Cycling in Christchurch: Unit Standard 17363

Text

Paragraph 1

Christchurch has always been popular with cyclists as it is a flat city although there are hills on the southern side. Cyclists who live on the hills have an easy ride downhill to work or school in the morning and a strenuous ride uphill to get home. However, the majority of people live in the flat part of the city which is very suitable for regular cycling while mountain bikers enjoy the hills for fun, fitness and challenge.

Paragraph 2

Anyone looking through old photos of Christchurch taken in the first half of the twentieth century will be amazed at the numbers of cyclists on the roads. People had a choice of taking the tram, walking or riding a bike and large numbers of people preferred the latter option.
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Paragraph 3

Bicycles first became popular in the late nineteenth century although the first ones were very uncomfortable with a large front wheel and a small back wheel. This meant they were hard to get on, hard to balance and hard to push. They were referred to as �bone-shakers� because riders had a very rough ride on them. Tyres were made of solid rubber.

Paragraph 4

By the 1880s the safety bicycle had been introduced into New Zealand. This was more like our modern bicycle with a chain attached to the rear wheel and pneumatic tyres containing air.

Paragraph 5

By the 1890s, women were keen to take up cycling for their health and convenience. They could see the freedom that men had to go anywhere by themselves. The first female cycle club was established in Christchurch in 1892. However, it was not easy for women to ride as the fashion of the day demanded that they dress in long full skirts. In order to ride, they soon adapted their clothing to shorter and narrower skirts but they still maintained a standard of neatness with a jacket and hat. At first they encountered considerable opposition from both men and women who thought bike riding was not lady-like. Women cyclists were shouted at and sometimes pulled off their bicycles. In time, however, cycling became more acceptable for women. The increase in popularity of cycling for women, and the change in dress code went hand-in-hand with the struggle for equality with men. Tandem bicycles built for two riders acknowledged that women had a place on a bicycle even if it was on the back while the man sat on the front bike in control of the handlebars.
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Paragraph 6

Meanwhile Christchurch city encouraged cycling by building cycle paths through Hagley Park . This is a large park near the centre of the city and even today it provides cycle access to the city from the north and west. 
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Paragraph 7

There were cycle storage facilities in the city and at the railway station. Workers on the wharves would cycle to the station where they could leave their bicycles locked up and catch the train to work at the port in Lyttelton. Trampers and climbers caught the train into the mountains, leaving their bicycles at the station for their return home.

Paragraph 8

Young people cycled to dances, picnics and football. It was not uncommon for people to cycle long distances in the weekends into the countryside or out to the beaches. There were cycle clubs which organised group outings and cycle races.

Paragraph 9

Cycles were used by Nurse Maude, a team of district nurses who travelled around the city caring for sick people who were not in hospital. Delivery boys rode bicycles with a large basket in front, carrying meat, groceries, and medicines from the chemist. Paper boys delivered papers on their bikes and posties still deliver the mail on bicycles today in Christchurch and most other places.

Paragraph 10

School children cycled to school. Most schools in Christchurch still have long bike sheds which can accommodate hundreds of cycles. There were bicycle shops in every small shopping centre. They not only sold bicycles but they also repaired them. Bicycles were even manufactured in Christchurch. There were more bicycles per head of population in Christchurch than in any other city in the world, with perhaps the exception of Copenhagen. The bicycle was everyone’s favourite means of transport.
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Paragraph 11

It has to be remembered that most people did not own cars until later in the twentieth century and during the Second World War, when petrol was scarce and needed for the military, there was petrol rationing for those who did own a car. Even doctors were not allowed enough petrol so they attended patients on their bicycles.
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Paragraph 12

However, all this started to change with the increasing availability of cars. By the second half to the twentieth century, the car had taken the place of the bike as the most common means of transport but even in 1959, 90,000 people in Christchurch still biked. One third of all trips during the working week were by bicycle.

Paragraph 13

Today this figure has dropped to about 7% in spite of efforts to encourage cycling. The City Council’s transport plan includes providing cycle lanes on some roads, with red painted lanes near busy intersections. There are some cycle paths through parks, alongside rivers and next to the railway line. Nevertheless, cyclists feel at greater risk today than they did 50 years ago because of the increase in traffic. Parents who are afraid to let their children ride to school usually drive them instead which increases the numbers of cars around schools and therefore the hazards for cyclists. Nevertheless, Christchurch has more cyclists than any other New Zealand city and with the increased costs of petrol and the threat of oil running out in the future, numbers of cyclists may increase.

