
 

 

In 1952 Mr L.R.Higgins wrote several articles in the mo-
tor cycling press concluding his research over the long 
standing controversy  - - - -        The Story Recapped :- 
Edward Butler applied for a provisional patent on his ma-
chine in 1884 and brought it to the notice of the public at 
the Stanley Cycle Show of that year. The patent was not 
granted, I understand. He subsequently modified the de-
sign quite considerably  and put in another patent applica-
tion in 1887. At about the same time Butler’s Patent Petro
-Cycle Syndicate Ltd was formed to manufacture the ma-
chine and a prototype was completed before the middle of 
the following year. While this was being tested , the syn-
dicate reached the conclusion that the Petro-Cycle could 
not be successfully marketed owing to the existing state of 
the law, which prohibited the use of motor vehicles on the 
roads of this country. It was decided to concentrate on 
Butler’s engines for marine and stationary use. The syndi-
cate was would up in 1896. 
The machine had three wheels, the general arrangement 
was not dissimilar to a pedal tricycle of the period. Ac-
cordingly, should its creator rank as the pioneer of motor-
cycling as far as Britain was concerned? That is the ques-
tion around which the controversy had revolved. 
The claim that he was the first man in the world to embark 
seriously on a motorcycle manufacturing project has been 
contested on two main grounds. The first was that there 
was no substantial evidence that the machine was practi-
cal. Mr St John C Nixon, the leading authority on automo-
bile history called for proof that the Petro-Cycle actually 
ran. Secondly there were, and still are , those who con-
sider that it was not a motorcycle at all. It would have 
been incredible if no-one had bettered the Butler design 
before 1900, considering that no development had been 
done on it for almost 10 years, during which time techni-
cal progress has been rapid as well as constant. That oth-
ers surpassed Butler in that period was no fault of his, but 
the fact that they did so must be apparent to anyone with 
some knowledge of the motoring history. What we have 
to determine is what class of machine the Petro-Cycle was 
in fact. 

One Approach To The Problem:- 
The first problem to find an answer is “What is a motor-
cycle?” 
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There a difficulty arises for the simple reason that the 
term has acquired a different meaning in the course of 
the years. The first change can be said to have come 
when the motor tricycle dropped out of common use 
about half a century ago, subsequently to that, a mo-
torcycle could be defined as a two wheeler, which 
might however be fitted with a sidecar or other form 
of attachment. 
But while bicycles alone have for long been classed 
as motorcycles, further distinctions have been intro-
duced. We have the autocycle category, and those of 
the motor-assisted cycle and the motor-scooter. This 
development was justified and even inevitable, but it 
tends to complicate the issue when subjects of long 
past history are under discussion. 
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But while bicycles alone have for long been classed as mo-
torcycles, further distinctions have been introduced. We 
have the autocycle category, and those of the motor-assisted 
cycle and the motor-scooter. This development was justified 
and even inevitable, but it tends to complicate the issue 
when subjects of long past history are under discussion. 
For that purpose I feel that a simple rule should be followed, 
which indeed seems only commonsense. It is that any ma-
chine is to be classified according to the standards of its 
time and not those of a later date. If it was to be a motorcy-
cle when produced, then it did not become something else a 
few years later owing to a change in ideas. 
What “Motorcycle” Means 
Fifty years ago most models in use were of a type that 
would now be classified as “clip-ons.” But to refer to them 
as such would be absurd. Just as it would have been to call 
the Ariel motorcycle a “tricar” when those came in, or a 
“cyclecar” at a rather later date.  Unless we keep to the rule 
suggested, the history of motorcycling is likely to get into 
quite an alarming tangle.  Going further, it appears that the 
simplest as well as the earliest definition of all is the one for 
use in such cases.  It is that “motorcycle” means precisely 
what it says; that is a cycle, which may be of any type, fitted 
with an internal combustion engine.  No further qualifica-
tion seems necessary, whatever may be the position when 
we are talking about today’s machines, and to make any 
would be historically incorrect when dealing with the pio-
neer period. 
What was a cycle at that time? It could be a bicycle, either 
of the “bone-shaker” or “penny farthing” variety, or a tricy-
cle or even a quadricycle.  The first named of the bicycle 
types was on the way out.  The “safety” had not been in-
vented, or at any rate popularised; tricycles of many varying 
patterns were becoming increasingly into favour, and for 
that reason the bicycle touring club deemed it well at the 
end of 1882 to change it’s name to that if the C.T.T.  Of 
interest was that Butler was a member of the club. 
That was the set-up of the cycling world as he found it.  In-
deed it remains the same now, in that tricyclists are admit-
ted to membership of cycling bodies and that racing and 
record-breaking on tricycles remains a recognised branch of 
the sport.  When Butler sort to apply his engine to a cycle it 
was very understandable that he should have adopted one of 
the excepted three-wheeled arrangements.   
Butler began by thinking in cycle terms, and quite apart 
from the names that he chose for his machine, (it was first 
called the “Velocycle”, the better known title being evolved 
later.)  In a memorandum of 1886 he refers to it as a motor 
tricycle, while one of the earliest advertisements claimed 
that his invention gave “the excitement of cycling entirely 
without manual exertion”. 
That was the set-up of the cycling world as he found it.  In-
deed it remains the same now, in that tricyclists are admit-
ted to membership of cycling bodies and that racing and 
record-breaking on tricycles remains a recognised branch of 
the sport.   

When Butler sort to apply his engine to a cycle it 
was very understandable that he should have 
adopted one of the excepted three-wheeled ar-
rangements.   
Butler began by thinking in cycle terms, and quite 
apart from the names that he chose for his ma-
chine, (it was first called the “Velocycle”, the bet-
ter known title being evolved later.)  In a memo-
randum of 1886 he refers to it as a motor tricycle, 
while one of the earliest advertisements claimed 
that his invention gave “the excitement of cycling 
entirely without manual exertion”. 
From all this there can be no doubt about his origi-
nal intentions, however his ideas may have 
changed later. And it was clearly some consider-
able time before they did so. 
In 1897 he wrote a letter to a technical journal re-
minding his readers that he had been the first to 
apply the petrol engine to cycles, which shows 
that he had not altered his view by that date, some 
ten years after the project was launched.   
So much for Butler himself, what did his contem-
poraries think? As to that there is some quite inter-
esting evidence.  The letter mentioned in the pre-
ceding paragraph was mainly written as a gentle 
protest against the action of the makers of the Bol-
lee in advertising their machine as the “In Petro-
cylce”, which they had lately begun to do.  As 
Butler pointed out, the imitation was obvious and 
hardly to be justified.  Incidentally, another con-
cern was then offered from what they called  a 
“Petracycle” which indicates that the name of But-
ler’s choice evidently caught other peoples fancy 
even if his design has failed to do so.   
At that period it is also clear that the Bollee was 
generally considered to be a tricycle.  Moreover 
when the notorious Pennington introduced a three-
wheeled contrivance that he called an “Autocar”,  
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there were protests from purists who maintained that it 
was quite obviously a cycle and not a carriage. That was 
the distinction of the time, the determining factor being 
the character of the vehicle and not the number of wheels 
that it possessed. 
Only one conclusion can be drawn from all of this, But-
ler’s machine came in its day within the cycle category. 
So  its creator evidently believed, as did current opinion. 
Before concluding, what of those who anticipated But-
ler? Karl Benz had his first vehicle running in 1885. 
While he built it as a three wheeler for the sake of con-
venience, it was never the less a carriage, and we are ac-
cordingly not concerned with it here. Benz was the in-
ventor of the automobile. In the same year Gottlieb 
Daimler completed his experimental motor bicycle and 
moreover ran it, first over private ground and then on 
public roads. Mr St John Nixon has provided the dates of 
the tests and there the matter ended. While a patent was 
taken out, Daimler made no attempt to develop the de-
sign. Whether he saw any future in it we do not know. 
To conclude the findings may be summarised as follows: 
1) Butler was the first Englishman to produce a mo-

tor vehicle which ran under its own power. In that 
he was anticipated by the two German engineers 
just mentioned. 

2) The vehicle was, by the then standards of the mo-
torcycle type. In that Butler had been anticipated 
by Daimler, although we must make the reserva-
tion that the latter never seriously exploited his 
invention in the way that Butler was attempting. 

3) 3) There is no evidence that Daimler ever intended 
to embark on motorcycle manufacture. The likely-
hood is against it, his eye was on the possibilities 

of the automobile. Certainly Benz had no intention. 
Butler had been pursuing that aim since 1884. He was 
therefore the first man to devote himself to a motorcy-
cle project and the original pioneer of them all. 
The fact that the undertaking failed to attain a commer-
cial success does not  in all circumstances affect the 

Small Ads Section 

P a g e  3   

Please use this section for your motorcycle items to sell or wanted  
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Motorcycle training 
CBT's, 125 test courses and  
Direct Access for the over 21s.  
Machine Hire from mopeds to 500s.    
Contact   -  Trevor Bull   01905 - 778917 
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The only remaining item for Butler’s machine 

A line diagram of the design 
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In the Wolverhampton Express and Star, dated 15th May, 1961, there was a brief report 
of the North Birmingham, VMCC’s Spring Trial. The route was out and back to the 
Fighting Cocks, Wolverhampton. The event was won by Geoff Davison (of Levis Cup 
fame) riding a 1917 Douglas. The course was 36 miles and took in, Tong, Shifnal and 
Bridgnorth, with the main observed hills at Compton Holloway and the Hermatage. 
 
Best performance by a veteran machine was that of the 1913 Williamson sidecar ridden 
by Felix Burke of Cheltenham.  The best performance by a vintage machine was Les 
Wooding on his 1920 Rover. Les was tragically killed in the Banbury some time after 
this when his mount hit oil in the road. There were concourse awards and an award for 
the best performance on a sidecar which went to John Round riding a 1921 New Impe-
rial sidecar. I might be wrong but I thought John was riding an ABC. Maybe they were 
just referring to the side car, perhaps John could elucidate on this. 

 
 
 
 

Left: Early 1920’s sidecar. 
 

Below: John Round in 1962. 
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DATE RUN ORGANISER Tel No 

April 22nd Spring Run Paul Harris 01902-842732 

May 6th Trent Valley Run Brian Empsall 01543-264968 

May 20th Girder Fork Run Martyn Round 0121-550-1547 

June 1/2/3rd The Welsh Weekend Josie Stanley 01902-607293 

June 10th  Josie’s Jaunt Josie Stanley 01902-607293 

June 17th Banbury Run   

June 27th Ride A Bike Night Frank Ashton 01902-372719 

July 8th Roger’s Run Roger Greening 01562-730464 

July 29th Long Mynd Run Ian Harris 01952-299118 

August 5th Breakfast Run Rob Pell 0121-624-7674 

August 19th Picnic / Concours Run Peter Ashen 01562-882854 

September 9th Flight of Fantasy Run Trevor Bull 01905-778917 

September 16th Levis Cup Road Trial   

September 30th Clun Run Paul Harris 01952-299118 

October 14th Autumn Run Andy Briggs 0121-544-5938 

 
                  CLUB NIGHTS 

  

APRIL 25th A talk by Frank Dolman on Douglas Motorcycles 

MAY 30th Slide show by Richard Thomas on the “President” Steam Narrowboat 

JUNE 27th Ride a Bike Night 

JULY 25th Fish and Chip Supper 

AUGUST 29th Arrive on Your Bike Night 

SEPTEMBER 26th A talk and slide show on “Works trials rider” by Scott Ellis 

OCTOBER 31st Slide show by  Stephen Mills on the History and development  of Morgan, AJS, 
Austin 7, and the pocket watch. 

NOVEMBER 28th Bring and Buy evening 

DECEMBER 26th No Meeting 

Contributions by  John Walter.               


