











one aspect of its beginnings in the simultaneous success of the Clarion Cycling
Clubs and the failure of the Labour Churches.!!

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 Nowbhere, 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 communities; one’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 itself; and therefore I find myself saddened that the humble bicycle,
which contributed so much to them in the 1880s and 1890s 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).

NOTES

1 Andrew Ritchie, King of the Road: An Illustrated History of Cycling, (London:

Wildwood House Ltd. 1975), p. 53. Subsequent references are included in my

text.

Frederick Alderson, Bicycling: A History, (Newton Abbot: David & Charles

1972), p. 46.

Morris’s very first opportunity to come across cycles and cycling would, one

presumes, have been the Great Exhibition of 1851, where three early velocipedes

were on show.

See Norman Kelvin (ed.), The Collected Letters of William Morris, (Princeton:

Princeton University Press 1987), II, p. 43. I am grateful to Peter Faulkner and

Nicholas Salmon for this reference. Subsequent references to Kelvin are included

in my text.

Commonweal, 30 July 1887, p. 245. The letter is signed ‘Aegzycae’.

ibid., 13 August 1887, p. 261.

Tom Groom, National Clarion Cycling Club, 1894-1994, ‘jubilee Souvenir’

pamphlet, (1944), p. 3. It was in the mid-1890s that the Fabians took up cycling

in a big way. See Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, (London: Chatto & Windus

1988), I, pp. 267-8, for a colourful account.

Peter C. Gould, Early Green Politics: Back to Nature, Back to the Land, and

Socialism in Britain, 1880-1900, (Brighton: Harvester Press 1988), pp. 42-3.

9 William Morris, (James Redmond ed.), News from Nowhere, (London: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul 1976), p. 147. Subsequent references are given in my text.

10 This is a ‘progression’ in which Morris’s wife apparently did not share, since,
as Fiona MacCarthy informs us, Janey Morris ‘felt nostalgia for Venice and the
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gondola, the most perfect form of locomotion she had ever found’, William
Morris: A Life for Our Time, (London: Faber & Faber 1994), p. 390. However,
May Morris, in Egypt in 1897, paints a more spirited picture of her mother’s
tastes in transport: ‘it would amuse you to see Mother on horse-back, and how
well she gets on. A camel has been suggested for her . . .’, cited in Jan Marsh,
Jane and May Morris: A Biographical Story 1839-1938, (London: Pandora
Press 1986), p. 234.

Henry Pelling, Origins of the Labour Party, Second Edition, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press 1965), p. 138.
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