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Mastering a two-wheeler is a rite of
passage as a youngster; then, the bicycle
becomes a mode of transport, a fitness
workout or leisure pursuit. Regardless
of how we view it, we can all marvel at
the fact that this year, the bicycle turns
200.

We’ve come a long way from its rudi-
mentary forerunner called the “lauf-
maschine,” introduced by German in-
ventor Karl von Drais on June 12, 1817, in
Mannheim. Seeing a photo of Drais’ tech-
nical drawing of the laufmaschine (run-
ning machine) piqued my curiosity to
learn about the history of the bike. With
anniversary celebrations this year in
Southwest Germany, what better time to
visit (and ride)!

As birthplace of the bicycle and the
automobile, the region boasts many sce-
nic cycling and driving routes. From
Frankfurt airport, my travel compan-
ions and I took an InterCityExpress train
to spend a few days in Mannheim, Hei-
delberg and Karlsruhe, all cities in the
German state of Baden Württenberg.
Our activities included city bike tours or-
ganized by the tourism office and discov-
ering bike routes in the area — notably
the Rhine River path and Neckar River
path. Along with touring some historic
sites, we took time to delve into the histo-
ry of the bicycle and learn about its in-
ventor at a special exhibition at Mann-
heim’s Technoseum. 

Cradle of modern mobility
Karl von Drais was one of Mann-

heim’s early innovators whose work in-
spired many future designs. His lauf-
maschine consisted of a wooden frame
with a leather saddle atop two wooden
wheels. Straddling the seat, one would
set in motion by running along the
ground. But Drais’ design was widely
copied, mainly in England and France,
and later versions took on names such as
the hobbyhorse and velocipede. Several
decades later, a pedal drive mechanism
was added, followed by pneumatic tires
and free wheel design. The basic form of
the modern bike had taken shape by
1890. 

An original laufmaschine made of ash
wood is featured in the exhibition "2
Wheels — 200 Years” at Mannheim’s
Technoseum, through June 25. More
than 100 models show the technical de-
velopment and social relevance of the bi-
cycle, with examples from the early run-
ning machines to the high wheel (Penny

Farthing) and modern-day single speed.
A reproduction of the laufmaschine and
several models will remain on perma-
nent exhibit.

The laufmaschine was the first mode
of transportation that didn’t require the
use of an animal, and some historians be-
lieve that Drais’ work was prompted by
the climate crisis of 1816-17, in which
widespread crop failure occurred in
Europe due to lingering effects of a vol-
canic eruption. Many horses died of star-
vation, and the running machine essen-
tially would provide an alternative to
horsepower.

Further advances in mobility came in
the 1880s with the work of Carl Benz and
Gottlieb Daimler who were experiment-
ing with gas engines and the technology
of the bicycle. The Benz Patent-Motor-
wagen was unveiled in Mannheim in
1886, and a replica of this first car is
shown at the Technoseum.

Asparagus, castles and culture
Bike-friendly cities, along with

peaceful landscapes and riverside paths,
make Baden Württenberg a popular des-
tination for cycling. With vineyards and
picturesque villages, the wine-growing
regions of the Rhine Valley and Neckar
River Valley are especially attractive
for touring by bike.

Karlsruhe has been voted “second
friendliest bicycle town in Germany”
(No. 1 is Munster), with Bett+bike ac-
commodations, abundant bike lanes and
pleasant urban parks. The city is revered
as the birthplace of Karl von Drais and
more recently has gained recognition as
home to the impressive ZKM Arts and
Media Center. In addition to touring by
bike, we tried out a novel two-wheeler
called the Scrooser. Guided tours are

available on the electric fat-tired scoot-
er, along with Segway tours. 

In Mannheim, we used the VRNnext-
bike network to tour the city with stops
at architectural landmarks including the
Baroque Palace, Romanesque water
tower, and the magnificent 1700s Jesuit
church. We especially enjoyed the city-
wide art installations celebrating the
200th anniversary and cruising the his-
toric Oststadt neighborhood with lovely
restored mansions. Mannheim hosts sev-
eral anniversary-themed events leading
up to a sound and light show finale Sept.
16 at the grand palace.

Leaving Mannheim, we explored the
countryside along cycle paths and the
famous Castle Road with a stop at
Schwetzingen Palace, before continuing
on to Heidelberg (riding about 20 miles
total). The colorful palace was the sum-
mer home of the Palatine nobility in the
1700s. The expansive estate features or-
namental gardens of English and French
design with sculptures, fountains, an am-
phitheater and orangerie. 

The town of Schwetzingen is celebrat-
ed as “asparagus capital,” and our
springtime visit was timely for sampling
the seasonal delicacy, white asparagus.
Foodies take heart: There is a driving
route, Baden Asparagus Route, leading
one to asparagus farms, festivals and
gourmet menus for white asparagus. 

Though the Castle Road is signposted
for biking, signage can easily be missed
and GPS is recommended. The route is
better known as a driving itinerary,
stretching from Mannheim to Prague
with more than 90 castles and palaces
along the way. 

Heidelberg, a city of superlatives
The busy streets of Heidelberg are

teeming with cyclists, and we weren’t
alone as we peddled into town to Hotel
Der Europäische Hof. The five-star lux-
ury hotel is the city’s grand dame,
fourth-generation owned since 1865. Our
stay here was a highlight, and we felt
honored to join the ranks of Winston
Churchill, Rock Hudson and Andre
Agassi, among other notable guests. 

A gem of the region, Heidelberg is
home to Germany’s oldest university,
founded in 1386, and the medieval Hei-
delberg Castle, perched above the cob-
bled streets of the quaint Old Town. The
Alte Brucke (Old Bridge) is another
landmark attraction, as is the legendary
zigzag path, Philosophers’ Walk. Its ter-
raced gardens and lush, hillside nooks
have inspired writers and scholars for
centuries, even curing Mark Twain of
writer’s block. 

Heidelberg’s most unique historic at-
traction may be its Student Jail, where
misbehaving university students pre-
served their stories of misdemeanors
through graffiti, from 1778 to 1914.

Beer and schnitzel anyone? The at-
mospheric student pub, Red Ox Inn, has
been a mainstay since 1703, serving tra-
ditional and seasonal favorites. Kloster-
hof Brewery at Monastery Neuburg is
the place to find organic handcrafted
beer, and Karlsruhe’s Hoepfner Brew-
ery brews the award-winning “World’s
Best wheat beer.”

As they say, “Prost!” to the bicycle
and to discovering the area where its sto-
ry begins.
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Peaceful countryside riding from Mannheim to Schwetzingen.

Celebrating the bicycle
in Southwest Germany

Learn more

Monnem Bike celebration:
http://monnem-bike.de/

Technoseum: www.en.technoseum.de/

Mannheim tourism:
www.stadtmarketing-mannheim.de/

Schwetzingen Palace:
www.schloss-schwetzingen.de/en/home/

Karlsruhe tourism:
www.karlsruhe-tourismus.de/en

Heidelberg tourism:
www.tourism-heidelberg.com/

Europaeischer Hof :
www.europaeischerhof.com/en/home

Mannheim citybike:
www.vrnnextbike.de/en/

Bike rental Karlsruhe:
www.bellorange.com/wordpress/
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Karlsruhe Palace features two Ferris Wheels set up to resemble a giant bike.


