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THAT LAUNCHED A 78-YEAR JOURNEY
A 20-year-old Charles
Siple in in the backyard
of his parents’ house in
Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania.

by Greg Siple

M

y father, Charles R. Siple,
passed away a year ago, in
June 2013. He was a cyclist.
And although he did just a
handful of multi-day tours (the longest only four days), didn’t win any of
the races he entered, and only worked
briefly at a bicycle-related job, his
passion for cycling was the spark that
helped Adventure Cycling Association
come into being.
My father was born in 1918 and grew
up in Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania, a
suburb of Pittsburgh.
Years later, he recalled, “When I
was a boy, the kids that had bikes were
special in the eyes of those who did not,
and before I got my first bike I deplored
not having one. On the street corners
where we kids loafed, riders would drop
by and everyone would beg for a spin
around the block.
“These were depression years, and
my parents couldn’t spend freely on unneeded items. In my part of town, most
first bikes were purchased secondhand.
My used bike was not only my first, but
also the first in our family. My older
brother Bill never had a bike. And a
girl’s bike was extremely rare. Girls just
didn’t ride. That first bike belonged to a
boy about a year older than me. It was
summertime when my parents paid $5
for it.
“I never went anywhere on this bike,
nor did my friends wander on their
bikes. You just rode around your neighborhood, sometimes venturing into
adjoining ones.”
Dad’s bicycling would have likely
not taken him any farther than the
adjoining neighborhoods if it hadn’t
been for a special event scheduled
for Duquesne Gardens, an arena in
downtown Pittsburgh (see sidebar on
page 35).
“In September of 1934, when I was
16, I heard about an upcoming sixday bike race and decided to see it.
Duquesne Gardens was never a firstclass building. It was an old trolley
barn and really not large enough for
a six-day track. Although I knew that
this was not the best of facilities, I was
excited to see the new wooden track
and enjoyed the smell of the fresh-cut
lumber.
“I was thrilled to see the racing and

marveled at the bike-handling skills as
the riders put on a show. (Gustav) Kilian
and (Heinz) Vopel, who best exemplified bike-track showmanship, were

ing home until midnight or later when
the racing action ceased and the riders
began the night routine, slowly circling
the track. Subsequently, he attended
every six-day race
that came to
Pittsburgh, and he
even took a bus to
Buffalo, New York,
to see a six-day race
where he got a job as
a runner for one of
the teams. His tasks
were menial — getting food from the
kitchen for the riders,
waking them when
it was time to race,
handling laundry,
fetching newspapers,
etc. There was little
pay and not much
sleep, but, “the whole
thing was fun for me,
and I was glad to be
a part of it, however
small my role.”
My father might
have remained more
of a spectator than
a rider if it hadn’t
been for a chance
encounter with Chic
Chic Millstine and Charles Siple on the sidewalk in front of Boehm’s Bike Shop. Millstine, a young
Pittsburgher his age
there as a team. They had the best of
who had a bike similar to the six-day
equipment and clothing — everything
racing bikes. Chic was acquainted with
was flashy.
a small group of serious riders and
“At the workbench where the bikes
brought Dad into the group. Soon Dad
were repaired, I spent a lot of time
had a new bike and was finally a “rider”
watching and listening to Pop Brenan
himself.
and the little worn-out man known as
There were no bike magazines,
Frenchy, who repaired the tubular tires. newsletters, or formal clubs. What local

“THE ENGLISH COUNTRYSIDE IS ESPECIALLY
BEAUTIFUL IN THE SPRING, AND I FELT PRIVILEGED
TO SEE A LITTLE MORE OF IT THAN MY SHIPMATES.”
“I also spent time against the rail
between the booths at the edge of the
track where the riders slept. The teams’
bikes were kept in this space close
enough that I could touch them.”
Dad was hooked and returned to see
three more days of racing, not return-

news there might be could be picked
up by hanging out at Boehm’s Bike
Shop. Nonetheless Dad and his new
friends put in lots of miles at informal
races and rides out into the countryside. Dad and Chic were among a small
group that rode 140 miles to Cleveland,

Ohio, at night, and after a layover day
returned to Pittsburgh, attempting to
duplicate the mileage from a stage of
the Tour de France. On his own, Dad
made a two-day ride to Washington,
DC, and back. He kept scrapbooks full
of clippings, photos, drawings, and other memorabilia.
He was only 23 years old when
suddenly he had to hang up his bike.
World War II began and he enlisted in
the Navy. For the next three and a half
years, he was at sea and served as a
signalman aboard the heavy cruiser USS
Augusta. The ship was constantly on the
move escorting convoys and ranging as
far south as Buenos Aires, Argentina,
and as far north as Iceland. The Augusta
was outfitted as a flagship and made incursions into the Mediterranean where
it supported the invasions of North
Africa and southern France. Because
the signal decks adjoined the bridge,
my father rubbed elbows with General
George S. Patton and other high-ranking generals and admirals.
During his period of service, there
were short liberties in far-flung ports
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Charles Siple poses on a dirt road just west of Washington, DC, near the C&O Canal.

and at least a couple of leaves, periods
when he was able to visit his family in
Pittsburgh, and it seemed that cycling
was out of the picture. But he was yearning to ride again, and he found a way.
In May 1944, the Augusta was
berthed in Plymouth on the south coast
of England. The ship was being refit-

ted, and its communication systems
enhanced. The Normandy invasion was
scheduled for early June, and the
Augusta was to be employed as the flagship of the invasion armada.
Of course my father did not know
what was afoot. The extended stay in
Plymouth meant that the crew could

SIX-DAY RACES

by Greg Siple

ORIGINS
Six-day racing got its start

in 1875 in England as an exhibition. This was a time when
the potential of the bicycle
was just beginning to be

tracks to short wooden ones.
As much as 60,000 board feet
of lumber (one and a quarter
by two inches) would be required to build a proper track.
10 laps equaled
a mile and tracks
had banking of up
to 50 degrees on
the turns and 27
degrees on the
straightaways.

At the finish of the
1940 Buffalo sixday, Siple (on the
left) supports rider
Cecil Yates.
Sometimes the fans would
offer cash prizes to enliven
the riders.

24 HOURS

Team sleeping “boxes”
explored and feats of long-distance riding and endurance
captivated the public. So
cyclists circling a flat track for
six 12-hour days, Monday to
Saturday, was exciting.
In 1879. the concept
crossed the Atlantic and the
competition evolved into twoman teams and a 24-hour day.
The races moved from the flat
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The two-man
teams meant
that each rider
had to be on the
track 12 hours a
day. The rider who was “off”
would catch some sleep in the
trackside “boxes” that had a
single bunk and a curtain to
pull across the open side, just
a few feet from the inner edge
of track.
THE ’30S

By the time my father
began attending races in the
1930s, the six-day races had
become a popular sport with
professional teams following
a circuit of venues in big cities,
such as Madison Square
Garden in New York City.
The “sixes” drew big crowds
in the evenings when the racing
was fierce with the teams
attempting to lap the field.

telling me about a rider who
hung his bike on the outer railing, jumped into the stands,
grabbed a woman’s purse, and
carried it for a couple of fast
laps before returning it.
There might be live music
and food and beverages
available.
It was all grand spectacle
and entertainment.

STARS

Champions
emerged that had
followings just like
today’s baseball or
football players and
made big money.
The riders were
showmen as well as
athletes. My father said
that their bike-handling
skills were amazing.
He mentioned one
rider who would rise
out of the saddle for
an all-out sprint with
his nose just an inch from the
front tire. I also remember him

One of Siple’s drawings from
his scrapbook depicting a
changeover as one team
member relieves the other.
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enjoy some time ashore, and he went to
explore England. By chance, he met a
man at a social gathering who owned a
bike shop. “I asked him if I could buy a
bike,” said my father. “But he said it was
impossible because you had to apply
for such a purchase and meet certain
qualifications. Remember that this
was wartime England and there were
severe shortages. However, at the end
of the evening the shop owner told me
he would arrange for me to purchase a
bike if I would keep quiet about it.”
The family of the shop owner stored
the simple, standard utility bike for
him, and every time he had liberty he
was off into the countryside. “There
was not a lot of traffic. The English
countryside is especially beautiful in
the spring, and I felt privileged to see a
little more of it than my shipmates.”
But he knew that the ship would not
linger in Plymouth for long, and if he
did not want to lose the bike, he would
have to get it aboard the ship. “The
Augusta was a model of naval appointment. Nothing out of the ordinary, no
disarray. It would be impossible to get
permission to bring a bicycle aboard. I
really had no answer as to how I might
accomplish the task and further did not
know where I would store it if I did get
it aboard.”
He nonetheless accomplished the
feat when the Officer of
the Deck was distracted by
a fight between a marine
and a sailor, allowing him
to spirit the bike away to a
ventilation shaft. He then
disassembled the bike and
carried it piece by piece
to a more permanent

From the scrapbook: a snap of some of Siple’s cycling companions.

hiding spot. Days later, the Augusta
cast off for the Normandy beaches. He
didn’t ride the bike again until after his
discharge when he brought it home to
Pittsburgh.
But the end of the war did not mean
a return to the open road. He had married my mother Eleanor (Neff ), while
in the service. Like millions of other
returning servicemen, he had to find
work and a place to live, and provide
for his growing family. I was born in
1946, and my two brothers,

The heavy cruiser USS
Augusta was Siple’s home
for three and half years
during WWII. Here he is (on
the far right) attending to
his duties as a signalman
north of the Arctic Circle near
Spitzbergen.
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Bruce and Doug, followed. My father
had never owned a car and had never
applied for a license. I remember him
practicing parallel parking under the
direction of the dealer that sold him his
first car. The dealer was astonished that
he didn’t have a license and volunteered
to teach him to drive.
Drawn by an employment opportunity our family moved to Columbus, Ohio,
in 1954 where my father worked as a
draftsman for North American Aviation,
an aircraft manufacturer. He brought
one bike with him that languished in
the basement and lined his scrapbooks
up on a shelf. But for 15 years, the
wheels didn’t turn.
In the early 1960s, the bicycle in
America was considered a toy. Every kid
in the neighborhood had a bike. But I
don’t remember ever seeing an adult on
a bicycle. It was a given that when you
turned 16 you got a license to drive a car
and left the bicycle behind. I suppose I
would have gone that route, but there
was this exotic bicycle in the basement
as well as the scrapbooks and stories
Dad told about riding long, long ago.
My father never tried to persuade
me to bicycle, yet I embraced the idea. I
didn’t care what my peers thought. Cars
had no appeal for me. I wanted a pair of
drop handlebars. I wanted to ride 100
miles in a day. I wanted to earn a spot in
one of his scrapbooks!
When my father recognized my

interest, he retrieved his bike from
the basement and started riding again.
During one of these rides, he bent the
frame in a collision with a curb so he
ordered a Legnano Roma Olympiad
direct from the factory in Italy. Soon bicycle magazines from England, France,
and Italy filled our mailbox, and the
Cyclo-Pedia catalog, the only domestic
source for high-quality equipment, was
always close at hand.
In July 1962, he proposed that the
two of us take a weekend ride from
Columbus to Portsmouth and back
along the Ohio River. It would be a 210mile round trip — two centuries, back
to back. My father was at last back on
the road, and I was at last going to enter
that exotic and mysterious world that
I had only glimpsed in the yellowing
photos in his scrapbooks. And though
the great bicycle boom that began in
the mid-1960s and lasted into the 1970s
was beginning to manifest itself, we
didn’t know a single soul who would
have considered riding with us. In 1963,
when I decided to repeat the ride to
Portsmouth and back, I found three
fellows to ride along.
Around this time, 10-speed bikes

GREG SIPLE

July 8, 1962. Siple
just back from the
first TOSRV, two
consecutive 100mile days. It had
been more than 20
years since he had
put in a 100-mile
day.
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Siple enjoyed standing anonymously at the finish of TOSRV at the Ohio Statehouse and watching the
returning riders as the completed their rides. The photo above is from 1980. At bottom, he joins a
sandwich assembly line at the TOSRV lunch stop in 2004.
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began to make their appearance on
the Columbus streets. A long-dormant
racing club was revived, the local
American Youth Hostels (AYH) group
put emphasis on their bicycle program,
and we saw that girls did ride.
The bike boom was in full swing, and
the ride to Portsmouth became an annual event, acquiring a name — Tour of
the Scioto River Valley (TOSRV) — and
drawing increasing numbers of riders
of all ages and abilities from across
the country. The 1970 version drew
1,000 riders. (TOSRV peaked at 6,000
riders in the 1990s and continues today.
The 2014 event was the 53rd edition.)
TOSRV became the blueprint for the
mass-participation events that have
become so popular around the U.S.,
and some TOSRV riders have taken the
concept home to start similar events
in their area. Today, a 100-mile day is
not thought of as anything special, but
in the early 1960s it was a revelation to
the thousands of everyday people that
flocked to ride TOSRV.
My two younger brothers were
now old enough to ride, and my father
supported them as he had me. He led
rides for AYH, published the racing
club newsletter, used his drafting skills
to produce route maps, and applied
his self-taught calligraphy skills to the
TOSRV rider certificates, hand-writing
the names of thousands of participants
on them every year.
As the years went by, my father was
riding fewer and fewer miles, and he
finally was limited to a stationary exercise bike. At the last TOSRV he attended , he helped at the Saturday lunch
stop making sandwiches for the hungry
riders. Despite his inability to ride, his
enthusiasm for cycling never faltered.
He was always watching and listening
as the bicycle found its way into the
mainstream of American life.
The roots of Adventure Cycling can
be traced back in many directions but it
was the joy my father found in bicycling
that is at its core. TOSRV showed us
that we could dream big and it gave us
the confidence to propose and undertake Hemistour, the Alaska-to-Argentina
bicycle trek that my wife June and I,
along with Dan and Lys Burden, set out
on in June of 1972. It was en route in
1973 that the four of us conceived the

When he turned 90, Siple could no longer safely
ride a bicycle, but he still put in the miles on his
stationary bike.

idea of a mass ride across America in
the Bicentennial year of 1976. We called
it Bikecentennial.
In three years, we had researched
and mapped the TransAmerica Trail,
trained hundreds of leaders, and signed
up 4,000 cyclists to participate in a
bicycle touring event unlike anything
that had been done before. Meant to be
a one-time event, its success led us to
build an organization that has become
the Adventure Cycling Association.
I don’t think there would be an
Adventure Cycling Association today
if my father hadn’t seen those six-day
riders whirl round the track 78 years
ago in Pittsburgh and then carefully
pasted clippings and photos into his
scrapbooks.
It was a small spark long ago that led
to this magazine being in your hands
today.
Greg Siple is the co-founder and Art Director of
Adventure Cycling Association. He has been a
bicycle commuter since 1957. In 1986, he and his wife
June produced The Mighty TOSRV, A 25-Year
Illustrated History of the Tour of the Scioto
River Valley.
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Protects your phone
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