






physically debilitating and prematurely ageing as that was - into the good new
one. But as Guest recovers vitality in the new world self·propulsion comes to
seem more desirable than passive reliance on horse power. IO To get oneself
geographically about under one's own muscle power may even be more 'manly'
in the book's value-system, one of the means whereby' 'we live amidst beauty
without any fear of becoming effeminate', as Old Hammond putS it (X, p. 61).
Here, too, one half expects cycling to enter the book. For cycling, then as
now, was all about fresh air, sunshine, beneficial exercise, the pleasures and
dignity of self·propulsion. Could we imagine Guest, Dick and Clara cycling from
Hammersmith Guest House to Kelmscott Manor - with a tricycle for the elderly
Guest and a two·seatcr 'sociable' for the young lovers, perhaps? Dick Hammond's
indefatigable athleticism certainly seems to make him more than a match for the
racing cyclists of the 1870s; and if ElJen is indeed some sort of 1880s New Woman,
it is certainly more likely that she would be scandalising her neighbours by cycling
on her own, like the Young Lady In Grey in H. G. Wells's The Wheels of Chance
(1895), than by rowing on her own.

And yet, of course, our happy band of socialists row up the Thames, not cycle
beside it. Why should this be? Is Morris so formative1y conditioned by his Oxford
experiences of rivers and boating that rowing is thereafter the only mode of
muscle-powered transport he can envisage? Could he only imagine using arms
to propel oneself, not legs? (Perhaps Birdalone's prodigious feats of swimming in
The \Valer of the Wondrous lsles arc as far as he can go in the 'legs' direction
- though News fTom Nowhere does fleetingly admire 'men with good "building
legs"', XXVI, p. 151). If so, perhaps Morris might have shown interest, had
he ever come across them, in some of the very early velocipedes that were
hand-propelled - 'manumotive' rather than 'pedomOlive', in the jargon of the times.
One or two of these, indeed, were even designed for a team of riders, who thereby
virtually 'rowed' along the highways, offering Nowhere the best of both worlds,
Oxford and Coventry as it were. There is a constant, though implicit, contrast in
the later chapters of Nowhere between boats and the (abandoned) Victorian
railway system. You can vary your speed in a boat, explore tributaries you hadn't
planned for, stop for a picnic or camp out when you like - all of which you can't
do in a train. And yet even boats, I can't help thinking, confined as they are to
the 'wet way from the cast' (XXX, p. 172), are decidedly constrained compared
to bikes.

Yet bicycles in the end do not enter Morris's great work. In a rare failure of
imagination, News from Nowhere does nOt glimpse the possibility of the Clarion
Cycling Clubs, of that happy culture of cycling and socialism that exists just beyond
its own historical moment - and this despite its deep interest in stress-free and
environmentally friendly modes of transport. Bur if Nowhere simply misses the
Clarion cycling phenomenon, some later socialist commentators have fiercely
belittled the laner, seeing it as a potential rrivialisation rather than cultural
enrichment of the movement. Thus Henry Pelling writes censoriously in Origins
of the Labour Party:

The progress of Sport and entertainment at the expense of religion and serious
political discussion is a phenomenon of the twentieth century, and we can see
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one aspect of its beginnings in the simultaneous success of the Clarion Cycling
Clubs and the failure of the Labour Churches. ll

This is a dour concept of politics indeed! It is founded on a sharp opposition of
work versus play, seriousness versus frivolity, which News from Nowhere, to its
eternal credit, is concerned radically to undo. We need to invoke against Pelling
the meanings of cycling in our own culture today, where it once more stands for
an ethic and a politics - though of a broadly environmental rather than specifically
socialist nature. To cycle today, to be involved in local or national campaigns
around cycling, is to express a wish for safer roads, for re-humanised cities, for
less polluted air, for reintegrated communitiesj onc's own muscle power is put, day
in day out, to the service of those values. These are, of course, the values of News
from Nowhere itselfj and therefore I find myself saddened that the humble bicycle,
which contributed so much co them in the 18805 and 18905 as it does again today,
does not feature in Morris's utopian vision. For the Green·Left cyclist of today is
likely to share the prophetic vision of Jose Antonio Viera-Gallo, Assistant Secretary
of Justice in the government of President Allende of Chile - 'Socialism can only
come riding on a bicycle' (cited in Ritchie, p. 165).
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