EARLY 20TH CEN
Images of cross-country cyclists from the first half of the 20th

T

he bicycle craze of the
1890s went out of fashion
quickly and Americans at
the dawn of the 20th century were fascinated by all
things motorized. Moving
pictures, airplanes, motorcycles, and early automobile trips across the continent captured
the public’s imagination. The hip factor
was gone for cycling and it received
scant attention in the press — except
for cyclists injured by streetcars.
Cyclists who undertook continental
journeys were viewed as “eccentric
travelers,” essentially the same as those
walking or pushing wheelbarrows
across the continent. John Burns rode
from New York to the San Francisco
Panama-Pacific Exposition in 1915 and
along the way he visited the Reno
Gazette office in Nevada where reporters were surprised he “wasn’t walking
coast to coast for a $20,000 purse and
wasn’t selling postcards.” Well, he was
selling postcards (like the one in this
month’s cover photo), as did many travelers to help cover their expenses.
Photo postcards provide a wealth of
information about many of the early
transcontinental cyclists, as well as occasional short articles in local newspapers. Foreign around-the-world cyclists
received more press attention, and the
Boston Globe ran a long article with a
photo of Quichi Tanaka on his arrival in
that city in 1915. Other Japanese, Indian,
and European cyclists also crossed
America on their world journeys during
this era.
Most cyclists were content to pedal
across the continent in obscurity, but
a few devised clever methods to gain
attention. Tony Pizzo rode from Los

Norma Jean Belloff poses with a trophy given
to her by the Bicycle Institute of America in recognition of her 1947 record-setting cross-country ride from New York to San Diego in 53 days,
eight hours, and four minutes.

Angeles chained to his bike, and when
he reached New York claimed he
wouldn’t do it again for a million dollars.
But the stunt was rather profitable, so
he rode across twice more! Claude
Murphey and Clarence Darling (featured in the May 2012 Adventure Cyclist
article “1904: Around the United States
by Bicycle”) rode a convoluted route
through every continental state and
territory in 1904-05 selling aluminum
trays with photos of themselves along
the way.
Bicycling came back into favor briefly
during the Depression for obvious
economic reasons. During that decade, a

number of cyclists pulled trailers across
America and James Fagg was on the
road for three years with a well-designed
home on wheels. Jim and Elisabeth
Young rode a bicycle built for two in
1938 and attracted attention riding a machine that was a visual throwback to the
1890s, although it was actually a modern
three-speed English tandem.
Because of gas rationing, the years
during World War II saw an increase in
general cycling, but there wasn’t much
transcontinental travel. Margaret Stovall
cycled across in 1944 and was likely the
first woman to take on that challenge
alone. Ruth Orkin traveled across with
a bike in 1937, but she mostly traveled
by train and car. Annie Londonderry
(featured in the June 2013 issue’s “The
Machine that Set Women Free”) was famous for her around-the-world exploits
in the 1890s, but also traveled by train
and did not ride alone as she claimed.
Norma Jean Belloff, whose ride is the
best documented of that era in the book
Once Upon a Chariot, left San Diego in
1947 for a leisurely trip across and set
a record of 53 days on her return ride
the following year. These women were
pioneers, but other than a few stories in
local papers never received the recognition they deserved because cycling was
so out of favor.
So bicycle use in America was essentially in hibernation for the first half
of the 20th century. Most of the bikes
manufactured were heavy, designed
to look like motorcycles, and made for
children. Without question free spirits
were traveling by bicycle, but there was
little evidence a revival of cycling in
America was just over the horizon.

-John Weiss

NTURY CROSSERS
century from the collection of bicycle historian John Weiss

N

orma Jean Belloff’s journey
across America is well documented in Once Upon a Chariot,
written by her daughter, Iris Paris.
Norma Jean left San Diego in 1947 to
travel across the continent, alone, at
19. She cycled until her money ran out
and then found a job to continue the
trip. Her journey across was leisurely,
but she was an intrepid traveler. On her
return ride with a new lightweight bicycle, she cycled from New York to San
Diego setting a new women’s record of
53 days, 8 hours, 4 minutes and is seen
(opposite page) receiving a trophy to
acknowledge the feat.
Norma carried light camping gear and often slept
under the stars. But she accepted invitations to stay
with families “if they were people I could be interested in.” Households which qualified included a Mexican family in New Mexico, so poor that everybody
slept on the floor; a wealthy planter’s establishment
in Louisiana; an orthodox Jewish home in Miami; a
Negro farmer’s family in South Carolina.
-From the August 18, 1948, San Diego Union, the
day after Norma Jean Beloff finished her ride

I climb one last hill as the sun takes a peek at
the world from begind huge storm clouds before
retiring for the night. Magically, a glittering, golden
city appears perched on the hillside to my right as I
reach the top. Lit up by the retiring sunbeams, the
flat-topped houses appear to be stacked like stairs,
up the side of the hill. Painted a rainbow of colors
it reminds me of Tijuana, Mexico, back home. The
Rio Grande winds large and lazy below me, flowing
between me and this city on the hill. Is this Ciudad
Juarez, Mexico?
PHOTOGR APHY COURTESY OF IRIS PARIS

-Exerpt from Norma Jean Beloff’s
journal in Once Upon a Chariot

J

ohn Norman left
Portland, Oregon,
in 1911 headed
east to New York. He
had wanderlust and
traveled the country
for over two years with
his accordion. Selling
postcards helped with
his expenses, but without a story published
in the New York Times
in 1914 there would
be little information
about him. On his way
east, he encountered
Bob Lawson and Chris
Hansen (right) who
were headed to San
Francisco.
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B

ob Lawson and Chris Hansen left New York in the summer of 1914 attempting to ride 100 miles per day on their way to San Francisco. They made it
in 42 “riding” days, but that was short of the record of 37 days set in 1896.
Lawson continued to pursue transcontinental cycling records for the next several
years and Clarence “Crazy Horse” Wagner bettered those times in the early 1920s.

T

he Mascotts left
their home in
Grand Rapids,
Michigan, in 1912 to
pedal to San Francisco
and return home by
wheel, hoping to set
a record for a tandem
tour. For some unexplained reason, they
turned south at
Denver, headed to
Texas and rode
through the south
and up the East Coast
on their way home,
and the journey took
almost a year and
covered nearly 10,000
miles. But that’s not
all — they also walked
across the continent to
Los Angeles in 1911!

J

im and Elisabeth
Young are seen here
with a motorcycle
escort at the Golden Gate
Bridge on October 2,
1938, at the end of their
journey across the continent and back. They were
the first couple to complete the round trip on a
tandem. The purpose of
their tour was to attend
the 75th reunion of the
Battle of Gettysburg and
they met and heard stories from the veterans of
the Civil War. They rode
a three-speed English
tandem, but still needed
to walk the steep hills.
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J

ames Fagg claimed
to have cycled
35,000 miles traveling around the country
pulling this trailer between 1939 and 1941. His
home on two wheels was
four feet high, weighed
230 pounds fully loaded,
and was six-and-a-half
feet long when opened.
Imagine how difficult
headwinds and hills must
have been!

M

. E. A. Lasley was a true vagabond, and in 1911
may have been the first cyclist to pull a trailer.
He sold his book and postcards to pay for his
wanderings. Prior to his cycling excursions, he traveled
with his wife and five children for 12 years around the
country detailing the experiences in Across America on a
House on Wheels.

T

he Friauf brothers were college students traveling across the country on their summer
vacation in 1948. Walter (left) was studying
engineering at MIT and Robert was a graduate student
in nuclear physics at the University of Chicago. They’re
shown here in Boise, Idaho, on the way to the Oregon
coast. Both beards and bicycling were uncommon in
the 1940s.
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1. Legendary long life // 2. Incredibly smooth ride //
3. Ideal for e-bikes // 4. Saves resources

MARATHON PLUS
schwalbe.com/
unplattbar

The Original. Next Generation. The only tire that can be called flatless.
Not even thumbtacks stand a chance. 1. Anti-aging: Side walls extremely
resistant to stress and aging cracks. Endurance compound for thousands
of miles. 2. Extremely low rolling resistance, distinctly lower compared to
other tires with similar puncture protection systems. 3. European
approval for fast e-bikes. 4. Puncture protection insert (5 mm, patented)
of special rubber, one third made of recycled material.
A fl at tire can never be entirely avoided. However, with the Marathon Plus, you are optimally protected against the typical
puncture demons like shards and granular material.

ADVENTURECYCLING.ORG

schwalbetires.com
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M

ellen C. Plummer undertook more than one
arduous journey across
America. In 1925, at the age of 66,
he rode cross country from Portland, Maine, to see his brother
in San Francisco, California. But
that was no big deal because three
years later he set off to ride around
and through the U.S. In 1929, he
changed that plan to simply ride
around the perimeter of the country and challenged any amateur
rider over the age of 40 to a 12,000mile road race.
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Q

uichi Tanaka had been traveling the
world “penniless” by bicycle for eight
years when he reached Boston in
February, 1915. He had spent 10 months
cycling around the U.S. and claimed to have
ridden in 53 countries — more than 93,000
miles. Foreign cyclists typically received more
attention than Americans while traveling
across the country by bicycle during this era.

P

hil and Audrey Palaske were on the road
for two years, 1948-50, and planned to
visit every state in the union. They had
severe wanderlust and added Canada and
Mexico to the itinerary! They received considerable attention and many of the newspaper
articles were accompanied by photos of this
couple from Denver, Colorado.

Get a jump on it!
Plan your next biking trek to the picture perfect Palouse
Low traffic roads, mountain biking and 35 miles of paved
trails to explore.

For your FREE biking map call or visit
800-365-6938 pullmanchamber.com
ADVENTURECYCLING.ORG
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T

ony Pizzo is shown
here passing through
Washington, DC, in
1920 on his way to Los
Angeles. Notice there are
chains on his wrists attached
to his handlebars! Pizzo rode
across the country the previous year chained to his bike
and the gimmick worked so
well he decided to return to the
West Coast the same way. The
following year, he began a third
ride from Denver through all
48 states. He was discharged
from the Navy prior to his first
ride, thus the sailor uniform,
which no doubt helped attract
attention as well. As for the
lock that was filled with lead so
he wouldn’t be able to remove
the chains — well, that’s another story.
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M

r. and Mrs. R. K. Parker were living in Florida and wanted to relocate to the Northwest in 1947.
Mr. Parker told his wife that “if it weren’t
for the kids, we could go on bicycles.” Her
retort was “Heck, we can do it with the
kids!” So they devised this four-wheeled
apparatus to carry their three children
and arrived in Seattle six months later.

R

uth Orkin left Los Angeles, alone, at the age of 17, to
visit the World’s Fair in New York City in 1939. She traveled by car and train over the long stretches and stayed
in youth hostels and people’s homes. Her experiences must
have had a profound effect on her life and career as she went
to Europe after the war and became famous for her fine photographs with the well-known “American Girl in Italy” taken in
1951. Not surprisingly, that photo was part of a series originally
titled “Don’t be Afraid to Travel Alone.” Clearly, she wasn’t!
NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBR ARY ARCHIVES

M

arguerite (or Margaret) Stovall was
likely the first woman to bicycle
across America alone. She’s shown
here in Spokane, Washington, near her
journey’s end. The photo is of poor quality,
but there’s no doubt she’s well-tanned! She
left Portland, Oregon, took a southern route
across Texas and arrived in Portland, Maine,
on August 15, 1944. She began her return trip
several months later and cycled through parts
of Canada on her way home, returning to
Portland, Oregon, in the summer of 1945.
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SIX DAYS

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

