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How the Bicycle Grew Up
Read the text. Level 2 · 403 words

1 Bicycles are so common today that it is easy to forget someone had to invent them. In fact, 
the bicycle was not invented all at once. It took about seventy years, many inventors, and 
quite a few bruised knees to turn a strange wooden machine into the bike you know.

The Running Machine
2 In 1817, a German inventor named Karl Drais built a “running machine.” It had two wooden 

wheels, a seat, and handlebars to steer, but no pedals. Riders sat on the seat and pushed 
along the ground with their feet, taking long, gliding strides. On a smooth road, a rider 
could travel much faster than walking. In England, people nicknamed it the dandy horse.

Pedals and the Boneshaker
3 In the 1860s, inventors in France added pedals to the front wheel. Now riders could keep 

their feet off the ground. These machines had wooden wheels with iron rims, and on bumpy 
stone streets, they rattled every bone in the rider’s body. People in England gave them a 
fitting nickname: boneshakers.

The High Wheeler
4 Because the pedals turned the front wheel directly, one turn of the pedals moved the bike 

only as far as the front wheel rolled in one turn. So in the 1870s, builders made the front 
wheel bigger and bigger. Some high wheelers had front wheels nearly as tall as an adult. 
They were fast, but the rider sat high above the ground. If the front wheel hit a rock, the 
rider could fly over the handlebars headfirst.

The Safety Bicycle
5 In the 1880s, a new design solved the problem. The safety bicycle had two wheels of about 

the same size, and a chain connected the pedals to the back wheel. Gears let the back wheel 
turn faster than the pedals, so the bike did not need a giant wheel to go fast. One popular 
early safety bicycle was built in England in 1885. Then, in 1888, John Boyd Dunlop made a 
tire filled with air, which made riding much smoother.

6 By the 1890s, a bicycle craze had swept across Europe and the United States. Bicycles gave 
ordinary people a cheap way to travel on their own. Women especially found new freedom, 
and many began wearing shorter skirts or loose pants called bloomers so that they could 
ride. Today, people ride bicycles in nearly every country on Earth, and every bike owes 
something to a wooden running machine from 1817.
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How the Bicycle Grew Up: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What did Drais’s running machine not have?

wheels pedals handlebars

2 Find the nickname in paragraph 3 for bikes that rattled riders’ bones.

3 High wheelers had a very large front wheel. true false

4 Why did builders make the front wheel bigger?

a. to look nice b. to hold heavier riders c. to go farther per turn

5 What connected the pedals to the back wheel of the safety bicycle?

a chain a rope a spring

6 Quote a sentence that shows why high wheelers were dangerous. Then explain it.

7 Quote the sentence that tells how bicycles changed life for women.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

How the Bicycle Grew Up: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What did Drais’s running machine not have?

wheels pedals handlebars

2 Find the nickname in paragraph 3 for bikes that rattled riders’ bones.

boneshakers

3 High wheelers had a very large front wheel. true false

4 Why did builders make the front wheel bigger?

a. to look nice b. to hold heavier riders c. to go farther per turn

5 What connected the pedals to the back wheel of the safety bicycle?

a chain a rope a spring

6 Quote a sentence that shows why high wheelers were dangerous. Then explain it.

“If the front wheel hit a rock, the rider could fly over the handlebars headfirst.”

The rider sat so high that a small bump could throw them off.

7 Quote the sentence that tells how bicycles changed life for women.

“Women especially found new freedom, and many began wearing shorter skirts or

loose pants called bloomers so that they could ride.”
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