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A Victorian convertible cycling costume inspired by ALICE BYGRAVE’S 1895 UK Patent #17,145

PATTERN #1

PULLEY CYCLING SKIRT

DESIGN FEATURES

This 'ordinary' A-line skirt features a remarkable hidden
pulley system sewn into the front and rear central seams.
It operates via an interconnected series of stitched
channels, threaded cords, weighted hems and concealed
button holes. It is undetectable until the wearer activates
the mechanism via cords at the waist. The pulley system
converts the costume by raising or lowering the skirt
height, much like a curtain, when needed.

THE INVENTOR: ALICE BYGRAVE

Avice Bygrave (born Duerre) of No. 13 Canterbury
Road, Brixton, in the County of Surrey, registered a UK
patent for ‘Improvements in Ladies’ Cycling Skirts’ on
6th December 1895. She was 36. She lodged the same
patent in Canada, Switzerland and America. In 1896 her
invention was commercialised and distributed by Jaeger,
the British fashion house, as the Bygrave ‘Convertible’
Skirt and was advertised in popular periodicals such
as ‘The Lady Cyclist’ and ‘The Queen: The Lady's
Newspaper’. It was sold throughout Britain, in America
and even made its way to Australia.

Alice's invention brings built-in engineering, deliberately
concealed technologies and creativity to the problem of
how to wear an ‘ordinary’ skirt and cycle safely. Her
design appears influenced by the social challenges facing
mobile women combined with her skills and interests.
Alice identifies as a dressmaker, probably having
learned from her mother. Her parents owned a watch
and clock-making shop on Kings Road, Chelsea, in West
London and her brother, Arthur, and her sister-in-law,
Rosina Lane, were professional racing cyclists. Rosina
is actually documented wearing the Alice's ‘Convertible’
Skirt at public cycling events (pictured right).

(skirt before) (skirt after)

(Rosina Lane wears Alice's convertible cycling skirt)

“My invention relates to improvements in ladies’ eycling skirts and
the object is to provide a skirt as proper for wear when the wearer is
on her cycle as when she has dismounted.”

Alice Bygrave (1896)
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Image: Miss Rosina Lane, "The Lady Cyclists at the Aquarium'. The Sketch, Nov. 27 1896, p.233. With permission from Manchester Art Gallery archives ( Gallery of Costume, Platt Hall).
Patent illustration: Accessed at the European Patent Office Online Database, www.epo.org/index.html.




VICTORIAN WOMEN'S
CONVERTIBLE CYCLE WEAR

SEWING PATTERNS

Victorians enthusiastically took to the bicycle. Yet women had to deal with many
social, political and material challenges to their freedom of movement. Cycling in
'ordinary' dress could be dangerous as it wrapped around pedals and caught in wheels.
Wearing more 'rational cycle wear, such as shorter skirts and bloomers, was more
comfortable, but not necessarily safer as some parts of society were threatened by the
sight of this progressive 'New Woman' carving new modes of gendered independence
in public space. Onlookers sometimes hurled abuse and stones! However, nothing was
going to stop women from cycling. In response, some creatively protested against
restrictive ideas of how a woman should act and move in public through their clothing,
by designing convertible costumes that enabled wearers to switch from street wear
to cycle wear when needed. Luckily for us, these inventive women not only imagined,
made and wore radical new forms of cycle wear - they also patented their designs!

Six sewing patterns in this collection (comprising a total of nine different garments)
are inspired by convertible cycle wear patents lodged in the 1890s by inventive British
women. They form part of an ESRC funded Bikes & Bloomers sociology project led
by Dr Kat Jungnickel at Goldsmiths, University of London, with Rachel Pimm, Nadia
Constaninou, Alice Angus and Britt Hatzius. More about the lives of these fascinating
inventors is in Bikes & Bloomers: Victorian Women Inventors and Their Extraordinary Cycle Wear
(Goldsmiths Press). Along with the book, these patterns bring to life some of the
inspiring cycling, sewing and suffrage stories that have helped shape how we cycle
today. They also (still) provide useful ideas for functional clothing that works on and
off the bike. We look forward to seeing what modern sewing cyclists make with them.
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PATTERN COLLECTION

PATTERN #2
SEMI-SKIRT

PATTERN #3
CYCLING SUIT

PATTERN #1
PULLEY SKIRT

PATTERN #4 PATTERN #5 PATTERN #6
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PATTERN #1
PULLEY CYCLING SKIRT

Goldsmiths
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