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back. Fortunately for me, I was a few hundred meters
from the train station of Hersham and found a way to
take two trains back to Kingston. At the Hersham station,
I kept hearing the old Sham 69 song “Hersham Boys”
running over in my mind (“Living each day outside the
law, Trying not to do what we did before, Country slag
with the Bow Bell voice, So close to the city we ain’t got
much choice”).
When I got home, another e-mail had been posted from
someone else offering me a bike. Start again. However
this time, the person was going to let me keep the
bike, as is the Freecycle custom, after all. So later that
evening, a shiny orange bicycle was delivered to me.
It was smaller than I was used to riding, but a trip to
the bike store the next day helped to raise the seat and
handlebars for me. The front wheel wobbled left and
right, but fortunately stayed on.
This is when I decided to attend the London Critical
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days - with about 500 bikes standing there! I don’t think
in Chicago I have ever seen more than 12 bikes parked
together.
I made my way to the National Film Theatre on the
South Bank. Bikers were starting to congregate. We were
right by the Thames. I scarfed down a quick samosa
(samosas everywhere!) and started to meet people. The
first was actually not a rider, but a 19-year-old busker
sitting at a nearby bench singing a really powerful song.
During the song, he was rudely interrupted by the local
authorities trying to keep street entertainment away from
local businesses (business always opposes art it cannot
make money off or that drains money away). Before
he moved on, he told me he had come from Spain to
spend the summer busking in London. He was easily as
good as anything playing at the Glastonbury Festival that
weekend!
After chitchatting with some riders, we all left for our
ride about 75 minutes after our projected 6 p.m. take
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Mass the following Friday of June 26th. That day, I
discovered how easy it is to get a bike from neighboring
towns into London. Despite a lengthy lecture at the
ticket counter about how I was to slide my front wheel
into a special clamp only available on three of the
seven train’s carriages, what I actually found when I
got to the Kingston platform was five other bikers who
simply walked their bikes onto any carriage. They then
just stood there during the half hour trip to London,
periodically moving around to not be a total nuisance

to people entering and leaving the sliding doors near
where they stood. After the usual Chicago L restrictions,
Freedom! I got off at Waterloo Station and saw my first
piece of bicycle heaven - a bike parking area for people
who presumably drive to and from the station on work
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off time. Just as we have here in Chicago, one of the
riders had his hi-fi system trailing his bike. The news of
Jacko’s death had hit the town earlier that day, so the
speakers were blasting the music of him and his brothers
all evening.
A few immediately observable differences between the
London and Chicago CM: First of all, for a town with so
many bikers out (there are visibly so many people out on
bikes in London and surrounding towns compared with
what we usually find anywhere in our own country) the
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for a short phase of this painful time. During this time,
I obtained a free cycle off, well, Freecycle of course! I
had put up a request to borrow a bicycle, and someone
responded. I picked it up. My mother drove me ten miles
away from her home in Kingston, to a small town from
which I was planning to drive the bike back. The man
who sold it was nice enough and showed me a shed full
of bicycles that he repaired and either sold or gave away
to others. The one earmarked for me was a gloriously
purple teen bike that left his house in great shape but
took on a strange wobble as I headed further away. I had
just passed a field and headed into a part of the town
with the shops (but this being a Sunday afternoon, they
were all closed) when the left pedal crank arm (the part
we turn with our pedals) fell off! As the bolt that was
supposed to hold it had not been included, and as I had
no spare bolts in my pocket, I was basically stranded, a
stranger in a strange land, ten miles from “home.” My
plan: abandon it behind someone’s house and just call
the guy to pick it up later, while I figured out how to get

I left Chicago for London, England, on June 14th under
far from ideal circumstances - my father became very ill,
and actually died a few hours prior to my arrival. I spent
the next month and a half at my mother’s, helping her
deal with the usual arrangements and just being with her
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Mass only had maybe 500 bikers compared to the well
over 1,000 we would be likely to have in the middle of
the summer back home.
Another notable difference: While in Chicago we try to
take up both lanes of the streets, for the entire London
CM we were on our lane, while oncoming car traffic
surreally headed past us on the other side, which actually
I found rather dangerous given my position in the middle
of both lanes!
A third immediately perceived difference was the lack of
rider-pedestrian interactions that are generally triggered
by our “Happy Friday!” and other spontaneous callings.
In Chicago we are used to people Happy Fridaying
back to us, or waving at us in various gestures of
support. The London CM was notable in this absence
of such relatedness with the pedestrians. In fact, it was
a tad more aggressive from cars, with cars trying to
head into our lanes behind us where the Chicago auto

drivers would likely try to stop until we passed by. Even
with bikers volunteering to stop cars at intersections,
somehow cars would find their way into our parade,
and even try to hit the backs of the bikes, which has
happened apparently all too frequently. This led to at
least one fisticuff between a biker and a car driver, which
I missed. Cops have also been known to arrest or ticket
single bikers going through red lights, so the Mass as
a whole has a tendency to cross red lights only very
cautiously, when riders know they are not in the presence
of the law. One rider was similarly afflicted during the
ride I was in, with no other bikers stopping in solidarity,
which I found disturbing.
Last observable difference: No willow handing out our
fanzine, which has also helped to produce cohesiveness
in our group in Chicago.

Buckingham Palace before heading off to the West End
where the theatres are. It was an amazing ride. I spoke to
lots of first-timers, which was encouraging.

But what an amazing ride! We went over incredible
bridges, past the Houses of Parliament, past Trafalgar
Square, and we stopped for fifteen minutes at

Great ride, but I wouldn’t trade it for our little Chicago
cult!

I have to admit that after all
the nervous excitement about
getting to London by train
with my new bike, finding
the Mass, and completing it
on a rather dodgy machine,
I found my next half-hour of just biking around on my
own around London in the dwindling sun (the sky did
not darken until almost 10 p.m.) the most enjoyable part
- around the West End, and then back and forth across
four amazing bridges, before making it back on the train
to Kingston!

–Danny Vocal, special correspondent for the Derriere.
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(very small, like the back wheel). 3) “Life is like riding a
bicycle. To keep your balance you must keep moving,”
is a quote attributed to Albert Einstein. 4) Which
musicians brought us the following bicycle classics:
Bicycle Race (1978), Motorcrash (1988), My White
Bicycle (1968), and The Pushbike Song (1971)? Bicycle
Race is from Queen’s 1978 album Jazz. It is the one
close to the spirit of the Mass when it sings, “I want to
ride my bicycle, I want to ride my bike, I want to ride
my bicycle, I want to ride it where I like.” Motorcrash is
a song from the 1988 album by the Sugarcubes about
a girl on a bicycle who loved checking out motor crash
accidents! My White Bicycle is a psychedelic classic
from the band Tomorrow from 1967 that Jimi Hendrix
once told a reporter was his favorite English rock song
that he heard during his stay in England. The Pushbike
Song is by the Mixtures, an obscure Australian rock
band, from 1970. Why did I include it? It is so far as
I can tell one of the earliest invitations to participate
in a Critical Mass. Its music video (1970) showed a
large procession of bikes (including a Penny-farthing)
and a few roller skaters heading along a large highway
in Melbourne, Australia, blocking traffic as it went! 5)

Which country first saw a Critical Mass? Critical Mass
is generally deemed to have begun in San Francisco
on September 25th, 1992, at 6 p.m. Previous to that,
hundreds of bikers have taken to the streets before in
the early 1970s in Stockholm, Sweden. Can you believe

that on April 20th, 2008, in Budapest, the Critical
Mass had 80,000 participants? However, in Budapest
the event takes place not monthly but on either Earth
Day (the April one) or International Car Free Day (a
September one). 6) What part of the body does the
derailleur sound like? (Clue: you sit on it on your bike.)
I have for a long time referred to the Derailleur as
the Derriere! 7) True or false? There are many more
bicycles than cars in the world. True. The statistics
vary depending on the source. Several similar figures
in different sources examined (all online, sorry for the
sloppy journalism!) suggested there are roughly 500 to
650 million cars and one and a half billion bicycles. Half
a billion of the bicycles are in China. Asia possesses a
large monopoly on bike use on account of the negligible
cost of transportation. However, in recent years,
Americans are now buying more bicycles than cars
per year also due to the financial costs of sustaining
each (changes in thinking about the environment likely
a factor but a difficult one to quantify as a variable in
the soup). At the turn of the 20th century, prior to
the mass production of automobiles, almost all of the
world’s cars were in the United States and numbered
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Answers to The Easy and
Hard Bicycle Competition
1) True or false? The bicycle evolved in the 18th
century from a machine invented to help with
WALKING, not RIDING! True. According to
pedalinghistory.com, “In 1817 Baron von Drais
invented a walking machine that would help him get
around the royal gardens faster: two same-size in-line
wheels, the front one steerable, mounted in a frame
which you straddled. The device was propelled by
pushing your feet against the ground, thus rolling
yourself and the device forward in a sort of gliding walk.
The machine became known as the Draisienne or hobby
horse. It was made entirely of wood. This enjoyed a
short-lived popularity as a fad, not being practical for
transportation in any other place than a well-maintained
pathway such as in a park or garden.” 2) One of the
earliest bicycles was called the Penny-farthing. Why was
it named that? The Penny-farthing owes its name to the
British coins the Penny (very big, like the front wheel, a
name preserved in our own currency) and the Farthing
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less than 8,000. Today the United States contains
roughly 50% of the entire world’s cars, or about 333
million of the existing 650 or so million automobiles!
Car culture has been detrimental: pollution, wars for
oil, deaths from accidents, depletion of raw materials
and serious environmental threats during extraction
of these, destruction or prevention of mass transit
systems and people living further and further from work
(more loss of time for each individual to the economy),
and huge taking up of space at the expense of nature
and community for roads, highways, and garages. Kill
car culture! 8) Okay, this question was likely to weed
out the less obsessive and more mentally balanced
competitors. My bicycle shares the same name as a
1960s hippie band and a 1990s punk-inspired band.
The answer is Nirvana. You probably all know the Kurt
Cobain band, but the English band from the 1960s was
an early influence upon later progressive rock bands.
It produced some rather excellent psychedelia over
three albums. 9) Creative section: Why do we scream,
“Happy Friday!” on Critical Mass rides? (E-mail your
answer to danny.vocal@gmail.com for your chance to
win a prize.)
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