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through Brooklyn, on to Brooklyn's Kent Avenue in Williamsburg, and,

just five months before the council meeting gaveled to order, transpor

tation crews installed a soon-to-be-controversial bike lane along Prospect

Park West. 

But this hearing wasn't a victory lap. It was a cross-examination.

Just weeks before, the New York Times headline blared: Expansion of

Bike Lanes in City Brings Backlash. "Surging bike ridership has created

a simmering cultural conflict," the story claimed, with bike lanes in

particular leading to "unusual scenes of friction." In blunt, tabloid

terms, bikes were New York City's Public Enemy No. 1.

It's probable that as we spoke, attorneys at a white-shoe Manhattan

Jaw firm were waiting to read the transcript of my testimony as they

prepared a legal challenge to the Prospect Park West bike lane. Three

avowed lane foes involved in that suit were on the hearing's list of

speakers that day, including Brooklyn's borough president. What hap

pened in that hearing room was not just a debate about this or that bike

lane, the loss of parking spaces, or a War on Cars. The hearing and its

testimony was a major battle in the fight for New York City's streets and

a challenge to an idea about what city streets are and who they are for.

You'd be forgiven for thinking that New York City had bigger issues

to confront. Maybe there would be heated debate around transporta

tion issues like the chronic underfunding of the public transportation

network or what's needed to stop traffic violence, which killed 271 New

Yorkers that year. But there were no transportation committee meetings 

on traffic safety that day. The focus was the Bloomberg administration's

alleged obsession with bike lanes, of which I was the chief architect. The

obsession, such as it was, amounted to about $8 million invested over

three years to create the nation's best bike lanes. For perspective, earlier

that year the Transportation Department started a $508 million project

to paint the Brooklyn Bridge and rehabilitate its approaches. Another

$612 million went for the replacement of the little-known Willis Avenue
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Bridge crossing the Harlem River from Manhattan to the Bronx, which 

opened two months before the committee meeting. Together, these 

were just two of the DOT's 789 bridges, elevated roads, and overpasses. 

At this rate, it would take 195 years of bike-lane building to match the 

cost of painting just the Brooklyn Bridge. By the year 2433 we would 

have spent the $1.1 billion needed to paint just these two bridges. 

But nobody asked about infrastructure investment in the carnival 

atmosphere at that morning's council hearing. The cross examiners were 

on to something: New Yorkers held very strong opinions about cyclists 

and bike lanes. The most-quoted testimony from that day came from 

Brooklyn borough president Marty Markowitz, who sang his statement 

to the melody of "My Favorite Things": 

MARTY MARKOWITZ: [Singing) 

Lanes.fit for Fido and lanes made for lovers, 

hikers and bikers, significant others. 

A lane just for Santa, but please don't complain. 

These are a few of my favorite lanes. 

Strollers and schlepers and skaters and joggers, 

holiday lanes just for all the egg noggers, 

Let's not forget cars, it's getting insane. 

Welcome to Brooklyn, the Borough of Lanes. 

When the horn honks, when the dog bites, when the bikers stray, 

I simply remember my favorite lanes and then I just say, "oy vey." 

Thank you, members of the committee. 

The fight would get a lot worse. Just a few weeks later the most dis

abling snowstorm in many years would cripple the New York City re

gion and embroil the administration in questions about its readiness. 

A long, dark winter was about to be lit up by blaring media headlines in 

a snow-encrusted backlash. 

Oy vey indeed. 
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Never underestimate the anger directed at bicyclists. They ride too fast, 

terrorizing pedestrians. They ride too slow, dangerously obstructing driv

ers. They don't wear helmets or reflective bike gear, jeopardizing them

selves. They look ridiculous riding around in those helmets and 

reflective bike gear, more like Mad Max marauders than human beings. 

They shouldn't ride in streets, which are hostile, car-only zones. They 

shouldn't have their own lanes because there aren't enough of them to 
take away space from cars. Ye t there are so many of them that they're 

running down pedestrians and therefore shouldn't ride on sidewalks. 

Bikes and the people who ride them elicit more passions than any 
other way of getting around. Tempers flare up on city streets every day 

on every continent, and the dispute over riders' presence on the street 

has spilled over into social science research, media coverage , and com

mentary. Anonymous attackers spread tacks on bike lanes to puncture 

the tires of cyclists in Melbourne. In New York City, saboteurs spread 

tacks on the Queensboro Bridge 's bike path, in Central Park, and one 

attacker pulled a wire across the path of a cyclist in Brooklyn's Prospect 

Park, sending him over his handlebars, breaking six ribs and fracturing 

his elbow. Similar bike lane sabotage attacks have been recorded in 

London, Portland, Oregon, and in large and small cities, and violence 

erupting between drivers and cyclists has been posted on YouTube. 

Thousands of blogs, articles, essays, and Internet posts abound, tagged 

with variations on "I Hate Bicyclists." A Facebook community named 
"God I fucking hate cyclists using the road" claims 2 ,542 likes and 

growing as of October 2015. The bile is not just reserved for the trolling 
backwaters of the Internet. A columnist for The Washington Post found 

widespread sympathy when he debated running down loathsome cy· 
clists in the District of Columbia: "It's a $500 fine for a motorist to hit a 

bicyclist in the District," he wrote. "But some behaviors are so egre

gious that some drivers might think it's worth paying the fine ." 

The antipathy doesn't end with people who ride bikes; it extends to 
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the painted lanes that they ride on. Bike lanes don't simply rob taxpay

ing motorists of driving space that they bought and paid for. They seem 

to reward bike riders for their bad behavior. And bike lanes are a dan

gerous lure, giving would-be riders a false sense of security that it's safe 

to ride on streets. Streets are dangerous places, the thinking goes, and 

they must be kept that way! 

"What I compare bike lanes to is swimming with the sharks," former 

Toronto council member Rob Ford said in 2010. "Sooner or later you're 

going to get bitten. And every year we have dozens of people that get hit 

by cars or trucks. Well, no wonder: roads are built for buses, cars, and 
trucks, not for people on bikes. My heart bleeds for them when I hear 

someone gets killed, but it's their own fault at the end of the day." 

After being elected mayor and having the power to act on that senti
ment, Ford in 2012 ordered the removal of a bike lane on Jarvis Avenue, 

an erasure that was delayed only briefly by protesters who lay in the 

path of work crews. Ford wasn't unique in his thinking, but rarely is this 

Lane reversal in Toronto: Protesters delay but don't deter the removal of 

a bike lane on Jarvis Avenue in 2012. Shawn Micllllet, Spacing Toronto 
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throwback perspective expressed so starkly: streets are places for cars, 

and people on bikes and walking must avoid them for their own safety. 

Instead of doing something about the sharks, Ford and transportation 

departments around the world have ordered people out of the water. 

The cultural and political backlashes surrounding the growth of bik

ing and new cycling infrastructure on city streets are not limited to 

New York City, Washington, D.C., or Toronto. New Orleans, Pittsburgh, 

Chicago, Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide, London, and even supposedly pro

gressive cities like Vancouver, Seattle, and San Francisco are just a few 

that have faced venomous opposition to bike riders and proposed lanes. 

The resistance of ten ranges from claims that biking makes streets more 

dangerous and congested at best to, at the other extreme, arguments 

that reapportioning streets for any use other than driving or parking is 

an ideological "War on Cars." 

In the end, what you see on city streets depends on how you get 

around. Drivers see the street as a territory granted to them that is 

needlessly interrupted by signs, signals, and interlopers-pedestrians 

obliviously checking their Twitter feeds, lane-blocking buses, and 

dim-witted other drivers. From the view of those in the driver's seat, 

though, the tipping point into road rage is the new kid on the block: 

F@$!ing cyclists and their bike lanes! They're the ones who are causing 

all the traffic. From a transportation planner's perspective, however, 

the driver's victimhood isn't the whole story. Whatever annoyance or 

unpredictability pedestrians and cyclists pose on the street, drivers are 

the ones in each other's way. They are never stuck in traffic. They are 

the traffic they are stuck in. 

Enter pedestrians. They are the antithesis of the car. Their only pro· 

tection against a car's two tons of mass is the attention of the driver and 

the centimeters of flesh that protect their bones. Yet they have largely 

tuned out cars and the dangers they pose. Pedestrians have learned to 

read, and listen to, the street. They know when to dash across the street 
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between waves of traffic. Mostly. Within those waves, a pedestrian is 

killed every two or three days in New York City, a small fraction of the 

270,000 killed around the world annually, yet the term "pedestrian 

rage" hasn't yet caught on. 

Enter the bike. Drivers and pedestrians may hate each other, but if 

they can agree on one thing, it's that they both hate cyclists. Drivers 

and pedestrians haven't learned to read the street and to see or hear 

bike riders. They aren't expecting them or aren't looking for them. Ev

ery pedestrian has a story about being nearly killed by an aggressive, 

wrong-way-riding, Lycra-clad ninja cyclist. From the view of a pedes

trian stepping into the street, bikes are simply too slow, too sleek, and 

too silent to be as easily noticed as people in cars. Pedestrians have 

learned to detect an oncoming car, relying on peripheral vision and the 

sound of an approaching vehicle's engine. But people on foot still don't 

know how to read the presence of bikes. I've startled pedestrians on my 

bike even when I've been stopped, waiting for a red light. I've been 

cursed at for appearing "out of nowhere" when riding with the signal in 

a bike lane. But even when I've done nothing wrong, I can see that the 

fear and instinct for collective punishment are no less real. Bike riders 

exist on a totally different frequency, moving at speeds seemingly in· 

compatible with people who drive. They're cheaters, cutting the line in 

front of law-abiding people behind the wheel, running lights as if the 

rules don't apply to them. The stereotypical urban biker rides a fixed

gear bike with a lock and chain slung across his One Less Car T-shirt, 

like a bandolier. A regular two-wheeled, holier-than-thou, rolling life

style protest. And they seem so damn smug about it. 

A pedestrian killed by a cyclist is guaranteed front-page news status 

for days on end in New York City, with saturation coverage and outrage. 

It's likely because of its rareness that even a "near miss" is appalling to 

the point of backlash. But rarely is a bike rider's death beneath the 

wheels of a car, bus, or truck regarded with the same reverence or out-
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