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CYCLESENSE

The BROMPTON ROAD TEST
Elegant, convenient, and refined over two decades. 

by John Schubert
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Adventure Cyclist normally tests traditional touring bikes. After all, tour-
ing is the core of the organization’s existence. But the world doesn’t just
offer touring the way it was done in the olden days. Mountain bikes,
recumbents, and almost-racing bikes have all made different kinds of touring available.
What if your trip involves a lot of train, bus, airplane, and boat transport, with day trips or
three-day overnighters at each port of call? What would be the ideal bike for that trip?

England’s Brompton weighs in as a
powerful contender for that sort of trip,
and for all sorts of around-town duties as
well. For the daily trip to the commuter
train station, and the subsequent trip
from the train station to the workplace,
the Brompton is an extremely elegant
choice. 

And the Brompton is newly relevant
to Adventure Cycling’s mostly-American
membership. It’s now more aggressively
marketed in the United States, with
retailers in many urban areas.

That’s wonderful news because the
Brompton has long held the kind of
mythical status one ascribes to original
Ford Cobras or Fender Broadcasters: the genuine item, the boss
of its category, but not readily available. 

Bromptons start at $605; our test model was $1,025 for the
bike itself. With accessories, including a wonderful front bag, it
totals $1300.

Other folding bikes cost less and work quite well. What
sets the Brompton apart? It’s wonderfully clever design gives it
genuine operational advantages, and the design possesses an ele-
gance that sets it apart.

A messenger from Baltimore once explained to me why he
felt the Brompton is the best of the bunch: the Brompton is the
bike you can fold while running down the concourse to catch
your train, because throughout each step of the folding process it
can be wheeled on its built-in casters. (It’s reasonably stable
when being rolled this way; its footprint when on casters is 6
3/8 inches wide and 17 inches long.)

The Brompton has this ability because the frame doesn’t
just fold sideways, like on most folding bikes, but instead also

folds vertically. The rear wheel and chain-
stays fold forward from a pivot point just
behind the crank spindle. When folded,
they nestle under the top tube. The rear
rack becomes the platform upon which
the bike rests on the ground, and the
aforementioned casters are built into the
rear rack.

The frame’s rear assembly is always
ready to fold this way without screwing
or unscrewing anything, and this provides
a convenient, and quite superior, alterna-
tive to a kickstand. You simply lift up on
the seat, the rear wheel assembly swings
forward and underneath the main frame,
and you let the seat down again with the

bike now partially folded.
Our test bike also had a nifty generator with lights, a pump,

a modest rear suspension, fenders with mud flaps, a bell, six-
speed hybrid gearing, an oh-so-British two-tone paint job, and a
gorgeous Brooks saddle that will have onlookers crooning in
admiration. Park this baby next to a titanium yuppie bike and
the rubberneckers will all look at the Brompton.

And if that’s not enough, it’s made in England.
This last statement may sound odd to people who remem-

ber England as the home of the mighty Raleigh, Rudge,
Carleton, and other fine brands. But today, sadly, the big British
bicycle factories are shuttered, and Brompton’s ten thousand
units per year makes it one of the two largest English bicycle fac-
tories remaining.

How did this wonderful bike get started? It was designed by
Andrew Ritchie (a different person from cycling author Andrew
Ritchie). Ritchie designed the Brompton in the mid-1970s, and
after a failed attempt to sell the design to an established bicycle

company, Ritchie started his own. He got
some friends to invest in the tooling and
materials to build eighty Bromptons. Fifty
went to the original investors, and thirty
were sold to the public. The following
year, two hundred more bikes were made
and sold.

Production slowly crept up from
there, always hobbled by a lack of financ-
ing. In the early 1990s, production stood
at about five hundred units per year.

In parallel, the Brompton was built
under license by the Taiwanese firm
Neobike. But Brompton found this
arrangement time consuming and unprof-
itable, so he ended the license in 2002.

Today, the Brompton factory in
western London occupies four hundred
square meters of floor space and employs
forty five people. Half of the ten thousand
bikes are sold in England. The rest go
mainly to the Netherlands, Germany,
France, and Spain. The United States and
Japan are the next two markets targeted
for growth. 

Other companies have grown faster,
but Brompton grew at this speed for a rea-
son:

“Andrew prefers to grow organically,
with a concrete product reputation among
users, and not stretch things too quickly.
Inevitably, there would be a shortfall in
quality. The Brompton has a tremendous
following among users, and we don’t want
to lose that,” said Edward Donald,
Brompton’s marketing director.

During these decades of growth, the
Brompton evolved mechanically. “When
the bike was first built, it didn’t have any
special Brompton technology,” said
Donald. “The sixteen-inch wheels came
from Raleigh and the chain was off the
shelf. Now, eighty percent of the bike has
componentry specifically designed for
Brompton.

“Last year we saw the ultimate
expression of that constant research,
development, and upgrading approach. In
one year, we put five modifications on the

bike. Thanks to clever geometry in the
hinge, we were able to introduce a long-
wheelbase bike that is thirty millimeters
longer but the same size when folded.
Due to how the hinge is brazed, the larger

frame also weighs the same as the original
Brompton.”

Indeed, the wheelbase is a stately 41
1/4 inches, as long as many full-size-
wheel touring bikes, and the long wheel-
base contributes to the bike’s good han-
dling

That wasn’t the only hinge that got
improved for this year. The main frame
hinge, the one that swivels the head tube
around in front of the bike, is now more
elegant thanks to the acquisition of a
computer-controlled milling machine and
automated brazing.

Changing two hinge designs may
sound easy enough, but it also must come
with a plan for making ten thousand
hinges per year economically. That’s
where economies of scale come into play. 

“In order for us to consider a change
like that, we have to wait for certain
points in our growth to justify the engi-

neering investment and time outlay.”
Donald has no illusions that the

Brompton will be a mass-appeal bike in
the United States. Folders are a niche
market, and as a premium folder, the
Brompton is a niche within a niche.

“There are cities that have the same
circumstances that cities in England have:
New York, Philadelphia, Boston. They
have an amalgamation of factors: universi-
ties, public transportation, an affluent
population, and a lot of office jobs. We
are targeting these cities.”

So Brompton’s retailers are now in
these congested metropolitan areas. The
retail model replaces both direct sales
from their previous United States distrib-
utor, and Internet sales. The website now
directs people to Brompton retailers. 

So how does the bike ride?
In short, quite well. The rigid frame

and long wheelbase give reasonably secure
handling. The small wheels give a much
lighter steering feel than you’re accus-
tomed to on a large-wheel bike, but I
found that I adjusted to that difference
after a few miles.

You don’t have the variety of hand
positions that you do with a nonfolding
bike, because changing to dropped handle-
bars would interfere with the bike’s fold-
ing clearances. But I found the hand posi-
tion a sensible one.

The Brompton shines in accommo-
dating different rider heights. Brompton
offers three seat posts. The medium seat
post came with our test bike, and it
affords a seat-to-pedals distance from 18
1/2 inches to 31 1/2 inches. That range
would fit a tiny child up to a person well
over six feet tall. The longer, multiple-sec-
tion telescoping seat post will leave no
basketball player behind. The short post
accommodates riders up to roughly five
feet nine inches tall.

The generator light system worked
fine out of the box. Bikes that actually
come equipped with lights are much too
rare in this world.



The folding pedal, and its non-folding
mate, are about a half inch narrower than
the pedals I usually use, which are typical
road pedals for use with toe clips. I found
that my shoes also vary in width by about
a half inch, and the narrowest of my
shoes work fine on those pedals. The
wider shoes do not. If you are willing to
put up with a bike that’s wider when fold-
ed, you can replace the pedals. (SunTour
has several models of folding pedals, so
you can start your search there.) If you
desire toe clips or a clipless binding sys-
tem, you’ll have another reason for pedal
modification.

One area where the Brompton may
or may not be completely satisfactory is
its gearing. All Bromptons come with a
three-speed hub and some models have a
an additional two-speed derailleur. If  you
get the three-speed model, your low gear
will be forty gear inches, the high gear
seventy-nine. If you get the model with
the additional two-speed derailleur, your
low gear will be forty-seven gear inches
and your high gear will be eighty-six.

For the kind of riding one would do
on a Brompton, seventy-nine inches is
high enough. That gives you a nice cruis-
ing speed of eighteen miles per hour at a
cadence of seventy-five revolutions per
minute, which, in my experience, is a
brisk cadence for riding without toe clips.
But at the low end, gears in the forties are
for young, thin people or for riding mod-
erate grades. I live amid steep hills, so I
frequently ran out of low gear on this
bike. Many cities, however, are flat
enough for this gearing.

Our test bike, a T6, had Brompton’s
two-speed derailleur, which worked so
well I never even gave it much notice, and
a SRAM Sachs three speed hub — a
setup that Brompton first offered in 2002.
Less expensive models just offer the three-
speed hub.

Lots of folders fold fast, but I doubt
any fold faster than the Brompton.
Without trying to hurry, I got my
fold/unfold time down to twenty seconds,
and I’m sure I could be faster with prac-
tice. The bike requires very little instruc-
tion to use (some would say it requires

none) and how to fold and unfold it is
intuitively obvious.

When folded, the Brompton is about
twelve inches wide, twenty-two inches
long, and nineteen inches high without
the saddle. The saddle sticks up about
twenty-seven inches, which allows you to
use the saddle as a handle with which to
push the fully-folded bike along on its
casters.

What these numbers don’t tell you
is what the bike looks like folded. It looks
compact when nestled unnoticed next to
a desk or in a corner, and something
about the Brompton design looks particu-
larly elegant when it’s all bundled up for
storage.

People who like folding bikes will
want to check out the British magazine A
to B (www.atob.org.uk) which is all about
traveling without one’s own auto.
Brompton finds this magazine a valuable
forum to communicate with its target
audience.

The Brompton isn’t all things to all
people, but it is a superb execution of the
folding concept. It’s had a fanatic, if small,
cult following in the United States for two
decades. Now the company is poised to
expand that following in leaps and bounds,
and you can join in the fun by going to
www.bromptonbicycle.co.uk.

Technical Editor John Schubert solicits your com-
ments at schubley@aol.com. 
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