’s clothing. For example, it was suggested that it was important 

for a bicyclist to take care of his or her feet, particularly on long tours. Low, loose-fitting 

shoes were recommended, unless one had weak ankles. It also was important to wear 

well-fitting, heavy stockings (e.g. “Practical Wheeling,” November 1896). Men who paid 

too much attention to their bicycling dress were ridiculed. “E.” (November, 1890) 

remarked upon what he termed “dude wheelmen.” He compared this type of rider to a 

“pretty little maiden” and wrote: “He doesn’t mix much with the common herd of riders, 

but usually keeps the even tenor of his lonely grandeur” (p. 189). “E.” continued: “He 

gets himself up—law me! how slick and slim he does look; his suit is perfection as to 

color and fit, is never torn, nor soiled nor wrinkled; his cap is set at just the right angle to 

disclose his tiny curling bang; he wears gloves and a divine smile” (p. 189). He even 

decorated his bicycle. “E.” positively dripping with disdain, wrote: “Occasionally this 

pretty little—er—thing-um-bob meets a real wheelmen, one who gets up in the morning 

and takes a ten or fifteen-mile ride before breakfast just for fun. . . .” (p. 189). E. was 

disdainful of the apparently feminine qualities of a man who pays so much attention to 

his appearance. Men’s appearance was not accorded the same significance as women’s, 

except in that it should be obvious by looking at a man that he had more important 

considerations than what he looked like. E.’s criticism could be considered somewhat 

ironic in that he expends energy in complaining about a man’s appearance in order to 

                                                
28 Interestingly, the same issue included a piece by Ed. W. Sandys “Sport with Canada Geese.” Denison’s 
maiden name was Sandys. 
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make the point that real wheelmen did not look so neat. Another article pointed out what 

features made a man look ridiculous before suggesting that to dress in such a manner was 

his own affair. According to one article: “If men choose to make guys of themselves by 

chasing down the street in silk hats and wildly waving Prince Albert coats, let them do so 

by all means. It doesn’t matter much how men look, anyhow” (“Bicycle dress for 

women,” April 30, 1898, p. 12). That is, if a man wanted to make a fool of himself by 

dressing extravagantly, what difference did it make? 

 Form and appearance. Largely because women’s appearance was considered 

more important than men’s, publications emphasized that it was important for women to 

ride in the correct manner to a greater degree than they did for men. “The Prowler” 

(October 1891) wrote:  

Much has been written about the poor ‘form’ in which most ladies ride, and in the 
discussion the fact that the majority of men ride most execrable form seems 
almost to have been lost sight of. The reason of this seems plain: awkwardness in 
ladies is much more noticeable than in men, and the fault which might be almost 
unnoticeable in the male rider become painfully pronounced when practiced by 
women. . . . (p. 7) 

The Prowler acknowledged that men could just as easily have poor form as women, but 

people simply did not notice as much because more emphasis was placed on women 

having a pleasing appearance. Proper form was closely aligned with dressing correctly, as 

both directly impacted how others saw women who cycled. Grace E. Dension (October 

1891) wrote: “For a woman on a wheel, properly dressed, modestly pedaling with a 

straight spine and a gentle hold on the handle bars is to my mind, as pretty as the same 

woman on horseback. . .” (p. 52). According to Denison, a woman who dressed and held 

herself correctly was not only not masculine, she was quite appealing.  

 Writing about women’s cycling form encompassed everything from their weight 

to the correct way to pedal. “Cyclist” (December 19, 1896) reported that one man had 

commented that “every woman before she took to the bicycle should be weighed and 

measured” (p. 13). The man in question did not report exactly what the proper size of a 

woman cyclist should be, although the author believed he certainly had an opinion. 

“Cyclist” stated: “Though it is unquestionably true that a slim figure does show to 

great[er] advantage upon a bicycle than a stout one; yet it is equally true that, whatever 
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their proportions, at least nine women out of ten would look much better. . . if they would 

only attend to numerous little details. . .” (p. 13). “Cyclist” started with the importance of 

attention to neat dress:  

Though there is a decided improvement in this direction, there is yet plenty of 
room for more. One does not often now meet with, it is true, the beflowered hats 
and the long draggled-looking petticoats, which once were so common, but one 
still sees untidy boots and shoes, skirts parting from the waistband at the back and 
ties slipping up over the collars. . . . (p. 13) 

“Cyclist” commented that while these issues may seem trivial, in truth they were not. 

Other issues of style included saddle height, holding the body upright, and how to place 

one’s feet on the pedals correctly. “A Man” (May 7, 1898) wrote a critical treatise on 

women’s cycling form, complaining about uneven pedaling, stooped shoulders caused by 

too high handlebars, and swaying in the saddle caused by tight-lacing.  

 The importance of handlebars that were neither too low nor too high was 

emphasized, as correct handlebars facilitated correct posture, which meant sitting up 

straight and never stooping (e.g. Campbell, May 18, 1896; Cole, January 1891; Denison, 

October 1891; “Phœbe,” May, 1891). Carlotta Cole (January 1891) wrote that that in 

order to: “. . .Look graceful a girl must sit erect and sail around as if she were part of the 

machine. . .” (p. 101).  

Another article, by an American, made fun of British women who reportedly rode 

stooped over their handlebars: “The roads in England are notably fine and smooth, the 

ladies there may take great satisfaction in gliding over them with their noses resting 

peacefully on their handlebars. . . .” (Phœbe, April 1891, p. 55). Reportedly, these ladies 

“‘scorched’” when they rode, which was implied by the exaggerated suggestion that they 

rode with their noses touching their handlebars. Even many women who rode extensively 

and seriously scorned scorching. Another article made the point more clearly:  

We are sorry says a contemporary to notice an increase in the number of 
wheelwomen who ride with a pronounced bicycle stoop. This is a matter for 
regret, not merely because it is fatal to dignity and good looks, but because it 
indicates a desire of the part of a few woman to use the bicycle for speed, which is 
likely to turn it from an instrument of health to a means of peril. (“Gossip en 
route,” January 22, 1898, p. 6) 

The article noted that it was bad enough when men scorched, but that it was worse for 
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women’s health. The writer thought men needed to be considerate of women’s more 

limited strength and that women needed to admit their own weakness. How women rode 

was thus linked simultaneously to health and appearance, which were seen as closely 

related to one another.    

Selling the Idea of Women as Cyclists through Dress 

 Women’s appearance on bicycles was not only considered important because 

women were linked with fashion. This association meant that a woman’s appearance 

could be leveraged to sell the idea of women as cyclists. That is, writers and artists in 

favor of women as cyclists used the discourse around dress to normalize the idea of 

women as bicyclists. Dress was utilized in three main ways: The first, most direct 

method, emphasized to women who already rode that their appearance served as a 

billboard that influenced whether or not others approved. Second, these discussions also 

implied to non-cyclists that there was a way for them to ride while remaining ladylike 

and that they would not be associated with their improperly clad peers. Finally, the focus 

on dress as a central part of bicycling made bicycling accessible as an idea, and linked 

bicycling to other “lady-like” activities for which women required different outfits. 

Writers linked bicycling to dress in order to assuage fears that bicycling would inherently 

make women masculine.  

 “Perform[ing] in public.” Women were supposed to serve as a positive model that 

advertised the best qualities of women cyclists. As social acceptance of women bicyclists 

was precarious, women needed to project a positive image or risk alienating other women 

who might otherwise have been drawn to cycling. Lillias Campbell Davidson (1890) was 

quite clear on the role of female cyclists:  

Every woman should look upon herself as, in a certain measure, an advocate, so 
to speak, of the pastime among the members of her own sex. Upon her it will 
largely depend whether such women as see her a-wheel will desire to emulate her 
example, or shun her as a warning against imitation. If she rides in a slovenly, 
awkward style, and sits her saddle ungracefully— if she dashes frantically along 
hot, dusty, and purple of visage, she will surely not win many recruits to the paths 
of cycling. . . . (p. 90-91) 

 Davidson believed it was up to women cyclists to set a good example as to encourage 

others to take up the sport. If a woman looked appropriately attractive, other women 
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might associate women on bicycles with positive attributes, whereas a woman who raced 

along with a purple face might convince others it was bicycling itself— and not just the 

individual rider— who was unwomanly. Davidson, who was not married, did not seem 

particularly concerned with whether or not women appealed to men, nor did she address 

the issues of a woman or girl convincing her husband or father that bicycling was an 

acceptable activity. Davidson implied that women greatly influenced each other, and that 

to draw women into cycling, those who already rode needed to be conscious of the 

opinion of those who did not. However, other sources argued that men were able to 

influence women’s dress. For example, the tailor and former racer F. J. Vant was credited 

with having: “Done more to popularise the pastime of cycling for ladies and to wear 

down the sneers of the crowd than any organised body-guard or association of lady 

cyclists” (“Mac,” June 4, 1898, p. 7). This quote also suggests that support from men was 

necessary to make cycling socially acceptable for women. “Mac” portrayed Vant as a 

tastemaker who defined what constituted a suitable and attractive bicycling costume for 

women. The women who wore Vant’s clothing presumably advertised both Vant as a 

ladies’ tailor and themselves as fashionable bicyclists.  

The argument that it was a woman’s job to advertise herself as a positive model of a 

bicyclist could also be made indirectly. It was a woman’s job to appear attractive, 

otherwise she was better off not appearing in public at all. One writer stated: “We have a 

right to expect that women shall be graceful and pretty when they perform in public, and 

if graceful and pretty wheeling costumes do not agree with them, they should wheel on 

their own premises, or, better still, stop altogether” (“Bicycle dress for women,” April 30, 

1898, p. 12). A woman’s purpose was to be appealing, so she was better off not cycling at 

all if she could not do so in a manner that was pleasant to look upon. The use of the word 

“perform” is telling, as it emphasizes a woman’s visibility in public spaces and the 

necessity of comporting and dressing to draw only positive attention to herself (and 

probably only attention from the right kind of people). The various social and healthful 

benefits of the bicycle did not outweigh the importance of a woman looking well while 

she rode. The writer explained 

The generation is weary of absurd pretenses of modesty, which end in nothing but 
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ungainliness. Public opinion insists that if women must ride bicycles they shall at 
least dress themselves with reference to good taste and common sense. The long 
skirt is not modest in its effects. Long boots and leggings are both ugly and 
suggestive. Civilisation, culture, altruism unite in demanding the short skirt, and 
the stocking which cheers but not inebriates. If this garb does not become any 
woman, then that woman should not ride. She will look worse than in any other 
costume. Wheeling is not her metier. The bicyckle [sic], like other things, does not 
adjust itself to everybody. (p. 12)  

The writer argued that drawing attention to oneself through unattractive clothing was 

immodest, making an interesting argument that the short skirt was more modest than the 

long skirt, presumably because it was more appropriate for the activity. Yet, such skirts 

were modest and appropriate only if they were flattering to the cyclist, otherwise they 

were worse than other type’s of women’s dress. In fact, if one did not look attractive in a 

shorter bicycling skirt, she simply should not ride, apparently regardless of interest in or 

skill for bicycling. The implication is that proper dress on a woman flattered by the style 

would draw others to cycling, while a woman who did not look good in the style would 

drive others away. Instead, she should simply remove herself from the sport, so that all 

women cyclists would look “graceful and pretty.”  

 The “lady cyclist” versus the “fearsome apparition.” Another aspect of the 

argument that women should look graceful and attractive on their wheels as a form of 

advertisement, was the belief that there were two types of wheelwomen: the “lady 

cyclist” who was a shining example of how to be a cyclist and the “fearsome apparition” 

who was the inspiration for satire railing against women on bicycles. One writer, referred 

to as “A Man” (May 7, 1898) wrote an unusually long article for The Wheelwoman 

regarding women’s appearance. He began by writing that he knew that all readers of the 

magazine were “lady cyclists,” not simply “female cyclists.” In addition to reminding 

women who rode that it was their job to avoid becoming the latter, this belief served to 

show women who were not yet avid bicyclists— and/or the men who did not support 

women as cyclists— that women could take to the bicycle and still be feminine. Lillias 

Campbell Davidson (1896) began her chapter on dress by writing:  

What to wear is always a subject of burning interest to the feminine mind, and 
when it becomes associated with the pastime in which one takes delight, the 
question becomes still more enthralling. To look well is as much the ambition of 
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every lady cyclist as to ride well. And so it ought to be; for every woman who 
looks well awhile not only benefits the world at world by adding an item of 
beauty to it, instead of one of ugliness, but she forms the best advertisement for 
the sport to which she owes so much in the eyes of all her fellow-women. (p. 21)  

Davidson implied that a woman who was not interested in looking well was neither 

feminine, nor a lady, effectively distancing herself from any women cyclists who were 

not concerned with their appearance. It was natural for women to want to look appealing 

at all times. She also continued the argument from her previous guide that women needed 

to demonstrate their femininity while cycling in order to create a positive image of 

women as cyclists. According to Davidson, the first women who cycled ignored 

appearance and were too concerned with riding as far and as quickly as men:  

In the early days of cycling one used to see fearsome apparitions. Those have 
nearly all vanished now; and the reason is because, since women have taken to the 
wheel who know how to ride well, and to look well in whatever they do, an 
example has been set which every cycling woman longs to follow. (p. 22) 

That is, women need not fear that they would be seen as monstrosities just for riding, as 

by dressing and comporting oneself correctly, one made the activity lady-like.  

 Lady Colin Campbell (May18, 1896) argued that women were responsible for 

men’s prejudices against women cyclists. Like many other women writing about cycling, 

Campbell emphasized that there was nothing “unfeminine” about cycling: “But what is 

distinctly and uncompromisingly unfeminine is that a woman should do a thing which 

makes her look ugly and ungraceful” (p. 9). She wrote that most British women failed to 

demonstrate their femininity when they rode: “The reasons for this are twofold: the 

method itself of riding generally adopted, and the clothes worn” (p. 96). Campbell’s chief 

complaint with low saddles was that they caused the rider’s knees to splay, which was 

unsightly and increased, “the flapping and ballooning of skirt, which is simply horrible” 

(p. 9). In addition, a saddle that was too low led to throwing one’s back backwards, in 

rather the opposite position of hunching over the handlebars. Campbell felt that this 

position was just as hideous as riding in a “scorching” position, in an attempt to shame 

women into riding with a straight back. Campbell felt a woman on a bicycle should look 

as elegant as a woman on a horse. Interestingly, despite Campbell’s insistence that men’s 

opinions of women who cycled mattered, she was in favor of the knickerbockers worn by 
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French women, arguing that they were both safer and more becoming. Campbell’s 

discussion of knickerbockers will be discussed in detail in a later section. 

Despite some arguments that women were actually more feminine while bicycling in 

knickerbockers, because the garments were more appropriate for the circumstances, in 

general skirts were synonymous with femininity. For example, an article about Violet 

Alice Maud, stated: “Lady de Trafford, like most other Englishwomen, favors that badge 

of femininity, the skirt. . .” (“Lady de Trafford,” April 10, 1897). Skirts could be seen as a 

talisman of femininity, protecting “ladies” from being treated improperly. Margaret 

Valentine Le Long (February 1898, March 1898) described riding alone from Chicago to 

San Francisco. She traveled lightly, apparently with only one full outfit and a change of 

underwear. In a photograph, she is shown wearing a jacket, a shirtwaist and a skirt, with 

one arm raised victoriously into the air and the other on her handlebar (February 1898). 

Le Long spoke little of clothing throughout, but she did write a paragraph about dress at 

the end. She wrote “to my cycling sisters” (March 1898, p. 596) that she had ridden a 

drop-frame bicycle and that she had “never found the time or place where I was willing to 

doff my skirts and appear in bloomers,” (p. 596) even, apparently, riding through the 

middle of nowhere in Wyoming. She continued: “I find a medium-short skirt, properly 

cut, just as easy to ride in as bloomers and one certainly feels more comfortable in such a 

costume when off one’s wheel. I was always  treated with kindness and courtesy, and I 

attribute a great deal of it to my skirts” (p. 596). Le Long attributed her decision to wear a 

skirt and thus appear feminine— despite riding by herself across more than half of the 

United States, which many would have frowned upon— to the main reason that she was 

treated with respect. She implied that, so long as women wore an appropriate skirt, they 

should not be concerned, but the subtext is that a woman who wore knickerbockers could 

expect to be treated with less courtesy.  

Criticism of other women emphasized the difference between “lady cyclists” and 

“fearsome apparitions,” suggesting not so subtly that women needed to be careful to 

avoid being the latter. They served as a didactic for women who already rode and women 

who might ride in the future. The specific instructions helped guide women in the right 

direction and no doubt were meant to make it quite clear how a woman interested in 
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bicycling could dress well. However, I imagine that these diatribes may have made some 

women despair at ever dressing correctly. For example, a writer for The Cyclist remarked 

positively on women riding in Central Park, but wrote that criticisms of some of the 

women riding were accurate:  

Some of these fair cyclists bring just criticisms upon the sport by the manner in 
which they dress. Old, young, fat, thin and lean were dressed so hideously as to 
justly bring criticism. I actually saw one young lady riding in a light corduroy 
suit, high silk hat, white stockings, and low cut russet leather ties. It seems strange 
that some ladies cannot dress appropriately, their skirts being either too long, too 
short, or too full, and their head gear anything but proper. (“New York,” May 
1890, p. 62) 

 Is it any wonder that women dressed improperly with so many ways that their dress 

could go wrong? The writer did suggest that “some of the dealers of the East” should 

produce a pamphlet “containing some of the thousands of articles which have been 

written upon the style of dress for ladies while cycling” (p. 62). There was plenty of 

information on correct bicycling dress for women who cared to pay attention. 

 “What to wear and how to wear it.” Another purpose of the constant emphasis 

on bicycling dress was to align bicycling with other activities in which women took part. 

Bicycling publications were aimed at middle to upper class readers who were expected to 

have different costumes for a variety of activities, ranging from visiting dresses, to 

sporting dresses, to evening gowns. Popular women’s magazines were not entirely 

dedicated to dress, but it tended to be a central focus. When women engaged in any given 

activity, whether or not their dress was suitable tended to be paramount, particularly if the 

activity took place in public. Thus, one way of making bicycling seem ordinary and 

accessible was to emphasize the importance of dress. Rose Marshall wrote (May 30, 

1896): “The wheelwoman of to-day has a thoroughly womanly wish to appear attractive, 

and retains all her feminine love for dainty and becoming clothes” (p. 6). Likewise, 

Robins Pennell (1894) explained that dress was, “as important to the woman who cycles 

as to the woman who dances” (p. 258). She implied that, although dancing called for very 

different clothing than cycling, both were equally important in demonstrating the correct 

appearance for each activity. She also linked bicycling, which most people did not 

considered an inherently feminine activity, to dancing, which was associated with formal, 
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elaborate, and highly gendered clothing.  

 Women who were concerned about appearing unfeminine were further assured 

that they did not have to dress in entirely utilitarian costumes if the destination was more 

important than the journey. Women who dressed practically were not understood to be 

“fearsome apparitions,” and often were often praised for their workmanlike style (e.g. 

Davidson, 1890). However, not all women were likely to become avid bicyclists, but 

even if they were merely fashionable bicyclists they would benefit the industry by 

purchasing a machine and a costume. The “special correspondent” to The Wheelwoman 

wrote that there were two types of women: Those who rode because they enjoyed 

bicycling and those who used cycling as a means to an end. The correspondent stated: 

“Cycling costumes for the former will always follow more or less the personal ideas of 

each individual as to what style is most conducive to ease, comfort, and durability” 

(“What to wear and how to wear it,” June 11, 1898, p. 13). The latter needed to consider 

how they would look when they reached their destination. The correspondent then gave 

advice as to how to dress if one needed to look a certain way at the end of a ride. The 

writer argued that issue had become more important as more women rode. While it might 

have once been considered simply eccentric for a woman to appear at a garden party in a 

bicycling costume: “when so-called eccentricities are initiated on a very large scale they 

are no longer looked upon as such, and by degrees are tabooed by society” (p. 13). In 

doing so, the writer attempted to steer women away from dressing eccentrically. “What to 

wear and how to wear it?” (p. 13) was a central issue for women who wished to ride for 

everyday transportation. The writer explained that there were many lovely blouses, so 

what to wear on top was much less of an issue than the length of the skirt. For non-

cycling attire, long skirts were fashionable, which made short cycling skirts noticeable. 

The correspondent’s recommendation was to include hooks and eyes in the skirt to make 

it possible to raise and lower it as needed. These types of adaptions, discussed in more 

detail in the previous chapter, theoretically made it easier for women to adapt their 

clothing in order to use bicycling as a kind of social commuting. Interestingly, the 

correspondent argued that as more women rode it became increasingly important for 

women to dress well, although earlier writers had suggested that dressing well was 
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especially important to draw more women to the sport. Thus, no matter if dozens or 

hundreds of thousands of women rode, dress remained important.  

Bicycling dress impacting fashion. Some scholars have argued that bicycling fashions 

influenced women’s everyday (non bicycling) dress (e.g. Grossbard & Merkel, 1990; 

Sims, 1991) while more recent scholarship suggests that bicycling dress tended to reflect 

fashionable styles (Christie-Robin, et. al., 2012; Warner, 2006). Still, during the 1890s 

there was a common refrain that the bicycle had greatly influenced fashion. One writer 

remarked that the bicycle had done much for making women’s dress more sensible: 

“Shorter skirts, larger waists, fewer fripperies. No tirade against female vanities has 

worked the wonders which the cycle has done” (“What the wheel has done,” December 5, 

1896, p. 17). “Virginia” (October 21, 1896) claimed that cycling had affected fashion and 

had led to narrower skirts that could be used for walking and riding. She was much in 

favor of these skirts, as she found having to change for cycling to be quite irritating. 

Virginia pointed out that evening wear had in no way been affected by these fashions: 

“Indeed, we seem to go from one extreme to the other, for these are made with 

voluminous skirts. . .” (p. 143). “Virginia” may be correct that bicycling affected some 

types of fashion, but had no impact on clothing in which no one would ever bicycle. 

Regardless, the belief that bicycling fashions impacted everyday fashions is important. 

This belief speaks to the significance that the bicycle was accorded. When writers spoke 

of how the bicycle had changed women’s fashions for the better, they also sought to 

convince their readers that female cyclists could be fashion leaders and not overly-

masculine rebels who sought to disrupt society. The discourse around women dressing in 

knickerbockers or other reform dress was much more fraught, although its proponents 

certainly did not tend to argue publicly that women ought to be less concerned with being 

feminine.  

The Meanings of Knickerbockers and Rational Dress 

The discourse around women’s clothing choices was clearly linked to ideas about 

women’s place in society. Discussions about women’s appearance were both literal and 

symbolic. People perceived, or claimed to perceive, women who wore knickerbockers or 

bloomers as more masculine, but their appearance also signified that such women had 
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more masculine personality traits. Although a woman might of course choose to wear 

knickerbockers simply because they were more practical, the act of choosing practicality 

over aesthetics was seen as a statement and implied a more “masculine” perspective. 

Wearing knickerbockers was linked to ideas about women’s liberation, which is 

exemplified by a column in The Wheelwoman:  

The writer who advocates the "bloomer" naturally places self-reliance in the 
forefront of the qualities becoming to the cycling girl, while she who recommends 
the retention of "femininity even in attire" as naturally keeps in mind the effect 
which the cycling girl produces upon the male mind. (“Wheel and wedlock,” 
March 19, 1898, p. 10)  

The writer went on to state that those who advocated bloomers tended to believe that 

women could use the bicycle to do away with the need of male “patronage or 

companionship” (p. 10), while those in favor of femininity saw the bicycle as 

encouraging marriage. The writer for The Wheelwoman took the middle road, 

commenting that such opposing views were unfortunate. She wrote: “For parents there 

can be no graver problem in view of the popularity of cycling than the question whether it 

tends to predispose or indispose their daughters to matrimony” (p. 10). The very idea that 

one’s clothing choices were indicative of not just style or the type of activities one 

engaged in, but also one’s predisposition to marry, suggests how much clothing stood in 

for femininity and was linked to ideas about the roles that women should have. Yet, 

although certain styles (namely, skirts, full, sleeves, fitted waists) that were generally 

considered more “feminine” than others, advocates of reform dress took pains to 

emphasize that reform dress did not actually make women more masculine.  

 Although rational dress was treated like a fringe movement— and in many ways 

it was— its advocates were members of high society, which made it difficult for society 

magazines to ignore. Writers for The Wheelwoman were aware of styles recommended by 

rational dress advocates. For example, one writer attended the rational dress conference 

in Hyde Park (“Gossip en route,” September 11, 1897). The Wheelwoman was not 

necessarily opposed to rational dress, per say, but rather to its current form: “Our 

sympathies are strongly in favor of any movement which has the improvement of 

women’s dress for its object. That bloomers are an improvement on skirts we fail to see” 
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(p. 10). The writer pointed out that Englishwomen had not tended to find bloomers 

suitable. The only problem with skirts was when they were too long or poorly cut: 

“Indeed, the ideal cycling dress is yet to come, but we do not, we confess, find it in the 

bifurcated garments of to-day, though, at the same time, we cannot but admire those who 

have the courage of their convictions” (p. 10). In this section, I will explore the range of 

commentary in regard to reform dress, from those wholly against it to that in favor. 

Writers in any given publication did not necessarily agree on whether or not women 

ought to wear visible knickerbockers when cycling. For example, The Cycling World 

Illustrated featured articles around the same time period that demonstrated differing 

opinions with both those in favor (e.g. Campbell, March 18, 1896; “Celeste,” September 

16, 1896) and at least one writer against (“Virginia,” October 21, 1896).  

 “Fearfully ugly.” Unsurprisingly, given their unusual appearance, discussions in 

opposition to reform dress tended to emphasize its unflattering appearance. In Britain, 

knickerbocker costumes were referred to as “rationals,” although writers often made it 

clear that they found the style to be quite irrational. “Patricia” (May 8, 1897) wrote about 

another cyclist, Mrs. Ward, who was “attired in a rational [emphasis original] manner 

(i.e. skirts) not [emphasis original] in rationals” (p. 4) on an 106 mile bike ride. Some 

writers argued that they were impractical compared to skirts. “Virginia” (October 21, 

1896), for example, did not feel that knickerbockers were more convenient than skirts, 

writing: “Those few who have already adopted it in town would certainly live to repent 

their temerity if they could see themselves as others see them, so exceedingly ugly and 

graceless in their appearance” (p. 143). Their “gracelessness” undermined any practical 

benefits. Some critics went further and described in terms that made it sound almost 

monstrous. For example: “Miss Vera considers the rational dress ‘fearfully ugly,’ and 

always rides in a skirt” (“Miss Vera Beringer,” May 8, 1897). While Miss Beringer 

presumably did not mean that rational dress inspired actual fear, her choice of words 

connoted that women attempting to be like men was genuinely alarming. As discussed 

above, there were concerns that un-ladylike costumes both scared off other women from 

bicycling and were unappealing to men. Rational costumes were likewise discussed in 

relation to how men might view women who wore them.  
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 “Old-fashioned eyes.” While some men certainly must have forbidden their wives 

and daughters from bicycling, arguments regarding men’s opinions of women as cyclists 

considered what would make men find bicycling appealing rather than what would make 

them allow the women and girls in their lives to ride. Male sensibilities were described as 

almost delicate in nature— as if women dressing in “disfiguring” clothing somehow 

harmed men. Mrs. Luther Munday (Mabel Munday), who was proprietress of the “Green 

Park Club, which numbers among its four hundred members the élite of the fashionable 

world” (“Notable Wheelwomen,” October 24, 1896), p. 3) was not in favor of rationals. 

She stated: “‘My husband has a strong objection to them for one thing, and for another, I 

think a cycling dress, like every other dress a woman wears, cannot be too feminine” (p. 

3). She rode in tailor-made skirts made by Gooch of Brompton Road and maintained a 

quintessentially feminine appearance.29Algernon Herbert (September 4, 1897) requested 

that women wear skirts instead of Rational costumes:  

We men— especially those of us who have old-fashioned eyes— have a claim 
that, whatever the women do with their dress, they should not disfigure 
themselves. It may be rather a tyrannical claim on our part— a last remnant of our 
old tyranny— but I think it is a claim that they may grant us in these days of our 
dispossession. Anyway whatever the force of our claim, the French women have 
not admitted it. They have gained their victory and trampled a little rudely on the 
vanquished. As they dash past us on their bicycles I received the uncomfortable 
impression of looking at small balloons on stalks.” (p. 2) 

Herbert claimed that many women in Paris wore knickerbockers and few wore skirts. He 

stated his preference: “. . .There are very pretty possibilities with a short skirt and 

pantalette” (p. 2). Regardless of the exact configuration of costume Hebert preferred, he 

simultaneously condescended to women and made a claim that women had gained so 

much freedom that men were no longer in charge. Yet, Herbert’s claims may have been a 

bit premature. The following year, another man was quoted stating in relief that 

knickerbockers had failed to transform women’s fashions:   

“Those people who have fostered and nursed the cause of the ‘rational’ dress from 
its infancy must feel a trifle sad that the fashion has not been taken up in the way 
they had expected, and now the questionable converts are returning to their old 

                                                
29 Munday is shown in a photograph wearing a dark blouse with light polka-dots and leg-o-mutton sleeves. 
She appears to be corseted. She wears a dark skirt that shows the tops of her shoes. The bicycle she is 
pictured with has a drop frame, a skirt guard and very high handlebars to facilitate  sitting up very straight. 
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love, the skirt. It must be very galling, but women ought to have known that it 
was a waste of time endeavoring to make a member of their own sex wear a 
costume in which they would not look becoming, or in which men would not 
admire them. I have seen many a lady in ‘rationals,’; but I can candidly state that 
not one has looked nice or becoming. Until women give up all idea of appearance, 
for comfort, the rational costume will never become general.” (“Gossip en route,” 
February 12, 1898, p. 6) 

The anonymous man snidely implied that women who championed reform dress did not 

understand their gender nearly as well as he did. He was, however, correct that rational 

costumes never became “general.” They deviated too far from everyday dress for most 

women to adopt them. Additionally, women were told that they might actually be 

confused for men if they wore rational dress. Cartoons and satire lampooned women in 

rationals by claiming that such women were virtually indistinguishable from men. 

Both British and American sources are rife with similar examples that suggest rational 

dress made it difficult to determine who was a woman and who was a man (see: Collins, 

2012; Marks, 1990). While women may have been mistaken for men on occasion, 

claiming that women in “masculine” clothing were indistinguishable from men was an 

attempt to dissuade women from dressing (and behaving) like men.  

“One can’t do it in skirts.” Those in favor of women in rational costume did not 

argue that it was perfectly acceptable for women to behave like men. Instead, they 

attempted to redefine what it meant to be feminine on a bicycle, and expanded that 

definition to include rational dress. Indeed, the definitions of acceptable dress had 

changed over time, so this goal was not quite as impossible as it might appear. Early in 

the 1890s, divided skirts were considered very outré: “The lady who. . . openly avowed 

she wore a divided skirt, was a lady in a million” (“Roentgen Ray,” May 23, 1896, p. 5). 

By 1896, however, knickerbockers were considered less shocking than divided skirts had 

been. In the next installment, “Roentgen Ray” (May 30, 1896) claimed that there was an 

evolution from divided skirts to knickerbockers. He thought that knickerbockers were the 

most serviceable garment ever invented for either men or women (July 11, 1896). Unlike 

skirts (and trousers) they did not come into contact with the ground and collect dirt. He 

enumerated various other reasons why they were preferable. Although he was published 

in The Wheelwoman, the magazine’s editors made sure to include a footnote emphasizing 
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that Ray’s opinions did not reflect the view of the magazine as a whole: “It does not 

follow although we publish Mr. Roentgen Ray’s most interesting article, that the Editors 

identify themselves with all the Author’s expressions and opinions” (May 23, 1896, p. 4). 

They distanced themselves from his rather radical perspective, but still provided their 

readers with an alternate, if not perfectly serious, perspective.  

Opinions on knickerbockers were not divided along gender lines, although women 

had more to lose in challenging the status quo. Still there are examples of both women 

(e.g. Campbell, May 18, 1896; “Notable Wheelwomen,” August 1, 1896; Ward, 1896) 

and men (e.g. Biggar, June 22, 1895; “Roentgen Ray,” May 23, 1896) defending 

women’s right to wear knickerbockers for cycling. G. Lacy Hillier, a famous bicyclist, 

publicly defended women who dressed in masculine attire for bicycling (“Hillier defends 

the ladies,” November 11, 1893). Percy A. Biggar (June 22, 1895) emphasized cycling as 

a perfectly appropriate feminine sport:  

The writer deprecates as heartily as anyone any disposition on the part of young 
women to be ‘mannish,’ but there is no doubt that woman can be as womanly on 
the cycle as off it, but as in other things, this depends on the woman and not on 
the wheel” (p. 374).  

Biggar’s comment would have been fairly typical for the time, but he recommended 

knickerbockers over skirts. Indeed, Biggar (June 22, 1895) argued that woman in a 

“suitable Rational costume” will have a much easier time learning to cycle than a woman 

who insisted on wearing skirts. For women who rode in skirts, Biggar thought it futile for 

women to try to teach themselves to ride and suggested hiring an experienced teacher, 

recommending a man for larger women. Biggar acknowledged that the prejudice against 

rational dress had yet to be “broken down,” although he suggested that customs could 

change.  

If one wished to ride in knickerbockers, she still could not ride in any old thing and 

needed to attend to her appearance. Alicia Browning (July 4, 1896) who generally 

recommended skirts, commented favorably on two women riding in knickerbockers in 

Regent’s Park. The riders were both tall and slim, with good legs. Their knickerbockers 

were not voluminous like bloomers, however. Browning also noted that they did not seem 

self-conscious off their bicycles, which helped their case. “Roentgen Ray” (June 6, 1896) 
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was in favor of well-cut knickerbockers: “The writer, in defending knickerbockers, only 

desires to picture half-a-dozen of the best ‘cuts’ in his mind’s eye, and cannot waste space 

of the failures of the tyro” (p. 4). He then went on to suggest that those who were most in 

favor of skirts must have some type of physical deformity or deficiency, but that skirts 

did nothing to hide faults. He found knickerbockers more aesthetically pleasing: “What 

dress on this earth is more beautiful, and in accordance with the fitness of things, than the 

Zouave dress, or the wide, well-cut artistically hanging, loose knickerbockers, affected, I 

believe, first by the French lady cyclists?” (p.4). Not everyone, however, agreed that 

French women should be emulated, even if one gave up her skirts.  

Dichotomies were also used in discussing the differences between women who 

looked womanly even while clad in knickerbockers versus those who did not. French 

women were regularly used as a foil against which British (or American) women were 

compared. Often, French women were portrayed as less lady-like. For example, Lady 

Henry Somerset felt strongly that British women could cycle and remain feminine: 

“‘With her intelligent look, and her face glowing with health, she gives the impression of 

wise womanliness, not of Latin archness. Unlike the subtle, perverse, and complicated 

Parisienne, the English woman is vigorous, simple and exuberantly healthy” (Bacon, May 

25, 1895, p. 298).30 By pitting British and French women against each other, Lady 

Somerset attempted to create the sense that British women had more in common with one 

another than they did with French women, regardless of dress. She argued that their 

essentially wholesome, feminine, “British” appearances were clearly distinct from 

“Parisienne” appearances.  

Some individuals who were in favor of rational dress emphasized that it was safer and 

more healthful. “Miss Farmer of Portslade,” the captain of the Brighton Ladies’ Cycling, 

Swimming, and Athletic Club was featured in The Wheelwoman dressed in a rational 

costume along with her custom diamond frame bicycle. Farmer was not in favor of riding 

in skirts, stating that the rational costume: “Is more comfortable and healthy, much 

                                                
30 Cycling included an illustration of Lady Henry Somerset on a modern tricycle, clad in an open jacket 
with leg-o-mutton sleeves, a blouse and a long skirt. The accompanying article explained that, while Lady 
Somerset was too busy to cycle often and did not herself know how to ride a bicycle, she was in favor of 
women cycling, even without skirts. 
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cleaner, and considerably less dangerous than the ordinary skirt” (“Notable 

Wheelwomen,” August 1, 1896, p. 3). Members of her club wore a uniform of black 

stockings, patent leather shoes, white knickers and fitted jackets. Some members did 

wear a short skirt. Most of the women in the club had taken to diamond frames over the 

ordinary women’s drop frame. In the photograph, Farmer wears a double breasted jacket 

with wide lapels, moderate leg-o-mutton sleeves and a long peplum. Her shirt has a 

standing band collar and is worn with a bow-tie. She wears a rather plain, masculine hat 

along with dark knickerbockers. Farmer reflected that she should have been born a boy, 

although the writer for The Wheelwoman had the last word, stating that: “One still finds 

in her all the polish and refinement of a thorough lady” (p. 3). Although the editors of The 

Wheelwoman generally preferred skirts over knickerbockers, when a woman of the 

correct social station dressed in the latter, they implied that a true lady would remain so 

even if she abandoned skirts. The writer Sarah Grand (author of The Heavenly Twins, 

1893) wore skirts for cycling herself when cycling in Britain, although she did not think 

that skirts were safe for riding: “I have narrowly escaped two bad accidents lately from 

mine catching, and it was made by an excellent tailor. Men tell me that even their trousers 

catch, so what can we expect from skirts!” (“Notable wheelwomen,” September 19, 

1896). The American Mrs. Bertrand Russell (Alyssa Whitall Pearsall Smith) also thought 

that skirts were dangerous for cycling. When in the country, she wore a Zouave jacket 

and “loose Turkish trousers,” (“Notable wheelwomen,” October 3, 1896). She believed 

that, although skirts were still more common, in the future women would adopt clothing 

that was better adapted to cycling. Another British woman, “Miss Maude Gatliff,” the 

captain of the Mowbray House Cycling Association recommended that members of her 

club wear rational costume for cycling, although women could wear skirts if they chose. 

Gatliff said that: “‘We do not exclude skirts, but the skirted members get left behind on 

account of want of speed’” (“Notable Wheelwomen,” January 30, 1897, p. 3). In town, 

Gatliff herself dressed in skirts, but said:  

I think (although I know you do not agree with me) that rational dress, in spite of 
all that is said to the contrary, has a great future before it. An Englishwoman has 
an innate love of sport, and likes to do what her brothers do, and cycle as far and 
as fast as men. One can’t do it in skirts. (p. 3) 
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Gatliff was unusual in admitting that she wanted to ride “as far and fast” as male riders.  

She implied that wearing skirts hindered women’s ability to ride effectively.  

“As she likes.” Although there were certainly many examples of writers and 

illustrators railing against the abject hideousness of knickerbockers, there are also 

mainstream examples that suggest a less strong viewpoint regarding women in 

knickerbockers. As demonstrated above, even those who generally preferred skirts 

sometimes acknowledged that knickerbockers did not necessarily signal a woman’s 

departure from her proper role. Some writers considered skirts to be aesthetically and 

socially preferable, but believed that women ultimately should be able to make their own 

decisions without being shunned. Lillias Campbell Davidson thought that a short cycling 

skirt was more aesthetically pleasing than knickerbockers, but said: “I think a woman 

should be allowed to do as she likes” (“Notable Wheelwomen,” January 9, 1897, p. 3). 

“Ariel” (May 18, 1895) recommended that women who were just beginning to cycle not 

worry too much about “rational” dress. She felt that after some experience cycling, 

women would be able to determine on their own what suited them, stating: “The world 

would be a dull place, if all the women who are born to live in it were bound to be 

equally attired” (p. 284). That is, “Ariel” believed that rational dress was not necessary 

for cycling, but that women could make their own decisions once they acquired some 

experience.  

Even those who thought women should make their own choices were not above 

making fun of the aesthetics of knickerbockers. “Mademoiselle Fleurette” (August 21, 

1897) claimed that rationals were on their way out: “Are women, even those who were 

most keen in its praise, at last awaking to the fact that it is singularly grotesque and 

ugly?” (p. 2). She claimed that it was uncommon to see a “knicker costume” in London 

and that even on bicycle tours plain skirts were now seen more often. She pointed out:  

With a few, of course, the dress will never die out. The women who make a boast 
of their independence and masculine points, the women who make a business of a 
pleasurable pastime, as if there were nothing else in the world to live for. 
However, if they can take a pleasure in making themselves gawky and ungainly, 
we ought not to grudge it them. We ought to be thankful to think that the whole 
world has not run made on a costume which may be useful, but certainly not 
ornamental. (p. 2) 
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Mademoiselle Fleurette acknowledged that knickerbockers were “useful.” Rather than 

expressing her concern that ugly costumes would scare others off, Mademoiselle 

Fleurette argued that some women would always choose to ignore beauty in favor of 

comfort, perhaps with the implication that these women looked so different from women 

in skirts that they need not worry about being compared. Of course, by 1897 bicycling for 

women was quite common, so writers were most likely less concerned about legitimizing 

their sport. Women who dressed in knickerbockers could ride with their peers who did 

not. Some images show women cycling in a range of attire, implying that women who 

dressed in very different styles could still ride together. For example, George Moore’s 

(June 1, 1895) “Off for a holiday spin” depicts two couples on tandem bicycles. Both 

women wear shirtwaists with pointed collars, a masculine-style tie and open jackets with 

full leg-o-mutton sleeves. One figure, however, ears a skirt, while the other wears 

knickerbockers. Likewise, as stated previously, Maude Gatcliff pointed out that women in 

their club were able to wear skirts, even though knickerbockers were recommended 

(“Notable wheelwomen,” January 30, 1897).  

Even women who preferred knickerbockers understood that many others founds skirts 

more visually appealing. Although Mrs. Madeline Kilpatrick, “The celebrated American 

bicyclist” was in favor of riding in “bloomers or knickerbockers” (A. W. E., September 

16, 1896, p. 22) in her photograph, she is shown in light colors, wearing full leg-o-mutton 

sleeves and a skirt that ended a couple of inches above her ankles. Similarly, Raymond 

Raife (January 27, 1897) interviewed Miss Beatrice Lamb, who also spoke in favor of 

bloomers, which she said “. . .are on every count superior to the skirt, which besides 

being unnecessary and cumbrous, I regard as extremely dangerous when there is much 

traffic about. I firmly believe that in time it will disappear altogether” (p. 472). Yet, she is 

shown posed next to a drop-frame bicycle wearing an ankle-length skirt and jacket. Her 

argument also differed from the argument made by many other women cyclists. First, she 

implied that bloomers were particularly necessary when riding in the city. Second, she 

said, without concern that bloomers would never be a “thing of beauty. In my eyes no 

man or woman ever looks graceful when cycling— grand pastime as it undoubtedly is” 

(p. 472). Lamb did not attempt to argue that cycling was a lady-like pastime, but she 
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remained in favor of it, which is an argument that many other women would most likely 

have taken umbrage with.  

 Context. The context of where one rode still impacted how easily a woman could 

dress in knickerbockers if she so chose. As in earlier years, if a woman exercised outside 

of the public eye, she had more latitude. One woman, who made a living making 

women’s bicycle costumes, reported that aristocratic women did not tend to cycle in 

bloomers. Yet: “At the same time, I may tell you that I have made many pairs of knickers 

for ladies who wear them without a skirt when cycling in their own grounds. Not a few 

ladies make the experiment just to see how cycling in knickers compares with riding in 

skirts. Twice, I have made knickerbockers for ladies whose husbands rather fancied their 

wives would look well thus attired” (“Fashion and the wheel,” May 7, 1898, p. 8).Women 

were curious about how riding in knickerbockers impacted the experience of cycling. 

Additionally, if a man found knickerbockers becoming on his wife, the implication of 

wearing them changed. Suddenly, the dress choice was less about positioning oneself as 

independent and more about pleasing one’s husband. Of course, these husbands may also 

have been interested in their wives’ cycling with greater ease. As discussed previously, 

Lady Colin Campbell (May 18, 1896) considered the masculine perspective to be quite 

important, but she preferred correctly cut knickerbockers, at least for country rides:  

I am bound to admit, however, that unless one is ready to face the jeers of an 

unaccustomed, though, no doubt, well-meaning populace, this is impossible for 

London use. But for country riders, especially for anything like long distances, I 

venture unhesitatingly to uphold it (p. 9).  

Being harassed was a common enough concern that writers took note of where one could 

ride easily in rational costumes. For example, Adeline Anning (December 12, 1896) 

reported that women in Copenhagen were able to ride in rational costumes without being 

jeered at by young boys.  

Lady Collin Campbell (May 18, 1896) suggested that British women could learn from 

what women wore in other contexts. She argued that there was nothing “indecent” or 

“immodest” about knickerbockers, which she pointed out revealed much less than a 

riding habit, which were very form-fitting. She was in favor of French women’s dress, 



   191 

 

writing that French women tended to wear knickerbockers whether they were in Paris or 

in the country. She suggested that her readers visit the Bois de Boulogne to see how 

Parisian women dressed:  

Compare the decent, workmanlike, and therefore becoming appearance of the scores 
of women bicyclists who will flit by her, with the flapping, dangerous skirts which 
render Hyde Park hideous. And, being then convinced of its superiority in appearance, 
let her try it for herself in the country; I warrant she will never return to the skirt 
except for the benefit of the deluded cockneys. (p. 10) 

Campbell had specific suggestions for skirts: “If skirts must be worn in this advanced 

metropolis, let them at least be cut falling straight from the knee, and fastened with 

elastics” (p. 10). Campbell hoped that women someday would adopt knickerbockers, 

which she implied were appropriate in a modern city. In the meantime, however, they 

could at least wear a functional skirt.  

Conclusion 

Writers did not agree on the optimal style of bicycling dress, but it was generally 

agreed that women ought to look well when cycling. Women were expected to look 

appropriate whether in public or private, but to dress and behave correctly was 

particularly important when engaging in an activity that was not considered inherently 

feminine. As women ordinarily wore skirts, it was much easier for an adapted skirt to be 

acceptable than it was for knickerbockers. Nonetheless, some cyclists hoped to convince 

others that knickerbockers were the optimal garment for bicycling. Ultimately, most 

women continued to wear skirts. The discourse is significant not so much for the outcome 

but because the writers explored what it meant to be both feminine and a bicyclist. Some 

writers had a more conventional view of what cycling in a feminine manner meant, and 

suggested that women adapt bicycling. Others, however, argued for more latitude, 

implying that what it meant to be a “wheelwoman” could be redefined.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 

CONCLUSION 

 

Perhaps the most indelible image of a woman riding a bicycle is of a female figure 

clad in bloomers and a shirt or jacket with gigot sleeves. When I mention my research 

topic in conversations, people with some understanding of bicycle history often say, “So 

bloomers?” Although the style never really caught on, and only lasted in women’s gym 

suits, such peculiar garments are memorable and one of the first things that people tend to 

associate with women’s bicycling in the late nineteenth century. There is an implied 

understanding that women’s bicycling dress was important. Thus, dress is a particularly 

appropriate entry point into studying women’s bicycling. However, during the 1890s, the 

emphasis on women’s bicycle dress did not typically center on reforming women’s 

everyday dress. Instead, writers attempted to teach women how they could dress in a 

manner that facilitated both riding a bicycle and looking feminine while doing so. Writers 

and illustrators often addressed and depicted the appropriateness and meaning of women 

riding in bloomers or knickerbockers, but concluded that it was better for women to ride 

in more conventional clothing. Conventional dress was a counterweight to the radicalness 

of women cycling. Additionally, other aspects of cycling technology sought to limit 

women's ability to be on a par with men.  

Purpose of Study 

 During the 1890s, the image of a woman on a bicycle became symbolic with 

women’s literal and metaphorical liberation in Britain, the United States, and elsewhere. 

Stories about the bicycle freeing women from society’s shackles continue to resonate 

today (e.g. LaFrance, 2014; Macy, 2011). Yet, an in-depth investigation into what it 

meant for women to become cyclists suggests that the story is more complicated. The 

experience of riding a bicycle was no doubt liberating for many women, but for many 

women it was not a political statement. Bicycling was an enjoyable leisure activity, a way 

for women to become healthier, and for many, a fad that was later replaced with other 

interests.  

Although there is much more written and visual material relating to women’s cycling 
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in the 1890s than in earlier decades, the history of women’s cycling starts earlier. One 

goal of this study was to consider the three main periods during which women cycled in 

the nineteenth century, what they rode, and how the period and cycles related to what 

women wore: 1) The velocipede, circa 1868-1869, 2) The tricycle, circa 1878-early 1890s 

(depending on location), 3) The safety bicycle, circa 1887-1900, with a peak between 

1895-1897. During each of these periods, the number of cyclists grew, as did the cultural 

significance of cycling. The velocipede was ridden for a brief period of time and was 

adopted by relatively few men and even fewer women. Likewise, while more women 

adopted tricycles than velocipedes, they were too costly to be accessible to most of the 

population. During the 1890s, millions of women rode safety bicycles, both in Britain and 

the United States, so it is unsurprising that this period has been studied much more 

extensively than the two earlier periods. My goal was to understand how women’s 

velocipede and tricycle riding, and their dress, related to women’s later adoption of the 

safety bicycle and what women wore. I chose to end my study in 1900 because by that 

year the popularity of the bicycle had dropped dramatically (Herlihy; Finison, 2014; 

Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001). Other bicycle histories stop at the same date (e.g. 

Finison; Gant & Hoffman, 2013; Norcliffe). Of course, the bicycle has never disappeared 

from use, but by 1900 it was no longer a fashionable activity, and thus cycling and what 

to wear became less central discussions.  

Findings and Implications 

My research addressed both women’s actual clothing, including extant garments, 

images, and written descriptions, and the significance of women’s cycling clothing. Prior 

research on bicycling costumes, even within dress history, has not utilized the 

examination of extant garments as a method. For researchers who study clothing, looking 

at existing garments, when possible, is an essential component of studying dress because 

it provides information that cannot be obtained any other way. There is information about 

how garments were constructed and worn that can be seen only through looking at actual 

garments. Additionally, looking at extant cycling costumes allows one to triangulate 

written discourse and other visual examples.  

Each type of cycle (velocipedes, tricycles, and safety bicycles) necessitated different 
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clothing which was determined both by the machine and by what types of clothing were 

fashionable at the time. The velocipede, which was relatively low to the ground, required 

shortened skirts. Women who rode tricycle velocipedes, on a seat positioned between the 

two rear wheels, could wear slightly longer skirts than women who rode two-wheeled 

velocipedes. The latter necessitated a skirt that ended at or above the knee, which was 

worn over bloomers. Tricycles had larger wheels, making them higher off the ground, 

which made it possible for women to wear more or less everyday dress. Walking 

costumes often were recommended to women who did not want to have a specialized 

tricycling costume, and they had simplified features and slightly shorter skirts, but were 

essentially a fashionable garment. During the 1890s, most women rode bicycle with a 

dropped top-tube to facilitate wearing skirts. Bicycling costumes often had slightly 

shortened gored skirts, and women tended to wear them with blouses and jackets of a 

fashionable shape. Some skirts were divided to facilitate riding, and some women did 

adopt bloomers, but they never became the norm. 

 Although silhouettes changed over time, and of course impacted how writers 

discussed dress, the discourse around women’s cycling dress remained remarkably 

similar over time. In all periods, writers focused on what women could wear to ride while 

remaining ladylike. Didactic writings emphasized that women needed to dress and ride in 

a pleasing manner in order to convince the public that cycling was an acceptable and 

even positive activity for women. Focusing on dress, a topic which tended to be 

associated with women, also served to make discussions of cycling, which tended to be 

understood as inherently masculine, more palatable. Part of what made cycling 

masculine, other than straddling and the freedom it engendered, was that men’s clothing 

was better adapted to the sport. If women could prove that they could cycle without 

looking or behaving like a man, then perhaps there was a feminine way to ride. Writers 

attempted to convince their readership that women who succeeded in this endeavor 

demonstrated to others how feminine a female cyclists could be, which would decrease 

anxieties that allowing women to cycle would lead to a breakdown of cultural norms on a 

larger scale. Rather than being framed as a catalyst for changing women’s roles, the 

bicycle had to be understood as an activity that allowed women to be healthier, stronger, 



   195 

 

and ideally, more womanly.  

Having cumbersome, more difficult to use machines most likely served to help 

women’s case. Tricycle velocipedes, high-wheel tricycles, and drop-frame safety bicycles 

all were heavier than contemporary men’s machines. These machines were designed at 

least partially to allow women to dress in a less-adapted manner than would otherwise 

have been necessary. These designs made machines heavier, which also served to 

physically slow women down, thus keeping riding very quickly within the masculine 

realm. They also forced women to ride with upright posture, which was an important 

aspect of a proper appearance. Tricycles and bicycles in particular both allowed women 

to travel further and more independently than they had been able to before, but also 

restricted the degree of freedom they had in comparison to men.   

 Writers implied that women who were successful at convincing others of their 

legitimacy as cyclists often did so by dressing in a manner that was sufficiently modified 

to make cycling physically possible, but not so modified as to appear too out of place 

when off the machine. Ideally, their dress and behavior would show others that women 

who cycled were just ordinary women. In the case of the velocipede, I found no first hand 

accounts by women, but sympathetic men attempted to demonstrate the grace and 

elegance of women who rode. In the 1880s and 1890s, many female cyclists— at least 

those who wrote about it in public forums— wished to draw more women into their 

ranks. Discussing and depicting dress was one of the accessible ways to demonstrate 

what it should mean to be a woman who biked.  

This research demonstrates the relationship of women’s dress to their mobility in the 

nineteenth century. Although men and women never really lived in separate spheres, in 

the nineteenth century contemporary discourse often suggested that separate spheres were 

the ideal (Piepmeier, 2004). As Piepmeier wrote: “The question becomes not whether 

women were public or private beings but how women gained access to the power and 

authority of the public world without becoming transgressive figures” (p. 9). Women who 

rode bicycles quite literally moved through parts of the world that were regarded as 

properly masculine. The more elaborate women’s dress, the more their movements were 

physically restricted. Costumes for sports necessarily had to allow women somewhat 
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more physical latitude, with less active sports allowing for more elaborate costumes (see 

Warner, 2006). Cycling was one of the most physically vigorous activities in which a 

woman could engage. While restrictive by today’s standards, women’s cycling dress was 

meant to encourage women to exert themselves, but only within reason. Where and how 

women were riding also impacted what dress was appropriate. For example, a woman 

riding to a friend’s for tea would have been expected to wear a more formal and 

fashionable costume than a woman on a tour would have worn. The reasoning behind 

this, is that the purpose of the ride was to take tea, whereas the purpose of a tour was to 

ride. In the former example, the dress was decided partially by the destination. Likewise, 

many women rode in public parks dressed in relatively elaborate cycling costumes 

because one of the main points was to be seen.  

Contemporary Relevance 

 Today, both women and men have a much broader range of clothing they can 

wear for cycling. Serious cyclists tend to ride in fitted spandex jerseys and shorts 

outfitted with a padded chamois. Although there are differences in the design of men’s 

and women’s cycling clothing, the differences tend to be less aesthetic and more 

structural. That is, women’s cycling clothes are meant to accommodate breasts, narrower 

waists, and wider hips. Men’s and women’s chamoises are designed to make male and 

female riders more comfortable. Commuters also have an increasing number of options 

of clothing designed for cycling but meant to look like everyday dress.  

 Still, women and men often experience cycling differently. The writer Sarah 

Goodyear (2014) asked women: “Is there such thing as a ‘feminine’ way to ride a bike?” 

Many women who responded addressed their appearance. Women talked about their 

experiences of riding bikes dressed up in skirts and heels, or dressed down. Cycling as a 

woman can still be a fraught experience, despite increased clothing options. The garments 

we wear may have changed dramatically since the nineteenth century, but certain aspects 

of earlier conversations continue to resonate today.  

Future Research 

 Expanding our understanding of men’s bicycling clothing would be valuable. 

What did men wear, how did it change over time, and when writers discussed men’s 
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clothing what tone did they use and what issues were most important? Comparisons 

between both the physical form of and the discourse about men’s and women’s bicycling 

dress also would be useful. Some writers (e.g. Collins, 2010; Simpson, 2001) have argued 

that women who dressed in bloomers in the 1890s were perceived as masculine and 

occasion even confused for men. Discussions of women’s bicycling dress in the 1890s 

could be compared to other discussions of cross-dressing women. Mining other sources 

would add depth and provide information on how everyday people dressed (and thought 

about dress) for cycling. For example, existing diaries should be read and analyzed by 

dress historians because even small amounts of information about clothing provide rich 

information to understand the context of what people wore. My study considered cycling 

and dress through the lens of the goals of writers writing for a public audience. An 

analysis of diaries and personal letters might reveal more information regarding how 

cycling dress related to women’s identities.  

 It would be beneficial to continue the study of bicycling dress for both women 

and men from its beginnings to the present. How could studies of bicycling dress in the 

past be used to improve current commuter clothing? Cycling pants continue to include 

features like reinforced crotches, but are there other lessons that could be applied in 

current design? Lastovich (2013) researched women’s perspectives on cycling and 

commuting, but historic studies could be used to help companies produce more functional 

clothing. Research should also address bicycling in different cultures, both in the past and 

in the present. Women may not wish to ride in pants for a variety of reasons, ranging 

from religious objections to simply wanting to wear a dress because of the destination in 

mind. How do the differences between everyday women’s and men’s styles impact how 

women and men ride around the world?  



   198 

 

Figures 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1. Michaux Velocipede, 1868, Note that the wheels are not exactly the same 
size, By tetedelacourse, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Velocipede#/media/File:Velocipede_Michaux-1.jpg 
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Figure 2. Women's Velocipede Race, Engraving by Godefroy Durand, Le Monde 
Illustré, November 1, 1868, oldbike.eu  
http://www.oldbike.eu/museum/bikes-1800s/1869-1885/1869-hennings-velocipede/ 
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Figure 3. Velocipede Race in Paris— Sunday Afternoon, Harper’s Bazaar, 
December 19, 1868, Collection of Caitlin Starr Cohn 
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Figure 4. Ariel, 50 inch, High-Wheel, By Mike deMille (Flickr - Ariel - 50" 
High Wheel Bike) [CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], 
via Wikimedia Commons 
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Figure 5. Man and Woman Riding High-Wheels Designed 
by John Kemp Starley, 1874, Woman’s high-wheel is side 
saddle, Courtesy of the Science Museum/ Science & 
Society Picture Library 
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Figure 6. Elsa von Blumen, an accomplished cyclist, circa 1880s, 
Courtesy of Sue Macy 
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Figure 7. Starley's "Royal Salvo," circa 1881, which is the type of tricycle 
purchased by Queen Victoria, from the collection of the Science Museum 
(London), Science museum [CC BY-SA 3.0 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Figure 8. Humber Safety Bicycle, circa 1890, from the collection of the Science 
Museum (London), Science museum [CC BY-SA 3.0 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Figure 9. Women's Safety Bicycle, 1889, Public domain, via Wikimedia 
Commons 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_bicycle#/media/File:Ladies_safet
y_bicycles1889.gif 
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Figure 10. Blanche d’Atigny, Portrait by Betinet, circa 1868, Musée de l'Ile de 
France Sceaux, Courtesy of Art Resource  
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Figure 11. Race of Velocipedes (Bicycles and Tricycles) in the Bois de Boulogne, 
Harper’s Bazaar, December 5, 1868, Collection of Caitlin Starr Cohn 
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Figure 12. Morning dress, circa 1870, Gift of Federico Castellon, 
1964, C.I.64.19.2a-b. Metropolitan Museum of Art 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/107885?what=Cost
ume&amp;ft=morning+dress&amp;pg=3&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=49 
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Figure 13. Tricycle Race, Lithograph by A. Morlon, Musée de la Voiture et du 
Tourisme, Courtesy of Art Resource.  
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Figure 14. Reduced Model of a Lady on a Michaux Ttricycle, France, c. 1869, 
wood, metal, porcelain model, Musée de la Voiture, Courtesy of Art Resource 
 

Figure 15. “The Velocipede Belle,” Image from Illustrated Western World, March 
13, 1869, Courtesy of Children’s Literature Research Collections, University of 
Minnesota Libraries, Minneapolis. 
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Figure 16. Carte-de-visite, Black (first name unknown), a 
trick-rider, on her velocipede, circa 1869. Courtesy of the 
Collection of Lorne Shields. 
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Figure 17.  Engraving, F. Louis Seitz, Scientific American, April 10, 1869, 
Courtesy of Cornell University Library, Making of America Digital Collection 
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Figure 18. Woman and Man on a Tandem in Britain, circa 1884 to 
1888, Courtesy of Roger Vaughn 
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Figure 19. Couple on 1886 Model Quadricycle, in front of the White House, Public 
Domain via Wikimedia Commons, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3ABicycle_two_1886.jpg 
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Figure 20. Tintype of Annie Shrock Wright and Joseph Bidmead Wright, M.D. (1859-
1944) on tandem, n.d. 1880s, Via Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3ATricycle_tintype_c1900.jpg 
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Figure 21. Dinner dress, Weschler, Abraham & Company, 1876-1878, 
American, Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Gift of the Brooklyn Museum, 2009; Gift of Mrs. James McF. 
Baker, 1948, Accession number 2009.300.6575a-b 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/173574?dept=62|8&amp;wh
en=A.D.+1800-
1900&amp;what=Dresses&amp;ao=on&amp;pg=43&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=
841 
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Figure 22. Dress, circa 1882, French, Isabel Shults Fund, 2003, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Accession number, 2003.338a-b 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/95534?ft=walking+
dress&amp;pg=1&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=2 
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Riding Habit, left with the skirt down for riding, right with the skirt up for walking, 
circa 1875, Purchase, Marcia Sand Bequest, in memory of her daughter, Tiger (Joan) 
Morse, 1979, 1979.385.3a-b., Metropolitan Museum of Art 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/107613?ft=riding+habit&amp;pg=
1&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=4 
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Figure 24. “The Ladies Club— A Natural Sequence,” George Moore, Outing, 
July, 1886, Courtesy of the University of Minnesota Library  
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Figure 25. “In the vale of Avoca,” E. J. Taylor, illustration of “Faed” and 
his wife on their tandem, Outing, August, 1888, Courtesy of the University 
of Minnesota Library 
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Figure 26. Bicycling. Hy Sandham, Aquarelle Print by L. Prang & Co., 1887. 
Henry Sandham [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AHy_Sandham%2C_Bicycling%
2C_1887.jpg 
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Figure 27. “She had no use for any except the double machine now,” 
Outing, May, 1887, Courtesy of the University of Minnesota Library 
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Figure 28. “Cycling in England,” Joseph Pennell, Harper’s Bazaar, October 22, 1887, 
Courtesy of the University of Minnesota Library 
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Figure 29. Cyclists’ Touring Club (CTC) Uniform, at right, Norfolk Jacket, 
Plain Skirt, and Soft Alpine Hat, Uniform rules and regulations, London, 1888, 
Public domain, British Library, via 
http://www.roadswerenotbuiltforcars.com/tweedrun/ 
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Figure 30. Cyclists’ Touring Club (CTC) Uniform, at left, Coat Bodice, 
Skirt with Pannier and Apron, and Straw Hat, Uniform rules and 
regulations, London, 1888, Public domain, British Library, via 
http://www.roadswerenotbuiltforcars.com/tweedrun/ 
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Figure 31. The Burk Family, Chatham, Ontario, 1893, Seated, Matilda and Erastus 
Burk (my great-great-great grandparents), Standing from left to right: Dr. Frederic 
Lister Burk, Isabella Burk Coster, Julia Burk Gates, Mirrette Burk Campbell, Ada 
Jane Burk Stevens (my great-great grandmother). Isabella and Julia wear dresses 
that would have been fashionable c. 1890-1891, and Mirette and Ada Jane wear 
dresses from circa 1893, From the Judi Wallbridge McRae Collection. 
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Figure 32. Advertisement for Corsets. The corset on the left is a cycling corset, The 
Wheelwoman, May 23, 1896. Courtesy of the British Library. 
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Figure 33. Red cotton plaid blouse, part of an extant bicycling ensemble, 
mid-to-late 1890s, M. 91.169, Courtesy of the Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art 
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Figure 34. Blue cotton plaid blouse, part of an extant bicycling ensemble,  Mid-to-
late 1890s, M.91.169, Courtesy of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art 
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Figure 35. Beige Linen Cycling Jacket, part of an extant bicycling 
ensemble,  mid-to-late 1890s, M.91.169, Courtesy of the Los Angeles 
County Art Museum, Accession number, 
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Figure 36. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
May 23, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 37. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, August 
15, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 38. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The 
Wheelwoman, March 6, 1897, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 39. Cycling Jacket of Blue-Grey Wool Twill, circa 1898, 74.24.27, 
Courtesy of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Accession number 
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Figure 40. . Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
October 30, 1897, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 41. Photograph of a Woman Posed with Bicycle, circa 1897, Courtesy 
of the Cowlitz County Historical Museum 



   239 

 

 
 
  

Figure 42. Alice Austen, [Self-Portrait with bicycle], 1897, Courtesy of Alice 
Austen House 
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Figure 43. Two Women Seated in Front of Bicycles, mid-1890s, Courtesy of the 
Cowlitz County Historical Museum 
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Figure 44. Side View of Woman on Bicycle, both figures wear boater hats, mid-
1890s, Via oldbike.eu  
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Figure 45. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
June 20, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library.  
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Figure 46. Illustration, May, 1897, Collection of Caitlin Starr Cohn 



   244 

 

 
 
  

Figure 47. Gray Wool Tweed Cycling Jacket, R. H. Sterns & Co, Boston, circa 
1896, V. 65.181.05, Courtesy of The Valentine 
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Figure 48. Fashion illustration of touring costume, Rose Marshall, 
The Wheelwoman, September 19, 1896, Courtesy of the British 
Library 
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Figure 49. Green Tweed Wool Norfolk Jacket, leather belt not pictured, J.A. Dunn & 
Co, London, circa 1896, 1955.20.M, Textile Collection, Atlanta History Center 
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Figure 50. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
October 10, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 51. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
November 7, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 52. Studio Portrait with Bicycle, mid-1890s, 
Collection of Caitlin Starr Cohn 
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Figures 53 & 54. Green Tweed Wool Cycling Skirt, J.A. Dunn & Co, 
London, circa 1896, 1955.20.M, Textile Collection, Atlanta History 
Center 
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Figure 55. Cream Wool Cycling Skirt, 7889.3, Courtesy of the Minnesota 
Historical Society 
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Figure 56. Fashion Illustration, Simone Sallas, The Wheelwoman, 
June 5, 1897, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 57. Fashion Illustration, Daisy, The Wheelwoman, November 
13. 1897, Courtesy of British Library 
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Figure 58. Madge Lessing on Bicycle, circa 1898, Library of Congress 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2005684803/ 
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Figure 59. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, June 
27, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 60. Fashion illustration of divided skirt, Simone Sallas, The 
Wheelwoman, April 16, 1897, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 61. Brown Wool Cycling Costume with Divided Skirt, circa 1896-
1898, American, 2009.300.532a-d. Brooklyn Museum Costume Collection 
at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the Brooklyn Museum, 2009; 
Mr and Mrs. Morton Sultzer, 1979 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/159074?ft=cycling+costu
me&amp;pg=1&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=6 
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Figure 62. Pale Green Cotton Twill Divided Skirt, circa 1890s, 
1959.23, Courtesy of the Wisconsin Historical Society 
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Figure 63. Blue-Gray Wool Cycling Jacket and Knickerbockers, 
worn by Olive Williams (Green) Gallentine (1877-1937), circa 
1896, 1947.1156a-b, Courtesy of the Wiscsonsin Historical Society 
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Figure 64. Daisy Elliot photographed by Alice Austen, circa 1895, Collection of 
Historic Richmond Town 
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Figure 65. Daisy Elliot (on bicycle) with Violet Ward, circa 1895, 
Collection of Historic Richmond Town 
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Figure 66. The Misses Persse, photographed by Simmons 
Galway, The Cycling World Illustrated, October 21, 1896, 
oldbike.eu  
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Figure 67. Fashion illustration, M. Marston, The Cycling World 
Illustrated, September 16, 1896 
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Figure 68. “Princess cycling costume,” Fashion Illustration, 
Jessie Fowler, The Cycle and Motor World (formerly The 
Cycling World Illustrated), December 9, 1896 
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Figure 69. Fashion illustration, Rose Marshall, The Wheelwoman, 
August 8, 1896, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 70. Fashion illustration, Jessie Fowler, The Wheelwoman, June 4, 
1898, Courtesy of the British Library 
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Figure 71. Society Ladies in Hyde Park, London, Hal Hurst, Vanity 
Fair, June, 1896, Courtesy of Art Resource 
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APPENDIX A 
 

List of Terms  

Velocipede 

I use the term velocipede to refer to early bicycles that had wheels of roughly the same 

size, but were front driven, which means that they had pedals attached to the front wheel. 

The term velocipede means “fast foot” in French, although there were complaints that the 

term was inaccurate because one did not use one’s feet, as one moved forward using 

pedals (Herlihy, 2004). Velocipedes also are referred to as boneshakers because of the 

unpleasant sensation of riding them over rough roads (Hadland & Lessing, 2014; 

Herlihy).  

High-wheel 

The high-wheel, which known as the “standard” during the 1870s and 1880s, was 

developed as it became apparent that the larger the front wheel, the faster a person could 

ride (Herlihy, 2004). The high-wheeler was particularly dangerous to mount and ride and 

tended to be ridden by young men of means (Gray & Peteu, 2005). 

Tricycle  

Tricycles were ridden by both men and women during the 1870s and 1880s (Herlihy, 

2004). Wealthy individuals rode single or tandem tricycles.  Women tricycling did not 

cause the same concerns as women bicycling because they could dress in ordinary 

clothing, their leg motions were less obvious, and they could not move as quickly.  

Bicycle or Safety Bicycle 

When I use the term “bicycle” rather than “velocipede” or “high-wheel” I am referring to 
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a machine that was invented in 1885 and originally was known as the Rover. It became 

the typical bicycle by the 1890s. The safety bicycle has the same basic form as bicycles 

ridden today. It typically had a diamond frame and was rear driven. That is, the pedals 

were no longer attached to the front wheel and were driven by a chain coming from the 

back of the bicycle.  

Drop Frame 

Bicycles with drop frames were developed so that women could ride them more easily in 

skirts. They had less structural integrity and were much heavier than diamond frame 

bicycles, but they allowed women to wear more acceptable clothing (Garvey, 1995; Gray 

& Peteu, 2003; Winkworth, 1989).  

Rational Dress 

 I use the term rational dress to refer to clothing that was adapted for riding the bicycle, 

which generally means bloomers, but also can refer to bifurcated skirts or shortened 

skirts. The term rational dress relates, at least indirectly, to the dress reform movement 

that started in the early 1850s (Warner, 2006).  

Bloomers 

Bloomers, which also are referred to as knickerbockers, were a very full bifurcated 

garment. Some bloomers were meant to be worn beneath a skirt to replace petticoats, 

while others were meant to be worn on their own. Some writers use knickerbockers and 

bloomers interchangeably, but other examples of knickerbockers are narrower than 

bloomers and were designed to be worn beneath a skirt (see Warner, 2006, p. 113)  
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Divided Skirts 

Divided skirts were wide trousers that were cut so that they were almost indistinguishable 

from an ordinary walking skirt. Generally, they had an apron or other covering on either 

the front or the back to further disguise that they were pants (Gray & Peteu, 2005) 

However, they often were thought of as pants, even though they more closely resembled 

skirts (Grossbard & Merkel, 1990).   
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APPENDIX B 
 

Magazines and Cycling Guides 
 

Table 1 
 
List of Magazines—magazine titles in bold main sources 
 
Title Country Years 

published 
Years studied 

American cyclist, The* United States 
(Hartford, CT) 

1890-1898 1890-1893 

Bearings United States 
(Chicago) 

1890-1897 1892-1893 

Cycle and Motor 
World** 

England 
(London) 

1896-1897 Select issues 1897 

Cycle, the United States 
(Boston) 

1886-1887 June 1886-January 1887 

Cycling: An Illustrated 
Weekly 

England 
(London) 

1891-1984 Samples from 1891, 1893, 
1895, 1897, 1899 

Cycling World Illustrated England 
(London) 

1896 Select issues 1896 

Cyclist and Bicycling 
and Tricycling Trades 
Review 

England 
(London & 
Coventry) 

1880-1902 October 1880-1881, 1883, 
1888 

Outing*** United States 
(Boston) 

1885-1923 1885-1901 

Outing and the 
Wheelman*** 

United States 
(Boston) 

1883-1885 1884-1885 

Scientific American United States 1845-
present 

1867-1870 (using word 
searches) 

Velocipedist, The United States 
(New York) 

1869-? One issue, 1869 

Wheelman, The United States 
(Boston) 

1882-1883 1882-1883 

Wheelwoman, The**** England 
(London) 

1896-1898 1896-1898 

 
*Known The Cyclist in 1890 
** Cycling World Illustrated became Cycle and Motor World 
*** Outing and The Wheelman combined in 1883 and briefly was known as Outing and 
the Wheelman until 1885. 
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**** The Wheelwoman reported that it would continue publication in 1899 as a monthly 
magazine, but there is no evidence that it continued after 1898. There was also an 
American magazine known as The Wheelwoman, of no relation.  
 
 
Table 2 
 
List of Cycling Guides 
 
Author Title Country Year 
Davidson, Lillias 
Campbell 

“Cycling for ladies” 
in Cycles and 
Cycling by H. H. 
Griffin 

England 1890 

Davidson, Lillias 
Campbell 

Handbook for Lady 
Cyclists 

England 1896 

Erskine, F. J. Tricycling for Lady 
Cyclists 

England 1884 

Erskine, F. J. Lady Cyclists: What 
to Wear and How to 
Ride 

England 1897 

Keppel, William 
and Hillier, G. Lacy 

Cycling England 1887 

Robins Pennell, 
Elizabeth 

“Cycling” in Ladies 
of the Field edited 
by Violet Greville 

England (American 
author living in 
England) 

1894 

Ward, Maria E.  The Commonsense 
of Bicycling 

United States  1896 

Willard, Frances E. A Wheel Within a 
Wheel 

United States 1895 

 
 

Primary Sources 

In this section, I will address the main primary sources and writers I relied on. I used 

British and American sources, with an emphasis on magazines and cycling guides. Here I 

discuss only magazines that I was able to look at either every issue or at a sample of 

issues over several years. These sources do not necessarily reflect exactly how most 

people rode and dressed, but they offer excellent examples of prescriptive advice that 

depict contemporary attitudes.  

Print Sources 
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 Outing. The main American magazine I used is Outing, which was sent out to 

every member of the League of American Wheelmen (“The Prowler,” May, 1893). In 

1896, Outing had a circulation of 90,000 (Mott, 1957). Outing did not consider only 

bicycling, but also included articles about many other sports, such as hunting and angling. 

By 1900, there were many fewer articles about bicycling than there had been during the 

1890s. During the 1890s, Outing contained articles about both men and women riding, 

although much of the time bicycling for women was treated separately, which was also 

the case for other women's sports. Women wrote many of the articles regarding women 

as cyclists. Examples of women specific titles include "Ladies on the wheel" by Carlotta 

Cole (January, 1891), "Fair riders on modern wheels" by Charles E. Clay (January, 

1891), and "Fencing for women" by Margaret Bisland (February, 1890). In the early-to-

mid 1890s, there were a number of articles that considered women's dress (i.e. "Cycling 

dress for women," August, 1894). As the 1890s progressed, Outing continued to 

differentiate between men and women riding, but not under all circumstances. Dress, 

particularly including specific examples of what to wear, was considered less frequently, 

even as articles by women continued to be included.  

The most regular contributor on women as cyclists was Grace E. Denison, who 

published articles in Outing between 1891 and 1893. She wrote under her real name and 

was a frequent writer for other publications. She also wrote a travelogue A Happy 

Holiday: A Tour Through Europe (1891). Denison grew up in Ontario, but clearly did not 

confine her cycling to her birthplace. Even after she married, she frequently traveled 

alone and saw the bicycle as an emancipator of women (Kröller, 1987). Denison wrote 

about a number of issues related to bicycling from learning how to ride (October, 1891), 

to how to take care of a bicycle (January, 1892), to how to dress (May, 1892). No other 

female author contributed as many articles to Outing during the 1890s as Denison, 

although there are several other examples of women writing about bicycling (e.g. Cole, 

January 1891; Le Long, February, March, 1898; "Martha," July, 1892; Mosqué, June 

1896).  

Cycling. The British magazine Cycling: An Illustrated Weekly was first published on 

January 24, 1891 by Edmund Dangerfield (1864-1938), who ran a printing company with 



   300 

 

his four brothers (Bingham, March 31, 2010). While the majority of the features in 

Cycling were written for men, there were regular columns for women written by women, 

such as by the pseudonymous "Hippolyta," as well as some articles by men (e.g. Bacon, 

May 25, 1895; Jefferson, April 11 1891). Tellingly, Hippoylta's regular column was 

referred to as "Gossip." Bicycling magazines contained a great deal of information about 

what cyclists were doing, but apparently only the column written by a woman was seen 

as "gossip."  

The Wheelwoman. In Britain, there were publications aimed at women who rode 

bicycles, such as the Lady Cyclist (1895), which was later incorporated with The 

Wheelwoman (Humphreys, 2009; McCrone, 1988). There was also an American 

publication known as The Wheelwoman, which was published by Mary Sargent Hopkins 

out of Boston between 1895 and 1897 (Neejer, 2014). However, I was not able to study 

the American Wheelwoman, so unless otherwise noted, all mentions refer to the unrelated 

British magazine. The Wheelwoman and Society Cycling News, which was its original 

full title, was a weekly publication out of London. The owner of the magazine was E. E. 

Palmer, who was referred to as “Shamrock” because of her Irish heritage (Humphreys; 

“Veronica,” December 11, 1897). According to  McCrone, the magazine was edited by 

men, but Anne Humpreys wrote that it was edited by Mabel Edwards and Charles H. 

Rideal. Humphreys is most likely correct, as there were letters addressed to both and "the 

Editors" (e.g. "Correspondence, June 6,  1896) and "the Editress"  (e.g. "From our 

Queen," September 26, 1896). It appears that initially the magazine was edited by men, 

and as of October 3rd, 1896 letter writers were directed to send their comments to "the 

Editress." "Patricia" (September 26, 1896) referred to "Shamrock" (E. E. Palmer) as the 

editress.  

 The Wheelwoman’s main focus was London, although it did mention other parts of 

Great Britain as well. It had weekly columns on cycling in Paris and the United States. It 

was reported that 34,620 copies of the first issue were sold (“Punctures,” June 6, 1896). 

By July 4, 1896 it was reported that they had 70,000 readers (Rothery). In October, 1896 

The Wheelwoman introduced a supplement known as  The Sportswoman, which was later 

integrated into the body of the magazine. According to E. E. Palmer or “Shamrock” 
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(August 7, 1897) The Lady Cyclist was to be incorporated into The Wheelwoman.  In late 

1898, it was announced that The Wheelwoman would become a monthly, instead of a 

weekly magazine, with the first new issue being published in February (“Important 

notice,” December 24, 1898). 

McCrone (1988) wrote, correctly, that most of the contributors were women who:  

 . . .To an extent that now seems absurd, provided information on how to ride, 
choose, care or and maintain a bicycle; how to mount, dismount, sit, steer and 
pedal; how to dress in a functional yet stylish manner; how to care for the skin; 
how to ride safely in  towns; how to climb hills; how to ride long distances, and 
how to 'ankle' gracefully. (p. 254) 

Everything from society gossip to medical advice to interviews with women who cycled 

to fiction, which might or might not relate to cycling, was addressed (see McCrone). 

Early issues had a regular feature called “Anatomy of a bicycle,” which educated readers 

about the components of a bicycle in detail. Information about bicycle technology and 

bicycle maintence was addressed throughout the publication's existence. Still, dress was 

perhaps the most major concern of the magazine. The majority of issues included a 

fashion plate and description. Dress frequently was discussed dress in other columns, as 

well, ranging from practical advice to descriptions of costumes seen in London or Paris.  

From May, 1896 through December, 1898 The Wheelwoman published 59 original 

fashion plates showing bicycling apparel. In July, 1897, the magazine began republishing 

illustrations, without acknowledging that they had been seen before. They did continue to 

publish original drawings intermittently after this. Of the original illustrations, fifty-three 

included either complete bicycling costumes, or, in a few cases, blouses or capes. Six of 

the illustrations were of hats. One illustration showed one figure in a bicycling costume 

and one in a riding habit. There were five illustrations published that showed other 

women’s sports: golf, driving, shooting, and hiking. In 1897, the magazine began to 

publish fashion plates that included non-sports apparel, starting with a wedding dress. In 

1898, more non-sports fashion plates were published than sports fashion plates. Forty-six 

of the bicycling illustrations were drawn by Rose Marshall, nine were drawn by Simone 

Sallas in French styles, with the remaining drawn by other artists. Rose Marshall may 

have been the name used by Edith Leeson Marshall (later Mrs. Home Seton Charles 
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Montagu), a contributor who was married not long after The Wheelwoman began 

repeating designs by Rose Marshall (see “Veronica,” October 16, 1897).  

Cycling Guides 

 There are several extant examples of  British and American cycling guides that 

address cycling for women, which were mostly written by female authors. These guides 

are a rich resource, as they provide much more detail about bicycling than the majority of 

published articles. The writers emphasized dress to varying degrees, but each author had 

at least minimal comments on the subject.  

 Lillias Campbell Davidson. Lillias Campbell Davidson (1890), president of the 

British Lady Cyclist’s Association (Marland, 2013), contributed a chapter to Harry 

Hewitt Griffin’s book Cycles and Cycling. Davidson started tricycling as early as 1882 

and began bicycling around 1889 (“Notable Wheelwomen,” January 9, 1897). In Cycles 

and Cycling, Davidson wrote in a period of transition from the tricycle to the safety 

bicycle and recommended that women learn to ride a tricycle before taking up a “Ladies’ 

Safety Bicycle” (p. 90). She preferred bicycles to tricycles because they weighed less and 

could be ridden on more difficult roads, but thought tricycles were easier to ride. In her 

Handbook for Lady Cyclists L. C. Davidson (1896) provided much more detailed 

information on bicycling and bicycling dress than she had been able to provide six years 

prior in a single chapter. In an interview with The Wheelwoman, Davidson reported that 

the first edition of her handbook had sold out in a fortnight (“Notable Wheelwomen,” 

January 9, 1897). Davidson echoed many of the same points in her guide that she had 

made in 1890.  In both guides, Davidson wrote about both clothing and correct cycling 

form in detail.  

 F. J. Erskine. F. J. Erskine’s (1897) Lady Cycling gets straight to the point with 

its subtitle “What to Wear & How to Ride.” Who exactly F. J. Erskine was remains a 

mystery, but she was no doubt part of the upper echelons of British society.31 She was 

sufficiently successful and/or connected to publish two cycling guides, the first on 

                                                
31 It is likely, but not certain, that she was Scottish royalty. She may have been related to John Thomas 
Erksine (1772-1828), Earl of Mar, who had a daughter named Frances Jemima (1798-1842), a name that 
recurs in the family’s history. 
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tricycling (1884) and the second on bicycling over a decade later. Erksine detailed what 

to wear in her chapter “Cycling dress for town and country.” Despite her humorous 

tone— and use of cartoons from Punch— Erskine was quite serious about bicycling 

dress. Erskine also considered various other aspects of cycling, including how to ride 

(and how not to ride), riding in different locations, and how to take care of one's machine.  

 William Keppel and G. Lacy Hillier.  When Keppel and Hillier published 

Cycling, Keppel (1832-1894). was Viscount Bury and later became the 7th Earl of 

Ablemarle. Hillier (1856-1941) was a well known British bicycle racer. The book was 

part of a series The Badminton Library of Sports and Pastimes, which was developed by 

Henry Somerset, the eighth Duke of Beaufort. The series was named for his estate. 

Keppel and Hillier’s guide addressed both bicycling and tricycling and emphasized the 

importance of correct dress for both women and men. They included a chapter on dress 

(which addressed both genders), as well as specific chapter on tricycling for women.  

 Elizabeth Robins Pennell. Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1904) contributed a chapter 

on cycling to Lady Violet Greville’s book Ladies in the Field. Robins (1855-1936) was 

born in Philadelphia. After her mother’s death, her father placed Elizabeth and her sister 

in a convent, where they remained until they were seventeen. After leaving the convent, 

Robins returned home to live with her father, which she found stifling. In 1880, her uncle 

Charles Godfrey Leland returned to the United States after ten years in Britain. Her uncle 

recommended that she find a creative outlet and when drawing proved unsuccessful, he 

decided to teach her to write. Her first article was accepted by The Atlantic Monthly the 

following year. She met the illustrator Joseph Pennell (1857-1926), who was to become 

her husband, through a commission by The Century Magazine. Their first collaboration 

was published in 1882 (Price, 2013). They married in  1884 (“Biographical Sketch, n.d.) 

and moved to London shortly thereafter (Clarke, 2005). They continued to collaborate 

over the next forty years (Price).  

Elizabeth Robins Pennell and Joseph Pennell worked and traveled together by tricycle 

and bicycle (Clarke, 2005; Price, 2013). According to Price:  

Robins Pennell embodies an ambiguous dichotomy in the history of women’s 
emancipation: although following Victorian practices such as wearing long skirts, 
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long-sleeved blouses and hat, as she appears in her husband’s illustrations, she 
assumes unconventional roles, such as becoming a prolific an innovative art critic, 
a professional still dominated by men, and embracing the sport of cycling, still in 
its infancy and practiced by a relatively small number of women” (p. 8).  

She was one of the first women to tour across Europe and to ride through the Alps. Both 

Pennells did a great to promote cycling as a socially acceptable activity through writing 

articles that were published in numerous magazines and other publications. They were 

especially prolific in the 1890s (Price). Still, at least according to Price, Robins Pennell 

always cycled along with her husband, first on a tandem tricycle and later on her bicycle, 

which: “. . .gave a stamp of respectability to her unconventional mode of travel” (p. 11). 

According to Clarke (2005), however, at least during the 1890s, when bicycling was 

more common for women, Robins Pennell did ride around London alone when her 

husband was traveling. Clarke implied that Robins Pennell had more freedom because 

she was “raised outside of the restrictions of English society” (p. 122) and that she was 

already interested in cycling prior to arriving in London. However, wealthy women began 

tricycling in Britain before they did so in the United States. Robins Pennell’s life was 

quite restricted prior to the arrival of her uncle from London in 1880 (Price). Robins 

Pennell (1894) found that women cycling was still a novelty in 1884 for both American 

and British women.  

Regardless of how Elizabeth Robins Pennell’s American background affected her 

experience during the many years she and her husband lived in Britain, she was 

sufficiently connected to be a contributor to Lady Violette Greville’s (1894) Ladies in the 

Field. In 1889,  Robins Pennell (1894) experimented with a drop safety in Britain. She 

started to ride a safety exclusively in 1891. She wrote that the safety bicycle became 

popular among women in the United States and France before women in Britain. She 

lamented that “until very recently” (p. 252) British women: “Clung to the three wheels, as 

if to do so were the one concession that made their cycling proper. A few more radical— 

‘wild women’ Mrs. Lynn Lynton would call them— saw what folly this was and many 

have now become safety riders, but not the majority” (p. 252). Clarke (2005) argued that 

Robins Pennell, “positioned herself as a radical or ‘wild woman’” (p. 122) in this 

statement. However, Robins Pennell was arguing that it was absurd that women thought 
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they were somehow more proper by insisting on riding tricycles. Given that Robins 

Pennell came up with a way of lowering her skirts to a “proper” walking length when not 

cycling, and did not ride in bloomers, it does not seem that she really was trying to 

position herself as a radical.  

Maria E. Ward. In her cycling guide Bicycling for Ladies. Maria Emily “Violet” 

Ward (1896) wrote twenty-two chapters on cycling, one of which was about dress. Ward 

was American, but her guide was also known in Britain, as it was mentioned in The 

Wheelwoman more than once (Dunbar, September 5, 1896; “Paris,” June 27, 1896). 

Olivia Howard Dunbar reviewed the book very positively, writing: “Seldom is a book 

more adapted to both the needs of the beginner and the expert” (p. 13).  

Ward (1896) included engravings based on photographs taken by her friend Alice 

Austen (Novotny, 1976). Her inclusion of detailed images that were meant to serve as 

additional guidance is unusual, but being close friends with a photographer no doubt 

made her endeavor more feasible. Both Ward and Austen were enthusiastic about 

cycling. There are extant photographs of Ward posed with her bicycle and Ward had 

attempted to ride her bicycle slowly enough that Austen could photograph her. For 

Ward’s book, a different tactic was used. Rather than attempting to capture a cyclist in 

motion, a “stout pole” was used to prop up the gymnast Daisy Elliot posed who for the 

photographs that were engraved for Ward’s book (Novotny, p. 46). In the photographs, 

the pole is visible, but the use of engravings for the book eliminated the pole, creating a 

sense of motion. 

Ward (1896) included 33 engravings. In 25 of the engravings, the figure is shown in 

some variation of the bloomer costume. In three, she wears a full-length skirt. The 

remaining five images show only the figure’s hands while she works on the bicycle. The 

cover was an illustration of a woman riding a bicycle at night. Her hat has fallen off of 

her head and can be seen flying through the air as the bloomer-clad rider coasts down a 

hill, her lamp flashing brightly. This particular image epitomizes the idea of the “new 

woman,” racing down a hill, dressed in bloomers, alone at night. However, the rest of the 

images are much more realistic. In images that were focused on foot positions, it was 

easier to use an image of a woman in bloomers.  



   306 

 

Frances Willard. One particularly well-known woman who rode and wrote about 

riding was Frances Willard (1839-1898), who was in favor of temperance and bicycles 

(Dodge, 1996; Herlihy, 2004; Norcliffe, 2001). Willard was born in New York, grew up 

in Wisconsin and taught in Evanston, Illinois. She became president of the Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union in 1879. During the 1880s membership grew from 27,000 to 

200,000 (Donawerth, 2002). Willard also was the first president of the National Council 

of Women, which first met in Washington D.C. in 1891. The National Council of Women 

recommended rational dress for women, suggesting what types of dress women should 

wear to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. In Dress, published in 1887, Willard wrote 

of the agony of losing her childhood freedom and being forced to wear restrictive dress 

(Cunningham, 2003). Willard also became involved in the progressive Mowbray House 

Cycling Association in Britain, whose President was Lady Isabel Somerset (Najeer, 

2011). Lady Somerset was so in favor of women cycling that she also wanted to provide 

a cottage that women cyclists could use during the summer (Bacon, May 25 1895). 

Donawerth suggested that by the time of her death in 1898, she was one of the two or 

three most famous women in the world.  

Only three years prior to her premature death, Willard (1895) published a memoir, A 

Wheel Within a Wheel about her experience learning to ride a bicycle at the age of 53, in 

1892. Willard, who had ridden a tricycle starting in 1886, decided to take on the task of 

learning to ride a safety bicycle. She started learning to ride in Illinois. She wrote that 

wearing “unnatural” dress as well as having led a sedentary life were impediments to 

learning to bicycle. She then went off to Britain to learn to ride in earnest. Lady Somerset 

gave her a bicycle, which she named “Gladys.” (Willard). The year that Willard’s book 

was published, the British magazine Cycling published an article about her (Dowsett, 

June 8, 1895). In her guide, dress was not the main focus, but her attitudes toward dress 

can be gleaned from her comments throughout and from several photographs included in 

the book.  
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APPENDIX C 
 

Extant Garments 
 
 

Table 3 
 
List of Extant Garments Studied 
 
Museum Garment Accession number Dates 
Atlanta History 
Center 

Jacket, skirt, belt 1955.20.M2 Circa 1896-1897 

Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art 

Complete cycling 
costume (jacket, two 
blouses, skirt, hat, 
boots, small 
accessories) 

M.91.169 Mid-to-late 1890s 

 Jacket and divided 
skirt 

74.24.27 Circa 1898 

Minnesota 
Historical Society 

Skirt 7989.3 Circa 1890s 

 Boots 67.144.113 1890s 
Museum of London Bicycling corset 64.4218 1890s 
 Satin knickerbockers LW.EPH.AH.CY3 1890s 
Valentine Museum Jacket and skirt V.65.181.05 Circa 1896 
Wisconsin 
Historical Society 

Divided skirt, 
patented by Herbert 
Luey 

1948.974 Circa 1895 

 Divided skirt 1959.23 Circa 1890s 
 Bloomer costume 

(Eton jacket and 
bloomers)* 

1947.1156 Circa 1896 

 
*This object was on display, so I was not able to study it in detail. 

 


