
CARLTON REID

BIKEBOOM
THE UNEXPECTED
RESURGENCE
OF CYCLING BI

KE
BO

OM





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Island Press’ mission is to provide the best ideas and 
information to those seeking to understand and protect the 
environment and create solutions to its complex problems. Join 
our newsletter to get the latest news on authors, events, and 
free book giveaways. Click here to join now!   

 

http://www.islandpress.org/reads


BIKE BOOM



Washington | Covelo | London

The Unexpected  
Resurgence of Cycling

C A R L T O N  R E I D

BIKE BOOM



© 2017 Carlton Reid

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part 
of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without permission in writing 
from the publisher: Island Press, 2000 M St., NW, Suite 650, Washington, DC 20036

ISLAND PRESS is a trademark of the Center for Resource Economics.

Library of Congress Control Number:  2016959951

Text design by Maureen Gately
Typesetting by Carlton Reid

Websites: islandpress.org & bikeboom.info

 Printed on recycled, acid-free paper 

Manufactured in the United States of America
10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

Keywords: Bicycle infrastructure; bike path; bikeway; Columbia, Maryland; cycleways; Davis, 
California; the Netherlands; New York City; shared streets; Stevenage, UK; vehicular cycling; 
Victory Bikes



vii

“Cycling helps build healthy bodies,” asserted one placard. “Give Mom 
a bike lane,” pleaded another. One held aloft by a young woman in stylish full-
fingered red gloves with a matching satchel that simply said “PEDAL!” The 
placards were real, the San Francisco demonstration was real, but the pretty 
woman in the striking white dress and red accessories was a model, and the bike 
she was sat astride for this 1970s “Bike-in” was not hers, but one supplied by a 
local bicycle shop.

The image on the cover of this book comes from a 1972 fashion spread 
published in Mademoiselle, a Condé Nast magazine geared to “the smart 
young woman.” The photos for the eight-page spread featured the fist-pumping 
brunette model wearing a “white-on-white cycle safari suit [with] button-down 
pleat skirt” as well as a blonde woman in a “black-and-white pin-dotted shirt 
jacketed over a matching stitch-pleat skirt.” She also had Ruza Creations full-
fingered gloves and a satchel from the same leather-design house—clearly, the 
magazine had just one set of red accessories between two models. In her hand 
the blonde model carried a placard affirming “BIKE POWER.”

While the spread promoted high-end fashion brands, it also plugged cycling. 
“Cities are setting aside lanes for bicycling commuters,” promised the magazine, 

About the Cover Image 

“Power to the pedal!”



and “towns and states are marking thousands of miles of secondary roads as 
Bikeway routes. . . .”

The year, 1972, was in the middle of the four-year-long American bike boom, 
and in the following year sales of bicycles would double. Mademoiselle was 
showing its readers it could spot a trend when it saw one, but didn’t mention that 
its photo-spread had been shot at a real protest.

The archives of the San Francisco Chronicle show that the Bike-in took place 
on January 11, 1972. Black-and-white photos held back by the Chronicle—and 
taken by staff photographer Joseph J. Rosenthal, famous for his “Raising the Flag 
on Iwo Jima” image of 1945—reveal that the models mingled with real protestors 
and borrowed their placards. The “PEDAL!” placard seen on the cover photo 
actually stated “POWER to the PEDAL!” and during the demonstration was held 
aloft by a bearded middle-aged man in a suit. The placard was stiffened with a 
wooden rod, but was missing from the magazine photograph—the magazine’s 
art department airbrushed the stick from the photo used in the magazine. Some 
of the other banners on the protest were politically charged, and not quite so 
suitable for publication in Mademoiselle: one said “Kill for bike paths.”

Reporting on the demonstration, Chronicle reporter Jerry Burns wrote: 
“Bicycle riders and neighborhood groups demanded yesterday that plans for 
beautifying Upper Market street be changed to reduce the number of lanes for 
cars and to provide facilities for bikes.”

The protesters wanted “Safe Bike Lanes on Market!” They didn’t get them 
then, and there are still none today.



For Robert “Bicycle Bob” Silverman,  
and all of the other 1970s cycle advocates who tended cycling’s 

flame when planners and politicians were  
trying to snuff it out.
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When I was growing up in the United States in the 
1950s and 1960s, cycling was at its nadir. Motorized 
personal transport was all the rage. The ill effects of 
automobile dependence—including air pollution, oil 
spills, traffic jams, and the health risks of a sedentary 
lifestyle—began to bring some recognition of bicycling 
as a solution. Most people, though, saw bicycles as kids’ 
sidewalk toys.

I had a different upbringing. My parents were 
physically active. We hiked a lot and played sports. In the 1950s, my father 
owned the Sports Car Center in Sausalito and stayed in shape for auto racing by 
riding and commuting to work on his racing bike. By the age of thirteen, I had 
ridden one hundred and twenty miles in a day. 

Our family’s cycling habits were far from typical. Imagine this scene:         
9:00 a.m. on a warm summer day in California’s Central Valley, 1968. My 
brother and I, fifteen and fourteen years of age respectively, were sitting silently 
with our bicycles in tall grass alongside a highway sixty-five miles from home, 
peering at a highway patrolman. The radio of his patrol car crackled: “Parents 
say it’s okay for Richie and Joey to proceed.” The patrolman’s jaw dropped a little. 
So we weren’t runaways after all. Free to go, we continued our two-hundred-mile 
ride across the state. That’s how it was in America before the bike boom: few 
people rode bicycles outside towns, and those who did raised eyebrows. 

As Carlton Reid shows in this book, at least some of the 1970s bike boom 
can be traced to President Eisenhower’s 1956 heart attack. The president’s 
cardiologist, Dr. Paul Dudley White, recommended cycling. Eisenhower warned 
Americans that they were not getting enough exercise. This wake-up call led to 
the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports.

I was barely aware of these national events, but by third grade I certainly 
noticed when teachers had us out on the blacktop every day for invigorating 

Foreword
 By Joe Breeze
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exercise such as jumping jacks and running. In school we learned about 
London’s deadly smog of the early 1950s and increasing pollution in other cities 
of the 1960s. For children my age, pollution of the air and the water brought 
environmental concerns front and center.

When the boom hit in the early 1970s, all vectors seemed to point to the 
bicycle as the solution. The bicycle hadn’t been in the US spotlight since the 
1890s, and now suddenly bicycles mattered. Everyone was talking about 
them. Many people who hadn’t considered riding for decades suddenly found 
themselves plunking down bucks for bikes.

Unfortunately, the ubiquitous ten-speed racer of the day was not the best 
type of bike for most people. It was a skinny-tire, drop-handlebar machine that 
was uncomfortable for many. Most boom bikes soon gathered dust in garages 
across the nation.

Later, more-comfortable and inviting bicycles such as the mountain bike 
appeared on the scene. Later still, more-practical bikes came to the United States 
fully equipped for everyday transportation. Today, cycling is vastly expanded by 
such echoes of the bike boom.

I first met Carlton in 2012 at a French ski resort on the occasion of the twenty-
fifth anniversary of the first World Mountain Bike Championships. Back at that 
1987 event, Carlton had raced on the British team. Now he was interviewing 
me for a magazine article. I was immediately impressed with his depth of 
knowledge. We shared similar interests in all aspects of cycling: technical, social, 
and environmental.

Carlton’s astute, interesting questions told me that he was a person who would 
delve into details, examine evidence thoughtfully, and come out with work of 
serious value. His five years of research was apparent in his book Roads Were 
Not Built for Cars. He uncovered crucial aspects of history that had long been 
forgotten. In Bike Boom, Carlton’s research and insights provide key background 
to today’s bicycle scene. No matter what the subject, history provides the best 
crystal ball for the future.

Joe Breeze is one of the founding fathers of mountain biking. As well as being the 
face of Breezer Bikes, he is curator of the Marin Museum of Bicycling in Fairfax, 
California.
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8  How the Dutch  
Really Got Their 
Cycleways

“It must be considered that there is nothing more difficult to 
carry out . . . than to initiate a new order of things; for the 
reformer has enemies in all those who profit by the old order, 
and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would profit 
by the new order; this lukewarmness arising partly from the 
incredulity of mankind who does not truly believe in anything 
new until they actually have experience of it.”

—Niccolò Machiavelli

Brexit-besotted Brits may have voted—by a wafer-thin margin—to take 
the United Kingdom out of the European Union, but you wouldn’t know it 
from the bus shelters on Oxford Road in Manchester: in block orange letters, 
and with a windmill icon beneath, those waiting are advised to “Go Dutch!” 
This isn’t guerilla stenciling from the city’s beleaguered cycle advocates; it’s an 
official message from Transport for Greater Manchester. A £1-billion makeover 
has made the road—one of the busiest bus routes in Europe—safe for cyclists. 
Cars are funneled onto parallel roads; cyclists have their own wide curbed lanes, 
and buses are now faster than ever. This is what the Dutch call “unraveling”: 
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separating the vehicle types and protecting the squishy humans. Such makeovers 
are normal for the Netherlands, but very much not normal for the UK.

Bicycle advocates say that the provision of Dutch-style infrastructure will 
result in lots more people getting on bikes, and doing so for normal, everyday 
journeys in normal, everyday clothes. It’s too early to tell whether this will 
happen on Oxford Road, but it ought to because many of Manchester’s academic 
institutions line the road and, even before the infrastructure went in, the road 
teemed with students on two wheels.

The acid test will be whether the separated cycleways attract new people to 
cycling. This would be welcome—not least to Manchester’s bike shops—but it’s 
by no means certain. There are many reasons why Manchester lost the culture 
of everyday cycling it had in the 1920s, and many reasons why it’ll be tough 
to recreate it. According to many of those who believe in build-and-they-will-
come, the elevated level of cycling seen in the Netherlands is due to engineering 
alone. They point to the fact that small children cycle to school by themselves on 
the unraveled cycleways that vein the country. Indeed, for cycle advocates, the 
Netherlands is considered the pink of perfection, with Utrecht just one of the 
Dutch cities wheeled out as a Mecca for people on bikes.

And it’s easy to see why the Netherlands is so beloved by bicycle advocates. 
Brides, grooms, and their guests cycle to wedding receptions; pilots and aircrews 
glide to Schiphol Airport on butter-smooth cycleways; patients and doctors 
arrive at hospitals by bike; pregnant women ride until they deliver; and you 
don’t walk a Dutch dog—you take it for a ride with its lead tethered to your 
bicycle saddle. Old people ride, young people ride, everybody rides. Well, not 
quite everyone, but the cycling levels are high compared to almost everywhere 
else on the planet. According to the Dutch government, the Netherlands is the 
only European nation with more bicycles than people. Utrecht has a three-story 
cycle park that houses 12,500 bicycles. A hundred thousand people ride bikes in 
Utrecht, day in, day out—that’s almost a third of those living there. A third.

American author Pete Jordan moved to the Netherlands to be part of a 
cycling culture that, because bicycling is so normal, doesn’t even know that it’s 
a cycling culture (similarly, the Netherlands doesn’t have any spatula magazines 
or vacuum-cleaner festivals). When he’s asked by Dutch people why he moved 
to Amsterdam, Jordan explains how he once counted “927 cyclists in just 20 
minutes.” This usually draws blank stares. “Is that a lot or something?” is a standard 
response. At a University of Amsterdam summer school for international urban-
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planning students—all mad-keen cyclists, myself included—Jordan cheered us 
with this story:

I found myself riding behind a slow-moving pair of cyclists. Looking 
ahead, I saw a long line of dawdling cyclists in front of me. I was 
stuck. It was past midnight. What the hell were all these people 
doing out on their bikes? That’s when it struck me: It’s the middle 
of winter; it’s past midnight—and I’m stuck in a bicycle traffic jam. 
From then on, whenever anyone asks why I immigrated to Holland, 
I reply: “So I can be stuck in a bicycle traffic jam at midnight.”

Dutch schoolchildren take a cycling proficiency exam when they’re ten years 
old, having spent a number of years learning how to cope with Dutch traffic, 
and this exam has been an important coming-of-age ritual for more than eighty 
years. Cycling infrastructure in the Netherlands isn’t set in aspic, it’s forever being 
improved. The latest innovation is the snelfietsroute—a freeway for cyclists. Four 
hundred miles of these have been built since 2015, with more in the pipeline. 
(Keep up to speed with their Twitter feed: @snelfietsroute.) These fast cycling 
routes connect cities—about ten miles apart—and grant cyclists greater priority 
at junctions than motorists. The level of cycling provision across the nation is 
nothing less than astonishing.

Little wonder, then, that study tours to the Netherlands are so popular with 
urban planners from around the world—they flock to see how they could make 
their home cities “Go Dutch.”

“DUTCH CYCLING infrastructure is more than 41 years ahead of other 
countries,” one popular Go Dutch bike blogger tells site visitors. Another writes 
that “the 1970s was the decade in which the Netherlands’ enviable infrastructure 
grew from nothing. . . .”

The infrastructure is most certainly enviable, but it did not grow from nothing 
in about 1975 or so. The Netherlands has been expanding its cycleway network 
since the 1890s, and has been the world’s leading bicycling nation since 1906. 
We’re not forty or so years behind the Netherlands—we’re 110 years behind. 
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There are compelling cultural, historical, and socioeconomic reasons why 
the Netherlands is a cycling nation. It is not just because the Netherlands is 
pancake flat (as are many places), or that parking a car is difficult (the same 
can be said of many cities outside of the Netherlands), or that Dutch streets are 
wide (many world cities also have wide streets, but no cycling). It’s a mix of all 
these reasons and more, including, of course, the fact that the Netherlands has 
a wonderfully dense network of cycleways, quiet streets, and “bicycle streets” 
where motorists are “guests.” How did that dense network grow? And can those 
reasons be duplicated outside of the Netherlands?

MUCH OF the Netherlands was literally constructed by hand, and the building 
and maintenance of infrastructure is well funded and prioritized. The Dutch 
equivalent of “sink-or-swim” is “pump-or-drown”—pompen-of-verzuipen—
and inundation is a constant fear for a low-lying country, much of which was 
reclaimed from the North Sea. Dutch people have a saying: “God created the 
world, but the Dutch created the Netherlands.” There’s a shorter word for it: 
maakbaarheid, the need to be in control of one’s surroundings. Salt water has 
been turned into grass-and-soil polders since at least the ninth century (“nether 
land” means “low land,” and polders are areas of reclaimed land, protected by 
dykes). Such reclamation requires ingenuity, hard work, and constant vigilance. 
They also demand communal effort—the rich man’s fields get flooded at the same 
time as the poor man’s fields, and if they don’t work together to pump the water 
out, they would both drown. In medieval times, even when different cities in the 
same area were at war, they still had to cooperate to pump away seeping water. 
This is believed to have taught the Dutch to set aside differences for a greater 
purpose. There’s also a deeply held sense that infrastructure is important, that 
access to this infrastructure should be equitable, and that maintenance of this 
infrastructure is something for the whole community to sweat over. Dutch people 
are famously brusque—often to the point of rudeness—but this no-nonsense, 
straight-to-the-point attitude is thought to have been shaped by finding practical, 
no-fuss solutions that benefit the common good. Infrastructure is both valuable 
and valued. It is also constantly renewed, useful for when cycleways are needed 
or there’s a desire to turn an ugly car-park into a beautiful plaza.
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Britain’s Department for Transport started life in 1919 as the Department 
of Ways and Communications; America’s Department of Transportation was 
born in 1967. The Dutch equivalent is the Ministry of Infrastructure and the 
Environment—or Rijkswaterstaat—and it was founded in 1798. The Chinese 
famously take the long view of history, and Dutch nation-builders take the long 
view of infrastructure.

Because of the folk knowledge that constant vigilance is needed against 
flooding, the average Dutch person’s attachment to order can reach extreme 
proportions. When, in the past, poor maintenance of a dyke would result 
in catastrophic flooding, citizens had every incentive to keep things tidy and 
well ordered. As an English author observed in 1851: “One of the principal 
characteristics of a Dutch street is its scrupulous, or it would be more correct 
to say, elaborate, cleanliness.” This obsessive cleanliness is a cliché, perhaps, but 
it’s a national trait to want to keep life under strict control. Planning is almost a 
religion, and everything has to be in the right place. Mixing fast cars and slow 
bicycles militates against this natural order of things. An editorial in Kampioen 
motoring and cycling magazine said in 1935, “We Hollanders . . . have the finest 
cycle paths in the world and consider the separation of the various road users as 
one of the best solutions of the general traffic problem.”

ON THE night of January 31, 1953, a freak combination of high spring tides, 
strong winds, and a fierce storm led to flooding that killed 2,000 people and 
washed away much of the Dutch coastline. The national response was to start 
building the Delta Works. This huge and costly series of floodgates, dams, dykes, 
and levees has been declared one of the Seven Wonders of the Modern World 
by the American Society of Civil Engineers. Similar projects from earlier in 
the nation’s history helped shape the Dutch political system, with the need to 
coordinate the construction and maintenance of flood defenses creating the so-
called polder model of consensus-based economic and social policy making. In 
the Netherlands, coalition governments have long been the norm: everybody 
gets their say. Much power is devolved locally, and those in previous decades 
seeking better conditions for cyclists would lobby local council members, not the 
national government. “We rarely talked to the minister of transport,” one 1970s 
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Dutch cycle campaigner told me; “we talked to the municipality.”
Two-thirds of the Netherlands’ 16 million people live below sea level, and they 

are packed in tight. In the Randstad—the joined-at-the-hip cities of Rotterdam, 
Amsterdam, Utrecht, and Den Haag (the Hague)—4,000 people live on every 
square mile. If the United States were this densely populated, it would contain 
four billion people.

“The short distances between housing and facilities (such as offices, shops, 
schools, nightlife locations, stations, sports centres, etc.) in Amsterdam add to 
the attraction of cycling as a form of transport,” says Amsterdam’s tourist board. 
“Cycling is a fundamental part of Dutch culture,” it adds.

Part of the Dutch psyche is said, by some, to be derived from religion. 
Roughly speaking, the northern half of the Netherlands (where most people live) 
is Calvinist, a strict and famously thrifty form of 500-year-old Protestantism, 
and the southern half is Roman Catholic. (Belief in God is not the point here; it’s 
the cultural baggage that counts.) Cycling, goes one theory, appeals to Calvinists 
because it’s simple, sober, and, above all, cheap. And as Calvinists—and many 
Dutch people—do not like ostentation or the flaunting of wealth, cycling is the 
perfect fit, especially on heavy, black, and anonymous Dutch bikes. Riding such 
a bicycle is egalitarian, not status enhancing.

Even though plenty of Dutch people do self-identify with these supposed 
“national characteristics,” and Calvinists really do cycle more than Catholics, 
such explanations have to be taken with a pinch of salt. An eminent Dutch 
historian believes the “prudent nation” trope to be more of a foundation myth 
than factual. And, according to the author of Why the Dutch Are Different, the 
Netherlands has never actually been a country “where office workers smoked 
weed over their desks, visited prostitutes at lunchtime, and euthanised their 
grandparents in the evening.”

WHAT’S NOT in doubt is the fact that the Netherlands has been building 
separated cycleways for longer than any other nation. Even the “unraveling” 
of modes is not modern. As early as 1595, one-way traffic for carts had been 
mandated in some of Amsterdam’s alleys, and in 1880 Harper’s New Monthly 
described a “little town in Holland in the streets of which no horse is ever 
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allowed to come. Its cleanliness may be imagined, and its quiet repose.” The 
first cycleway in the Netherlands was converted from a sidewalk in 1885 on the 
Maliebaan, a long, straight road in Utrecht. This gravel cycle path was created 
for high-wheel riders by 44 members of the Algemene Nederlandse Wielrijders 
Bond (Royal Dutch Touring Club), ANWB for short and founded two years 
previously. Originally a members-only racing track, it was opened for all cyclists 
in 1887 and was later extended to become a regular cycle path; it’s still used for 
this purpose today.

The separation of transport modes—alien everywhere else—quickly became 
standard in the Netherlands. In 1898, the Spectator reported: “On the route from 
the Hague to Scheveningen there lie parallel to each other a carriage road, a 
canal, a bicycle track, a light railway, side-paths regularly constructed. . . .”

In the same year, the ANWB created a Wegencommissie, or national Roads 
Commission, which pressured state authorities to build and improve roads. Later 
this cycling club hired its own road engineer to advise on technical and legal 
matters regarding the construction, design, and maintenance of bicycle paths.  
A. E. Redelé also supplied building materials for creating these paths.

Sociologist Peter Cox has said the cycling infrastructure provided for cyclists 
at this time “played an important role in overcoming the unsuitability of the 
existing roads because as a policy it was a part of a clear intention to use the cycle 
roads system to raise the status of cycle users as citizens, indeed to prioritise 
them.” Those on bicycles at this time were the elites, including those with double 
names indicating Dutch nobility, and there were not all that many of them. While 
America and Britain were experiencing the “cycling mania” of 1896–97, sales 
of bicycles in the Netherlands were comparatively low—there were just 94,370 
bicycles being ridden in 1899, a ratio of one bicycle per 53 inhabitants. Six years 
later, the bicycle total had risen to 324,000, the highest ownership in the world, 
and by 1911 the number of bicycles owned in the Netherlands had doubled to 
600,000, an ownership ratio of one in ten.

Cycle historian Kaspar Hanenbergh has said: “ANWB used their power to 
lobby for separate roads. Very reluctantly, local government took up this role, but 
in the early years private initiative was far more effective. The ANWB supported 
local Rijwielpadverenigingen, or bicycle path societies.”

The first was formed in March 1914 in the Gooi and Eemland region, and 
others followed, including Drenthe in 1916 and Eindhoven in 1917. These cycle 
paths were rural, recreational, and largely middle-class. Following the end of 
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the First World War, an economic slump in defeated Germany led to a flood of 
cheap German-made bikes into the Netherlands, encouraging wider social use 
of the bicycle, which had already become a national icon. (It also helped that in 
the same period trolley-ride prices tripled.) The excellence of Dutch bike paths 
was featured in a 1920 report in the German bicycle trade magazine Radmarkt:

We have to thank the efforts of the [ANWB] for the extensive 
network of good bicycle roads that exist along the main highways of 
the country. There are equally good bicycle roads leaving the highway 
into all remote places.  .  .  . In each street there is at least one, but 
generally at each side, a specially designed “clinker” pavement. . . . 
[In] Holland accidents fell to a minimum through the exemplary 
construction of these paths.

In 1921, the Times of London noted “the enormous number of bicycles” in 
the Netherlands and how it had “ideal road conditions” and an extensive bicycle 
path network that “testifies to the important place which cycling occupies in the 
life of the people of the Netherlands.”

According to a Dutch newspaper in 1922, pedestrians found intersections 
in Amsterdam dangerous not because of cars but because of the sheer number 
of people on bikes. “That endless, unbroken row of three, four cyclists riding 
beside each other along the whole length of Weteringschans makes crossing the 
street deadly!” On main roads, cyclists accounted for 74 percent of the traffic, 
compared to just 11 percent for automobiles.

In the summer of 1924, cyclists were slapped with a “bicycle tax.” Initially 
it paid for flood defenses and schools, but it was soon channeled to cycle-path 
construction and thereafter also paid for roads for motorists. According to 
academic Anne-Katrin Ebert, “the bicycle tax put cyclists on the political map 
and helped create a tradition of traffic engineering devoted to cycling paths 
and regulation. This would form an important basis for the ‘survival’ of the 
Netherlands as a cycling nation.”

“Everyone in Holland cycles,” opined a US newspaper in 1924, “and everyone 
can cycle everywhere” because “there is a wonderful system of roads and 
pathways for the cyclist. . . .”

In 1926, cyclists were paying more into the Wegenfonds, or Road Fund, than 
motorists. The following year, the government announced the Rijkswegenplan, a 
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national road-building plan mostly for motorists, but paid for mostly by cyclists, 
although when many of the town-to-countryside arterial roads were constructed 
in the 1930s they were provided with separated cycleways, too. Urban cycleways 
were built on a few major Amsterdam streets in the same period, although 
cyclists complained that they were often blocked by pushcarts.

The ANWB fought for the removal of the bicycle tax, or at least reduced 
rates for working-class cyclists, but it’s inescapable that by paying this tax cyclists 
became important actors on the national scene, and this influence continued 
even after the tax was later abolished.

Then as now, the Amsterdam cyclist did not have a very good reputation 
with other road users. In 1928, an American journalist wrote “traffic in Holland 
. . . is as completely dominated by [the bicycle] as in America it is dominated by 
the automobile, [but the] Dutch cyclist is even more indifferent to the rights of 
others than is the American taxi driver.” 

Because of their sheer numbers, Dutch cyclists ruled on the roads and didn’t 
pull to one side for motorists, as was expected to happen in Germany. A German 
visitor to the Netherlands was amazed how Dutch cyclists had defended “with 
great doggedness” their right to the roadway. “In Germany, this right has long 
since been lost,” he noted. “In Holland, this right has remained as a consequence 
of a true democracy.”

In 1933, Karel Čapek (the Czech writer who introduced the word robot to the 
world) was impressed not only by the numbers of Dutch cyclists but also how 
they moved:

I have seen various things in my time, but never have I seen so many 
bicycles as, for instance, in Amsterdam; they are no mere bicycles, but 
a sort of collective entity; shoals, droves, colonies of bicycles, which 
rather suggest teeming of bacteria or the swarming of infusoria or 
the eddying of flies. The best part of it is when a policeman holds up 
the stream of bicycles to let pedestrians get across the street, and then 
magnanimously leaves the road open once more; a regular swarm of 
cyclists dashes forward, headed by a number of speed champions, 
and away they pedal, with the queer unanimity of dancing gnats.

An American travel journalist writing in 1934 wondered: “if there really 
is anything in all this talk about evolution another century will see the Dutch 
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children coming into this world on tiny bicycles.” He added that in the 
Netherlands the bicycle had become “almost a part of the body.”

A year later a Dutch newspaper proudly described the nation’s “dense 
network of cycle paths”:

No other country has started earlier with such an elaborate and 
systematic construction of special roadways for cycle traffic. What 
we have achieved . .  . commands admiration from compatriot and 
foreigner alike.  .  .  . With regard to cycling traffic, our country has 
taken a position like no other. The traffic counts for 1932 have 
shown that of all traffic on national highways fifty percent is that of 
cyclists. In such a situation it can be considered important, not only 
for cyclists, but also for other road users, that cyclists have their own 
roadways, the cycle paths, as much as possible.

By 1938, the Netherlands had a 1,170-mile main-road network, 866 miles of 
which had adjoining cycleways. (By contrast, in the same year England had 200 
miles of cycle tracks.) And while Dutch cycleways were found beside 74 percent 
of main roads, there were also 1,500 miles of off-carriageway cycleways.

No doubt these cycleways were used—fruitlessly—by the 5,600 troops of the 
two cyclists’ regiments of the Dutch army trying to defend the Netherlands from 
German tanks and infantry divisions during the invasion that started on May 
10, 1940. “Cyclists have a dangerous job,” wrote one of these soldiers to his wife. 
“They seek danger and they find it.” The following day he was shot from the air 
and killed.

During the German occupation of the Netherlands the private use of 
automobiles was stamped out, and even more people than usual took to riding 
bicycles. “For 32 years, I had not sat on a bike,” one businessman told a local 
newspaper. “But now, with the car in the stable, I have tried it once again. And 
now, every evening, I pedal home on my new little bike and then again, after 
dinner, for another hour or so. I had almost forgotten a bike could provide so 
much pleasure.”

Dutch cyclists were used to ruling the roads, and they continued to ride in 
front of motor vehicles even though those motor vehicles now contained Nazi 
soldiers. This came to a head in the year after the invasion, with cyclists ordered 
to keep their hands on their handlebars at all times, not to ride two-abreast, and 
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to cede priority to motorists at junctions. Cyclists also had to ride in the gutter 
and “snake” around any parked cars they encountered, a concept similar to the 
“far to the right” rule introduced in America a few years later. “The occasional 
disorderly conduct of cyclists will be curbed with the help of the new regulations,” 
opined an Amsterdam newspaper. “More discipline will be expected of them.”

This rankled, but what really hurt was when Germans started commandeering 
bicycles for their own use. This “struck the rawest of Dutch nerves,” recounts Pete 
Jordan. Hostage taking and executions were accepted, but the confiscation of 
bicycles was just not on. A German report marveled that “if the bicycle seizure 
gave cause within the population for lively discussions and for embittered 
criticism, then the shooting of five hostages was accepted with an almost eerie 
silence.” The theft of Dutch bicycles by German soldiers was not forgotten: from 
the 1950s onwards, a common reply to German visitors from Dutch people was 
“Eerst mijn fiets terug”—“First, return my bike.”

The war didn’t prevent the building of a certain large piece of infrastructure. 
A giant two-level roundabout was constructed in Utrecht from 1941 to 1944—
it kept cyclists and motorists apart. The “Berekuil”—or “Bear Pit”—had been 

The “Bear Pit” junction in Utrecht, the first “protected” junction 
to be built in the Netherlands, 1944. (Rijkswaterstaat)
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designed in 1936, and is still in use today, although it has been modified over 
the years. This is the sort of infrastructure that, in the same period, the British 
government said would be too difficult and too expensive to build for cyclists 
in England. (However, a grade-separated roundabout to aid motorists, and 
supposedly protect pedestrians, was built in 1939 on the A22 Caterham bypass—
the Wapses Lodge roundabout was way ahead of its time, and quite the eyesore 
today, so it must have looked incredibly alien in 1939. Pedestrians rarely use 
the underpasses. At the beginnings of the 1960s, a number of similar grade-
separated roundabouts for pedestrians and cyclists were built in Stevenage—
they were modeled on the Berekuil.)

FOLLOWING THE war, America helped rebuild shattered economies with the 
$12-billion European Recovery Program. Best known as the Marshall Plan of 
1948, this pumped what would be $120 billion at today’s value into European 
countries. The lion’s share went to West Germany, but the Netherlands also 
received a slice. From 1950, the Dutch economy grew by 5 percent a year; living 
standards shot up. In 1950, there were fourteen cars per 1,000 inhabitants in the 
Netherlands—by 1960, this had increased to 45 per 1,000. Between 1960 and 
1970, car ownership climbed to 189 cars per 1,000, and within ten years almost 
doubled again to 319 per 1,000. And just as there was a postwar baby boom in 
the United States, there was one in the Netherlands, too. By 1970, the Dutch 
population had reached 13 million; it had been just under 9 million in 1940.

Just as Marshall Aid helped Dutch people buy cars, it also helped them 
replace the bicycles they said had been stolen by the Germans. By the mid-1950s, 
Amsterdam’s 900,000 residents owned an estimated 600,000 bikes, double the 
number of bikes owned just before the war. In 1958, the rate of car ownership in 
the Netherlands was still far below that of other European countries. In Paris, for 
example, there was one car for every 7.5 people. In London, it was one for every 
11.5 people. But the story was different in Amsterdam, where there was just one 
car for every 23 inhabitants.

However, the decade between 1960 and 1970 saw the number of automobiles 
in Amsterdam quadruple. The use of bicycles fell off the proverbial cliff. But the 
cliff was high—a 60 percent modal-share cliff—and when, thanks to policies and 
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planning, cycling’s fall was arrested it landed at half its previous level. This was 
a huge and shocking decline, but as can be seen from the cycling usage graph in 
the plates section, a modal-share of 35 percent in 1973 kept enough cyclists on 
the streets so that cycling didn’t disappear, and from this stabilized level it could, 
with encouragement, slowly grow again. Cities that saw more calamitous drops 
would find it much harder to recover. For instance, Manchester’s cycle use fell 
from 35 percent to a gob-smacking 1 percent between 1949 and 1973 (the drop 
was due, in part, to public-transit improvements, the growth of automobility, 
and sprawl).

Despite the often awful conditions for cyclists on Amsterdam’s crowded 
streets, cyclists were still very much visible. “You’ll think the Lord has unloosed 
a plague of cycles upon Holland for some national sin,” cautioned an American 
guidebook in 1950. “The visitor must . . . be careful of the countless cyclists whose 
agility and speed are stupefying,” warned a 1964 guidebook to Amsterdam.

Perhaps these American writers might have much preferred the Netherlands 
to be like their homeland: full of cars and with fewer cyclists? If so, that would 
have chimed with the national government. “From 1950 to 1975, the bicycle was 
almost entirely excluded from the government’s vision,” chided the government’s 
Dutch Bicycle Master Plan of 1999.

Car use might have been on the rise in the Netherlands, and cycling 
neglected, but cycling was so socially accepted, so “normal,” and still had so 
many thousands of miles of cycle paths, that it didn’t suffer the same fate as 
cycling in most other countries. “There are more and more autos in Holland,” 
wrote Robert Nicodemus in Bicycling in 1972, “but surprisingly bicycle riding is 
on the upswing too. . . . The unique system of roads is also a boon to cyclists. The 
roads . . . cover the entire country.”

During this relatively short period, Dutch politicians and planners were 
infected with motor mania, but because mass motoring arrived in the Netherlands 
some years later than in other countries—and because the Netherlands didn’t 
possess a domestic car industry that the government would feel duty-bound to 
feather-bed—the damage was not as bad as many of the plans of this period 
proposed. Nevertheless, Dutch cities steadily filled with cars, and there were 
plans to rip out city centers to cosset them even more. The Safer Traffic Party—a 
one-trick pony—fielded pro-motoring candidates in the 1962 municipal 
elections in Amsterdam, calling for more on-street parking, the replacement of 
electric trolleys with diesel buses, and the filling in of the city’s canals to make 
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more space for cars. When party boss Ton Hamers was asked what he’d do about 
Bloemgracht, a picturesque canal, he replied, “It should be filled in.” When 
asked about Lauriergracht, the picture-postcard canal where his business stood, 
Hamers gave the same answer. “Then, at least, I’ll have a place to park my car.” 
His party won a seat on the city council.

AND THEN began the fight-back against the car. In Utrecht this started in 1965, 
when cars were banished from a number of major shopping streets in the city 
center. “Traffic cannot be constrained by half measures,” stated a newspaper, 
arguing that it would be a “hard task to get the public to change [the] habit of 
shopping by car” and that the full cold-turkey would be necessary. What had 
started out as a six-month trial was extended to a year, and then the municipality 
announced the ban on cars would be permanent. “The general public particularly 
appreciates that there is now at least one area where it can shop quietly and 
undisturbed by motor traffic,” reported a newspaper in 1966.

In the same year and the same city, a new cycle advocacy organization 
was founded to campaign for facilities for cyclists. Today this is known as the 
Fietsersbond, the Dutch Cyclists’ Union. It was launched as ENWB, “the First 
Only and Real Cyclists Union,” a dig at the ANWB which, although it had 
been founded as a cycling club in 1883, had opened to motorists in 1900 and 
had all but been taken over by motoring interests within ten years. ENWB 
was run by baby boomers and was explicitly pro-environment and anti-
automobile. The organization’s slogan—“The ENWB demands priority for 
modes of transportation which are safe, use limited amounts of energy, and are 
environmentally friendly; more possibilities for cyclists (as well as pedestrians 
and public transport)”—no doubt sounds pithier in Dutch. 

“Our aim is to stimulate people to take back possession of their streets,” said 
the ENWB’s young chairman, Jan Wittenberg, in 1975. “The cycling tradition 
is still alive here,” said William Drees, a former Dutch transport minister in the 
same year. “If we had strong political leadership, the bicycle could return as the 
main means of urban transport in six to eight years.”

“Everyone thinks the Netherlands is a cycling paradise, but if we didn’t put 
bikes on the agenda they’d be forgotten,” said a Fietsersbond official in 2005. 
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“It’s natural to cycle, but it’s not natural to make policy.” And to stimulate the 
provision of that policy required agitation, believed the founders of the ENWB. 
The organization’s magazine was named Vogelvrije—“Free as a Bird”—but, more 
colorfully, it also meant “outlaws.”

Many from this new breed of campaigners were agitating for the same sort of 
social and environmental issues that were exercising the eco-aware baby boomers 
in America and Britain. In the first half of the twentieth century, the Netherlands 
had been held in place by a system of zuilen, or “pillars”—distinct but opposing 
cultural groups that, by the equal exertion of pressure, kept each other in check. 
Although restrictive in some ways, this multifaceted approach ensured that 
respect for other peoples’ opinions—from minorities, too—was baked into the 
system. Equality reigned; tolerance was sacrosanct. When these social pillars 
began to tumble in the 1960s and 1970s, the baby boomer generation saw an 
opportunity to ridicule and reject the conservatism of their car-owning parents.

“Taking the lane,” Amsterdam-style.
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Han van Spanje, a Fietsersbond official and a former chair of the 1970s Stop 
de Kindermoord campaign (which I’ll explain below), told me:

There was a shift in society [in the 1960s], something in the air. 
People wanted to do what they wanted. Women wanted the right to 
abortions, and they wanted the [contraceptive] pill. Young people 
wanted to change the world. We quarreled with our parents, arguing 
with fathers especially. There were “happenings”—where you made 
noise in the evenings and people grouped together shouting “away 
with the cars!” We wanted to control our own lives; we wanted to 
smoke our own products.

Amsterdam became the magisch centrum—or magical center—of 
Europe’s countercultural movement, with drugs, free love, environmentalism, 
homosexuality, and a few more drugs all on the menu.

The year 1965 saw the birth of the “Provos,” a lighthearted, arty, anarchist-
leaning group that took its name from the Dutch word provoceren, meaning 
“to provoke.” The short-lived group—consisting of perhaps eighty members, of 
whom twenty were hard-core—printed a magazine that sold up to 20,000 issues 
per monthly edition. According to this magazine, the Provos were:

.  .  .  beatniks, pleiners, scissors-grinders, jailbirds, simple simon 
stylites, magicians, pacifists, potato-chip chaps, charlatans, 
philosophers, germ-carriers, grand masters of the queen’s horse, 
happeners, vegetarians, syndicalists, santy clauses, kindergarten 
teachers, agitators, pyromaniacs, assistant assistants, scratchers and 
syphilitics, secret police, and other riff-raff.

The group said it was against “capitalism, communism, fascism, bureaucracy, 
militarism, professionalism, dogmatism, and authoritarianism” and “realises 
that it will lose in the end, but it cannot pass up the chance to make at least one 
more heartfelt attempt to provoke society.”

Provo became most famous for their “White Bicycle Plan,” a proposal to close 
central Amsterdam to motorized traffic and create a free bicycle-sharing scheme, 
using bicycles that had been (poorly) painted white. “The asphalt terror of the 
motorized bourgeoisie has lasted long enough,” mused a Provo poster promoting 
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the coming of the White Bicycles (the idea of which would later go on to inspire 
city bike-share schemes around the world).

Every day, human sacrifice is made to the newest authority that the 
bourgeoisie are at the mercy of: the Auto-Authority. The smothering 
carbon monoxide is their incense. . . . Provo’s Bicycles Plan presents 
liberation from the car-monster. . . . The White Bicycle can be used 
by whomever needs it. More White Bicycles will follow until . . . the 
automobile danger is eliminated.

There were only ever a handful of these free bicycles in circulation—the 
Provos were stumped by a Dutch law that said all bicycles had to be locked when 
not moving—although a legend claims thousands were on the streets. What the 
Provos did manage to do was get international press coverage for their ideas.

A four-page piece on the Provos in the New York Times in 1966 said the 
group appealed to “beatniks, students, rockers, misfits .  .  . and those who feel 
like cyclists on a motorway.” The White Bicycle plan “sounds zany, especially if 
you are not aware of what the 
bicycle means to the Dutch: 
the 870,000 inhabitants of 
Amsterdam are said to own 
600,000 bicycles.” The Provos, 
said the piece, were protesting 
to show that “streets are for 
people . . . not traffic.”

Some of the group’s ire 
was aimed at American traffic 
engineer David Jokinen, a 
Robert Moses acolyte hired in 

“Fight against jackbooted 
authority.” Provo campaign 

poster, 1965.
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by the auto lobby to produce a plan that was to transform Amsterdam into a 
car city. (In fact, the plan was a feint, produced to tip the city over the edge and 
commission a subway that the auto lobby believed would free up the streets for 
automobiles.) The protests worked, although not immediately.

In 1967, the political wing of the Provos—that would be Luud 
Schimmelpennink, an industrial designer—won a seat on the city council of 
Amsterdam. The election result didn’t provoke any change at that time, except 
that the group realized that with an office, phone number, post office box, 
monthly magazine, and a seat on the council—it had gone mainstream. For 
anarchists this was anathema; they agreed to disband.

Inspired by the spirit of protest, other groups sprang up including De 
Lastige Amsterdammer—“The Troublesome Amsterdammer”—which, in 1970, 
campaigned for cyclists’ rights. Made up mainly of students from the University 
of Amsterdam, the group rented 25 bakfietsen (trikes with large cargo boxes on 
the front) and pedaled them through the city, holding up motor traffic around 
Dam Square, the historical center of Amsterdam (which was then choked with 
traffic but is now car-free, partly because of protests such as those from The 
Troublesome Amsterdammer). The students handed out flyers that read:

On a bakfiets, we’re taking up as much room as a small car, but we 
aren’t spewing exhaust; we aren’t honking; we aren’t mowing down 
children . . . So now who’s the crazy one?

Later events would attract even more cyclists, and more bakfietsen, this time 
emblazoned with “RATHER LIVE THAN DRIVE” and “CARS HAVE BEEN A 
NUISANCE TO US FOR YEARS.”

In a newspaper interview, one of the event’s leaders said:

There’s but one solution for the parking problem: shove those cars out 
of the city. An end must be put to the terror of the so-called experts 
who believe the city can’t be closed off [to cars]. Nonsense. It’s not 
me but they who are radical. What’s more radical than continually 
tearing down chunks of the city to appease the traffic?

Another group active in the city, founded by a former Provo, was De 
Kabouters—“The Gnomes”—who rode bikes and established a “Car-Elimination 
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Service” as part of its self-styled Ministry of Environment and Hygiene. The 
Kabouters, too, rode in packs through the traffic, a form of bicycle protest that 
would later inspire the Critical Mass events started in San Francisco in 1992. 
The Kabouters blockaded a major shopping street on four different days in April 
1970, and were taken aback when the city agreed that, as an experiment, cars 
would be banned from driving on the street. Two months later, in a municipal 
election, the Kabouters won five places on the city council. Political success took 
the wind out of their sails, but other protest groups took their place, and all with 
the aim of massively reducing the automobile’s impact on the city.

In a follow-up piece on the Provos in the New York Times—headlined “Avant-
Garde Right at Home in Amsterdam, City of Canals and Bicycles Is Also a Hippie 
Haven”—the “original hippie, anarchist flower people” were said to have left to 
“marry, have babies, and go mainstream.”

Many of the former radicals did, indeed, settle down and become parents, but 
that didn’t stop them agitating. Where the Provos left off, Stop de Kindermoord 
took over.

IN 1971, Dutch motorists killed 3,000 people, 450 of whom were children. 
One of these was the child of Eindhoven-based journalist Vic Langenhoff, a 
senior writer on the national newspaper De Tijd. In anguish, he wrote an article 
headlined “Stop de Kindermoord”—“Stop the Murder of Children.” He urged 
that children be taken to school by bus rather than walk or cycle. His article hit 
a nerve, and urban activists were inspired to create the Stop de Kindermoord 
campaign organization. Led by Maartje van Putten, a 23-year-old new mother, 
the new body advocated not for school buses but protection from motorists. This 
poignant campaign—along with the others that had preceded it—persuaded the 
authorities, drip by drip, to extend and improve the already extensive cycling 
infrastructure in some parts of the Netherlands.

This persuasion was done at a face-to-face local level, Stop de Kindermoord’s 
Han van Spanje told me:

We always started locally, not nationally. We were a campaign group, 
but also an information source. School governors would contact us 
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and ask what to do to improve the safety outside their schools. We 
told them: “Contact the press. Talk to the traffic engineers.” Most of 
us were cyclists, but it wasn’t a cycling campaign. When you say you 
want to save kids, who can oppose that?

Stop de Kindermoord organized demonstrations across the nation, usually 
with many children in tow. Crucially, it didn’t just shout and moan—it also offered 
practical solutions. The protest group recruited traffic engineer Steven Schepel as 
technical advisor. He drew up child-friendly street designs specific to whichever 
local authority or municipality asked for them. Stop de Kindermoord did a 
pillar-style deal with the national government: it paid Schepel’s salary. (In 1989, 
Stop de Kindermoord changed its provocative name to Kinderen Voorrang—
“Priority for Children”; in 2001, it was subsumed by the road safety campaign, 
Veilig Verkeer Nederland—“Safe Traffic Netherlands”—which continues to 
campaign for road safety. The Dutch Institute for Road Safety Research reports 
there were 621 road deaths in 2015, a third of whom were cyclists, but “relatively 
few children are killed in traffic.”)

One of the other protest groups of the time benefitted from national 
television exposure. The Wijkgroep de Pijp—“the Neighborhood Group of De 
Pijp”—was filmed for a 1972 documentary on the proposed redevelopment of 
the De Pijp area of Amsterdam. The area’s working-class children were filmed 
asking for safer roads. When parents took the law into their own hands by 

closing off streets, enraged motorists 
were shown getting out of their cars, 
removing the barricades, and fighting 
with parents. Because of newspaper 
articles inspired by the documentary, 
the area’s children were provided with 
“play streets” where motor traffic was 
much reduced. The run-down De Pijp 
area was later gentrified and is now an 
exclusive neighborhood.

Stop de Kindermoord! (“Stop the 
Murder of Children!”) logo.
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TWO LONG-RUNNING grassroots road-safety campaigns in Britain had many 
of the same features as Stop de Kindermoord, yet they did not result in nationally 
safer roads for pedestrians and cyclists. The first was a two-year campaign staged 
by worried Londoners who lived beside Western Avenue, the busy 1920s arterial 
that was—and remains—a motorway in all but name.

The road, introduced in chapter 1, was the first in Britain to be retrofitted 
with cycle tracks, and was designed to be a swift motor road from the center of 
London to “the west.” Western Avenue—the Westway—had a starring role in 
Crash, J. G. Ballard’s disturbing 1973 novel about a group of people who share an 
erotic obsession with car crashes. (A pre-publication report on the manuscript 
advised the editor that the author was “beyond psychiatric help,” a description 
Ballard cherished.) It’s no wonder the road has inspired such strong feelings, 
because almost from the outset it was a dystopian road. Though it was originally 
meant to be an expressway, developers had other ideas, and the houses and 
factories erected beside the road quickly made it a frustrating stop-start journey 
for motorists (and cyclists on the cycleway) who chafed at having to slow down. 
Seeking to alleviate these delays, the Ministry of Transport erected barriers to 
stop pedestrians crossing the road. Residents bristled at such restrictions and 
demanded, instead, slower speeds from the passing motor cars, which, reported 
a newsreel, were “killing kiddies.”

“Parents are organising demonstrations to protest against the ‘slaughter’ of 
school children by speeding motor cars,” reported a newspaper in July 1937: 
“A procession of 250 strong crossed and re-crossed the [Western Avenue] in 
pouring rain, holding up the traffic on a busy Saturday afternoon. Motorists were 
confronted with banners bearing slogans ‘Make Westway Safe’ and ‘It May Be 
Your Child Next Time.’ ” The plummy voiceover for news footage shot by British 
Pathé said that the “West Way has a bad record for accidents so the local mothers 
and fathers are at war with the authorities.” The newsreel showed parents carrying 
placards with illustrations of a dead child carried by a policeman, printed with 
“Driver—don’t take a chance.” The newsreel added: “Who says that as a nation 
we are not demonstrative?”

Residents wanted the Ministry to reduce the speeds on Western Avenue, and 
they suggested a variety of methods of doing so, most of them involving the 
speeding traffic coming to a complete halt. They most certainly did not want a 
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bridge, as shown by posters carried by protestors in 1938. A photo published in 
the Daily Herald showed a wheelchair-bound woman carrying placards reading 
“A victim of Western Avenue” and “My friends was killed; I was seriously injured.” 
A poster carried by a pram-pushing woman stated “Road bridge won’t help us.”

The local authority was also aghast at the injuries and deaths caused by 
motorists on the road. “The time for talking is over,” called the Acton mayor at 
a protest meeting, urging locals to gather and “do their duty in no half-hearted 
way.” T. H. Foley of the Pedestrians’ Association was more forceful: “We have had 
months of terror, death and injury. . . . We must stir the dictators to a recognition 
of our rights!”

At 5:45 p.m. on July 21, 1938, locals gathered at The Approach, the most 
dangerous section of the road. A procession led by Reverend Race Godfrey filed 
across the road, blocking cars. Within minutes there was a long queue of motor 
vehicles.

The next day the minister of transport ordered two footbridges to be erected, 
but this failed to satisfy the demonstrators: they believed elevating pedestrians 
out of the way would merely encourage motorists to go even faster. Instead, they 
wanted to be able to carry on crossing the road without using the hastily erected 
bridges. Women with prams demonstrated how they struggled to climb the stairs. 
A week later, a thousand people assembled at The Approach and once again 
blocked the road. Foley said the demonstration was of “national importance” 
for, if the people of Acton allowed pedestrian bridges to remain, then Western 
Avenue would forever remain a “speed track,” and bridges would be introduced 
elsewhere—pedestrians and cyclists would become interlopers on roads. The 
bridge at The Approach was nicknamed Pons Asinorum, Latin for “Asses’ Bridge.” 
Protests went on for months—in October 1938, torchlit processions held up the 
traffic night after night. Pallbearers carried a mock coffin—placards read “We 
want crossings, not coffins.” The Ministry of Transport remained unmoved: the 
hated bridges stayed put. The demonstrations became weaker and weaker, until 
they finally petered out. Two years of Stop de Kindermoord–style protests in 
motor-centric Britain had come to nothing.

Stop de Kindermoord had other equivalents in the UK, including ones 
happening at the same time as the Dutch one. “Local people should insist that 
children should not unnecessarily be exposed to risk to cut a few minutes off 
commuters’ journeys,” thundered a 1971 editorial in De Beaver, the newsletter for 
residents of the De Beauvoir Estate and town in Hackney, London. The secretary 
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of the De Beauvoir Association was Doris Kibblewhite, known locally as “the lady 
on the bicycle” (she delivered copies of the newsletter from the wicker basket of 
her bike). Residents “argued strongly” that De Beauvoir Road and others should 
be closed to through-traffic: “Mrs. Rose said the road was uncrossable at peak 
hours and was too narrow for parking and the weight of traffic.”

A plan for road closures drawn up by residents and the Greater London 
Council would “improve the neighbourhood by creating traffic-free streets. . . .” 
Residents voted in favor of a number of road closures and restrictions on car 
parking, but in 1972 the GLC decided not to go ahead with the road closures. 
“If you, your children, or your old folk [have to cross roads in the area] then 
the council’s decision should be of real concern to you,” suggested De Beaver. 
“Let’s get ready to protest about it.” The protests were tame: nothing much more 
than letters to the local press. But, with the GLC dragging its heels, residents 
became increasingly confrontational. In April 1974, residents—organized by the 
De Beauvoir Association—blocked a road with homemade banners to protest at 
traffic. The banner slogans included “This road is unfit for children” and “Homes 
before roads.” By June, the residents started taking direct action more frequently. 
Beneath the De Beaver headline “Militant mums demand action now,” Mrs. 
Hubbard wrote that “the first demonstration . . . was a great success. The drivers 
did not know what had happened and this came as a surprise to them.” She also 
offered some advice to future protesters: “Make sure it is the busiest time of day, 
and do it unexpected as the police . . . will divert the traffic. Never let them know 
too soon or else you are left with no traffic.  .  .  . Make sure you have plenty of 
banners and make sure you have all the parents behind you.”

Terry Hemmstead, the Association’s leader, was equally unbending: “We all 
want action and nothing else.” Roads should be closed “before a child dies.”

De Beaver reported that a “mums’ chorus” went up at one meeting against 
the council: “All these committees are no good. We’ll close roads ourselves.” A 
councilor mocked the anarchy: “You need someone to show you how to make 
Molotov cocktails.” One mum replied: “We know how to do that already!”

Some of the roads that the campaigners wished to see closed did get stopped 
up, but one of the main ones took until 2016. A pedestrian crossing—one of 
the other demands—was later installed, but the 1970s protests in London did 
not have the same national effect as the similar Stop de Kindermoord campaign 
in the Netherlands. Why did the Dutch campaign work while the British ones 
didn’t—at least, not to the same degree? Partly it’s to do with Britain’s motor-
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centrism, but it’s also because the Dutch system of government is more amenable 
to face-to-face campaigning, with local politicians having meaningful power.

THE POTENTIAL fragility of mass motorization was brought vividly to life 
for Dutch people during the OPEC oil crisis of 1973. The Arab oil embargo 
affected the Netherlands far more than any other European country, because 
the Netherlands was targeted thanks to its being home to the oil company Royal 
Dutch Shell. Faced with dwindling oil supplies, the Dutch national government 
decided that the best way for the nation to conserve fuel would be to limit Sunday 
driving. All of the country’s 3 million motorists were instructed to stay at home 
on Sundays, with the only exceptions being diplomats and 16,000 motorists 
belonging to “essential professions,” such as doctors.

To promote a travel mode that didn’t require oil, Prime Minister den Uyl 
rode his bicycle through the grounds of his official residence in front of news 
cameras. The first no-drive Sunday was held on November 4, 1973. Cities went 
quiet; people held picnics on motorways. The no-drive days were later halted, 
but people had magically done without their cars for whole days without ill 
effects, and they had enjoyed riding their bicycles, too. During the oil crisis, sales 
of bicycles doubled.

The following year a new lobby group was formed to rid Amsterdam of cars, 
and it was organized by some of the leaders from earlier protests, including 
Schimmelpennink. “Amsterdam Autovrij”—Car-Free Amsterdam—staged a 
mass bike ride in May 1974, and 1,000 riders turned up. The following month 
2,000 turned up. In October 1974, a “die-in” was held, with a minute of silence 
to honor killed cyclists and pedestrians. Three thousand riders turned up at the 
event in 1975; it attracted 4,000 in 1976. On June 5, 1977, 9,000 Amsterdammers 
staged a die-in in front of the Rijksmuseum.

Schimmelpennink said the 1978 event would be the last: “We now want 
something to show for the time, money, and energy we’ve expended,” he said. 
Fifteen thousand riders took part. Four days later, members of the newly elected 
city council said they believed the city’s Traffic Circulation Plan centered too 
much on private motoring, and in November 1978 a new plan was adopted—this 
called for the reduction of motor traffic, and car-parking spaces in the city center, 
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with more space given over to cyclists. “In the coming years,” the revised plan 
stated, “the policy must strongly focus on improving conditions for cyclists.”

THE PROTEST groups—the Fietsersbond, the Provos, Stop de Kindermoord, 
and the rest—had all played a part in creating a culture of street-level awareness 
for everyday cycling. This—slowly—changed minds and influenced policies. 
From the mid-1970s, more investment was made in cycling infrastructure 
across much of the Netherlands, with federal policies put in place that entitled 
municipalities to receive payment for 80 percent of the costs of new cycling 
infrastructure. But where did the Dutch get the cash to expand the nation’s 
cycleway network? From Groningen, that’s where. Or more specifically, from 

Dutch people have had wide cycle paths for  many 

years – this one (which still exists)

Amsterdam’s cyclists aren’t protected with curbs everywhere 
in the city, yet people still cycle. The words on the truck door 

warn cyclists to “Beware of blind spot.”
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underneath the region surrounding the city of Groningen. A mammoth reserve 
of inland natural gas was discovered close to the city in 1959. The Groningen 
gas field turned out to be the largest natural gas field in Europe. Its discovery 
was a boon for both the Dutch government and Dutch citizens. After it came 
on stream in 1963, Groningen’s gas paid for a great deal, including the famous 
social welfare policies of the Netherlands. The national potverteren—or treat-like 
“spending pot”—also helped pay for much of the other immense infrastructure 
projects of the period, such as the Delta Plan’s flood defenses, and the expansion 
of the country’s motorway and cycleway networks. With gas revenues—and the 
influx of overseas investment cash—Dutch people became richer, and bought 
more cars, but they also bought more bicycles. In 1960, 527,000 bicycles were 
bought in the Netherlands; by 1972, that had doubled to 1,086,000.

The city of Groningen has one of the highest cycling modal-shares in the 
country: up to 60 percent of journeys are done by cycle. The city has had a long 
tradition of cycling, and this was enhanced in 1977 by the implementation 
of Groningen’s Traffic Circulation Plan, which divided the city center in four 
quadrants. Private motor traffic could only go from one quadrant to the other 
via a ring road. A system of one-way streets was installed literally overnight, 
much to the annoyance of the city’s motorists. The plan was forced through by 
the 24-year-old left-wing politician Max van den Berg. In effect, motorists were 
banned from the center of Groningen.

US bicycle advocate and filmmaker Clarence Eckerson Jr. describes today’s 
Groningen as a “bicycle nirvana” where he “couldn’t stop smiling at what I saw 
around me.” Fellow advocate Jonathan Maus from the Bike Portland blog was 
equally effusive, describing cycling around town as like being in “a fairy tale.”

However, Dutch bicycle advocate Mark Wagenbuur points out that a great 
deal of cycling in Groningen is “all too often shared with motor traffic,” and that 
the city has “almost no protected intersections.” Furthermore, says Wagenbuur 
“even articulated buses, go right through the narrow streets of the old city centre.”

Despite the sometimes less-than-optimal infrastructure, cycle use in 
Groningen remains at levels that British and American cycle advocates can only 
dream about. And, for the Netherlands as a whole, this elevated modal-share for 
cycling is the result not just of hard infrastructure but also a 110-year tradition 
of cycling. 

Even in 1972, when many of today’s British and American cycle advocates say 
cycling was supposed to be in the doldrums, an American engineer explained 
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how the Netherlands was still very much a cycling nation:

In 1972, there [are] 3.5 million cars, 1.85 million mopeds, 7.3 million 
bicycles of which 5 million are regularly in use, and 13.5 million 
residents in The Netherlands. .  .  . Everyone rides a bicycle: young, 
old, rich, poor, in all manner of dress, and carrying additional 
passengers. . . . The Dutch even “walk their dog” on a bicycle.

BRITON DAVID HEMBROW moved to Assen with his family in 2007 and now 
leads a popular ten-year-old study tour. He schools cycle advocates from around 
the world on his adopted hometown’s cycle-friendliness. But he’s not the first to 
offer such study tours to Assen.

In the 1970s, the Netherlands National Tourist Office in New York 
encouraged Americans to visit the country on bikes. The organization produced 
“Holland-Cycle Land” and other pamphlets extolling the virtues of cycling in the 
Netherlands. Cycling author Rob Van Der Plas—a naturalized American born 
and raised in the Netherlands—visited in 1974, and particularly liked the cycling 
infrastructure centered on Assen which had “bikeway systems [that] are really 
bicycle freeways: They have well-designed crossings with other roads, often form 
the most direct link between towns and villages, are well surfaced. They are used 
[for] transportation . . . because they do not delay the cyclist. . . .”

New Yorker writer H. P. Koenig went on a cycle holiday two years later and 
came back with glowing reports of a country where “bicycling is still a way of 
life.  .  .  .” and where “paved bicycle lanes run alongside main roads.” Many of 
these paths, said Koenig, had been “built 60 years ago . . . ,” including a “surge of 
building” in the 1930s. “A master plan for 250 miles of paved paths [near Assen] 
was devised in the mid-’50s, most of which has been completed.”

Koenig wrote that, in Assen, he “enjoyed the kind of bicycle riding that 
doesn’t exist anywhere else in the same satisfactory way.” He added that the 
cycleway network of Assen was a “model being studied by engineers from Japan, 
the United States, France, and West Germany.” Cycling study tours of Assen have 
a history that is longer than is usually appreciated.



Before and after photographs of Mient & Appelstraat, The Hague, 1975.
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WHILE THE cycleways of Assen were good in the 1970s, an evolving series of 
amendments since then has improved them nearly beyond all recognition. The 
1950–75 period saw few upgrades to the cycleway networks of the Netherlands. 
In fact, many cycleways were ripped out during these years.

Among the most important network upgrades in the mid-1970s was the 
“pilot project” for The Hague. “The Hague announced in future the interests of 
road traffic would be subordinate to the maintenance of the quality of urban 
life: in accordance with this aim, the growth in private-car use would have to 
be restricted in favour of public transport [and] bicycles,” said the mid-1970s 
cycleway plan for the pilot. “The planning of the cycleway goes back to 1973, 
when a residents’ organisation in the Zeeheldenkwartier district put forward 
plans for the provision of cycle tracks in three shopping streets,” said the report.

However, progress was slow. “The first public meeting . . . took place in an 
emotional atmosphere: the shopkeepers . . . with the support of the Chamber of 
Commerce . . . called the whole route into question. Frequently heard statements 
were that shopping streets were not suitable for the construction of cycleways 
and that restraints in motor traffic meant lower turnovers.” (This is a complaint 
many of today’s cycle advocates in Britain and America are painfully familiar 
with.) “On 11 October 1975 . . . angry shopkeepers protested by blocking . . . the 
intersection with their cars.”

The retailers backed down only when they were offered compensation 
should the cycleways lead to a loss of takings: “After consultations . . . retailers 
were prepared to cooperate if certain conditions could be met [including] that 
shopkeepers’ incomes should be guaranteed in the event of the experiment’s 
failure. . . .”

The cycleways were opened in 1978. None of the retailers ever had any cause 
to apply for compensation—in fact, the construction of the cycleways, and the 
journeys they encouraged, increased their takings.

TO KEEP their souls topped up with bicycling goodness, many cycle advocates 
make pilgrimages to the Netherlands. It’s the bike version of the hajj. They—and 
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that includes me—gawp, applaud, and take endless photographs in places such 
as Utrecht, Assen, Groningen, and, for a bit more of a manic time, Amsterdam. 
Such “study tours” to the Netherlands have been taking place for a long time, 
yet we non-Dutch often still don’t seem to “get it.” Even when we think we’re 
going Dutch we usually don’t go the whole hog. Dutch planners and engineers 
think diffuse networks, while too often we fixate on curb-protected cycleways, 
believing that’s the Dutch way. There’s even an epithet for this: curb-nerdery, the 
belief that all cycleways must be lined with curbs because that’s how they do it in 
the Netherlands. But that’s not how they do it in the Netherlands.

Here’s the tick-box that Dutch road engineers use:
 

Coherence: cycling infrastructure should provide good connectivity 
between all origins and destinations in the area.

 
Directness: road authorities should minimize detours and delays 
for cyclists.

 
Safety: road authorities should minimize the number of conflicts 
between motor traffic and cycle traffic and minimize the outcome of 
remaining conflicts.

 
Comfort: cycling infrastructure should allow for comfortable 
maneuvering and minimize the use of (precious) human energy.

 
Attractiveness: as slower modes of movement are more sensitive for 
the quality of urban space, cycle routes should preferably use varied 
small-scale environments.

It’s not a pick’n’mix—all five policies are required. Too often we think that a 
flagship route, costing millions but beautifully curb-protected, will encourage 
eight- to eighty-year-olds to start cycling. We are then perplexed when this does 
not happen. The real secret to the success of the Dutch cycle networks is not that 
they are all protected but that they are connected. Flagship routes can become 
white elephants if they don’t link in with a wider network. We wouldn’t expect a 
freeway to be used if no roads joined up with it.

But even providing a perfect network still isn’t enough to encourage people 
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to start cycling. In their wonderfully titled report Making Cycling Irresistible, 
the American academics John Pucher and Ralph Buehler wrote that “The most 
important approach to making cycling safe and convenient . . . is the provision 
of separate cycling facilities along heavily traveled roads and at intersections. . . .” 
However, they add:

. . . separate facilities are only part of the solution. Dutch . . . cities 
reinforce the safety, convenience, and attractiveness of excellent 
cycling rights-of-way with extensive bike parking, integration with 
public transport, comprehensive traffic education, and training 
of both cyclists and motorists, and a wide range of promotional 
events intended to generate enthusiasm and wide public support 
for cycling.  .  .  . The key to the success of cycling policies .  .  . [is] 
the coordinated implementation of [a] multi-faceted, mutually 
reinforcing set of policies. Not only [does the Netherlands] 
implement far more of the pro-bike measures, but [it] greatly 
reinforces their overall impact with highly restrictive policies that 
make car use less convenient as well as more expensive.

The Netherlands has had a long time to work on all of this. They made many 
mistakes along the way. We have the benefit of being able to learn from their 
experience, and then shape it to fit our localities. For the many cultural, historical, 
financial, social, and perhaps even religious reasons I discuss in this chapter, it 
will be tough to replicate what the Netherlands took more than a hundred years 
to perfect. This does not mean we should not try.

Many Dutch people think of their bicycles as simple tools, not something to 
get excited about (“You’re writing a book about the historical use of toothbrushes? 
Weirdo!”), but the Dutch method of providing for cyclists is an export industry. 
The Dutch Cycling Embassy is a public–private network for “sustainable 
bicycle inclusive mobility” and is said to represent the “best of Dutch Cycling: 
knowledge, experience, and experts offered by private companies, NGOs, 
research institutions, national and local governments.” (It also states that it has 
“over 40 years of experience in bicycle policy and practical bicycle solution.” Yes, 
a lot “over”—it should calculate from 1906, not 1976.)

Members of the Dutch Cycling Embassy travel the globe sharing “best 
practices.” Sometimes even they are surprised at some of the exemplary cycling 
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infrastructure that is being installed around the world. Take, for example, the 
Te Ara I Whiti cycleway in Auckland, New Zealand. This replaced a freeway 
on-ramp, is startlingly wide and, just like some of Britain’s 1930s cycle tracks, 
it’s shockingly pink. About riding upon the cycleway—which is embedded 
with Maori symbols—Mirjam Borsboom, director of the Embassy, told a local 
magazine: “It’s very impressive infrastructure; I think every city needs an iconic 
cycling path . . . but this is really exceeding expectations.”

Meredith Glaser, a cycle-infrastructure consultant and one of the lecturers 
on the summer school mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, told me that 
cities need to show their appreciation of cyclists. “Many cities have built ‘wow’ 
infrastructure, such as the Cykelslangen [“Cycle-Snake”] bridge in Copenhagen, 
or the Hovenring in Eindhoven. These iconic pieces of cycle infrastructure make 
people go on detours to get to them, and make them feel loved and cared for.”

The Te Ara I Whiti cycleway—Maori for “Light Path”—isn’t just a pretty face, 
it’s strategically intelligent. It joins up with three existing cycleways, and there are 
plans for another cycleway to link in soon. It’s this sort of network thinking that 
is the most effective way to “go Dutch.”
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