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I began researching this story in spring 
2011, knowing that one of these two cyclists, 
Fred A. Birchmore, was still alive and well 
as he approached his 100th birthday. To 
my astonishment, through the powers of the 
internet, I soon discovered that his old friend 
from three-quarters of a century ago, Harry 
F. Espenscheid, was also alive. I had hoped 
to engineer at least a virtual reunion. Sadly, 
Harry’s family informed me that he had 
been battling Alzheimer’s for the past few 
years and would therefore be unresponsive 
to Fred. A few months later, Harry died 
at the age of 98. Fred (who passed away 
on April 15, after this article was written, 
at 100 years old) was nonetheless elated to 
learn that his old travel companion had like-
wise gone on to live a long and productive 
life. I would like to thank Fred’s wife Willa 
Deane, daughter Rebecca Campen, Harry’s 
daughter, Mary Ehrmann, and Barbara 
Krieger of the Dartmouth College Library for 
their assistance.

In September 1935, the Commercial-
News of Danville, Illinois, announced 
that a local lad, Harry Espenscheid, 

was about to embark on a “round-the-
world jaunt of the vagabond type.” The 
23-year-old Dartmouth graduate would 
travel as cheaply as possible, lodging pri-
marily in youth hostels or modest inns. The 
paper promised to publish regular reports 
detailing his adventures and progress.

After working his way across the 
Atlantic aboard a freighter and touring the 
United Kingdom, Harry reached Germany 
by steamer. He found the people neat and 
friendly and was struck by how affordable 
things were — he could get a room for the 
night or a hot meal for the equivalent of an 
American quarter. In Munich, a “capital of 
beer and music,” he purchased a used bicy-
cle for a mere $8.75. It was a 40-plus-pound 
affair with balloon tires and a single speed. 

In Europe, at least, Harry resolved to 
travel primarily by bicycle. As he explained 
to his readers: “Cycling is about the best 
way to travel if the roads are decent. There 
is so much to see in a given mile that much 
is missed when traveling by auto or motor-
cycle. You can stop to investigate wine 
presses, see how peasants make cheese, 
watch men at work in the olive orchards. 
Many times you are invited to sample wine 
or delicious fresh sheep’s cheese.” Cycling 
also allowed Harry to bond with the locals. 

“In reality, you become one of them,” he 
explained. “Wearing rough clothes helps. 
They feel no social barrier such as a suit 
would provoke.”

Harry pedaled his 6-foot 3-inch frame and 
50 pounds of gear through picturesque medi-
eval towns along the Rhine. He observed the 
townsfolk as they filed into church on Sunday, 
dressed in traditional garb. He took in the live-
ly street celebrations. And he was especially 
amused by the town crier’s bizarre routine. 
“He rings cowbells with a great clang,” Harry 
told his readers, “then shouts out that Herr 
Steinberger’s horse died last night or Frau 
Schlossmacher gave birth to a baby. The only 
modern touch is that he rides a bicycle.”

Still, Harry detected a distinctly new 
chill in the air. Four years earlier, he had 
visited Germany, still impoverished by its 
disastrous defeat in the Great War. “Not 
once do I remember seeing troops,” he 
wrote home. “Now I see them every day.” 
It was obvious to him that the new Nazi 
regime was frantically rearming, and he 
was shocked that Europeans seemed to 
readily accept the inevitability of anoth-
er war. “They know it will come just 
like birth and death,” he told his readers. 
“However, I have met no one who wants 
war. The masses surely want peace.”

Harry offered his own assessment of 
Germany’s troubling predicament. “I don’t 
want the reader to think that I am pro-
Hitler,” he insisted, referring to the con-
troversial German dictator Adolph Hitler. 
“I would not like der Fuhrer at the head of 
our government.” Still, he noted, the econ-
omy had clearly improved under the Nazis 
despite severe rationing of eggs and butter 
and the overt persecution of Jews. “Hitler 
has given Germany law and order,” Harry 
declared in his column, “and for the work-
ing class he has done much. It is true that 
those who do not like Hitler are afraid to 
speak openly, but the majority are strongly 
in favor of him.”

In early February 1936, Harry headed 
to the Bavarian resort town of Garmisch-
Partenkirchen where throngs had gath-
ered from around the world to watch the 
1936 IV Olympic Winter Games, the first 
to include alpine skiing. He deemed the 
pageantry and organization far superior to 
what he had seen four years earlier at the 
previous games in Lake Placid, New York.

For Harry and his friends, however, 
the highlight was coming within 60 feet 
of the Fuhrer himself. “On the last day 
of the ski jumping, we were close to the 
balcony where Hitler watched the con-

testants,” Harry recounted in his column. 
“A splendid opportunity to gape. We 
watched Hitler more than the ski jump-
ing. Der Fuhrer made a good impression. 
But Goering is a brutal, arrogant-looking 
man. Dr. Goebbels impresses one as being 
clever, shrewd, and unfeeling. [General] 
Von Blomberg appeared quite dignified.”

At the closing ceremonies that evening, 
Harry’s heart became almost unbearably 
heavy. Not because the games were over but 
because he had to say farewell to his pretty 
brown-eyed Swiss girlfriend, Lore Tschudin, 
whom he had been dating for several weeks. 
“I may never see her again,” he lamented in 
his diary, adding, “We have been in love.” 
Harry tried to be philosophical about his 
pain, explaining in his column, “In traveling, 
you make numerous friends who you may 
know for a few days, perhaps two or three 
weeks. Then you part, probably never to 
meet again. That is the rub in travel, but one 
has to become accustomed to it.”

Of course, on the positive side, the 
traveler is constantly making new friends. 
That very morning, while visiting the post 
office to mail his last batch of letters from 
Germany, Harry had met a fellow American 
tourist one year his senior, Fred Birchmore 
of Athens, Georgia. “He need not utter 
more than two words to know he came 
from way down south,” Harry observed in 
his column. 

Harry found Fred’s appearance almost 
comical. “Fred is short, well built, and 
sports a feeble attempt at a moustache. 
Always he wears a black wool sweater with 
an enormous “G” emblazoned on the front, 
which he won in boxing at University of 
Georgia.” Still Harry sensed immediately 
that Fred was “easygoing and interesting.” 
And when the amiable Southerner pro-
posed that they cycle together to Yugoslavia 
and down the Dalmatian coast toward 
Greece, Harry readily agreed.

They were, after all, kindred spirits. 
Despite their physical and geographical dif-
ferences, both were highly athletic college 
graduates from solid middle-class families 
with a thirst for adventure. Since his arrival 
in Europe the previous summer, Fred had 
been conducting an extensive vagabond 
tour of his own, interrupted only by his 
post-graduate work at the University of 
Cologne where he was studying interna-
tional law. He, too, rode a sturdy German 
bicycle, which he dubbed Bucephalus, 
after the horse of Alexander the Great 
(it is now preserved by the Smithsonian 
Institution). Fred too was corresponding 
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Egyptian stop. Fred Birchmore on the Giza 
Plateau in April 1936.
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with an American newspaper, the Atlanta 
Journal.

The previous July, immediately after 
purchasing his blue Reinhardt bicycle in 
the central German town of Gotha, Fred 
and a young German companion cycled 
north toward Scandinavia. Like Harry, Fred 
observed firsthand the Nazi’s frenetic mili-
tary buildup. “I was constantly passing sol-

diers, tanks, giant air fleets, and artillery,” he 
wrote in his memoir, Around the World on a 
Bicycle. On that trip, Fred experienced a bit 
of heartache himself when he returned to 
Gotha three weeks later without his soulful, 
guitar-playing “bonnie Norwegian lassie.”

With several months to go before 
the start of his classes in Cologne, Fred 
embarked on yet another tour. This time he 
went alone, cycling extensively in France, 
Italy, and the United Kingdom. Among the 
highlights of that adventure were climbing 
the Matterhorn alone and swimming in the 
Blue Grotto near Naples. 

Shortly after he settled in Cologne, the 
previous November, Fred got even closer 
to Hitler than Harry and his friends would 
at the Olympic games. At the invitation 

of his college mates, Fred attended a Nazi 
youth rally. Working up the crowd, Hitler 
demanded to know if any Americans were 
present. Birchmore’s friends pushed him 
forward. “He nearly hit me in the eye with 
his ‘Heil, Hitler,’ ”Fred recalled years later. 
“I thought, ‘Why, you little …’ Fortunately, 
Birchmore resisted the urge to strike back. 
“I looked over and there were about 25 or 

30 brown-shirted guys with bayonets stuck 
on the end of their rifles,” he said.

And now that he was on winter break, 
Fred was on the road again. Like Harry, 
he was heading to Greece and then the 
Middle East. Although Harry planned to 
continue his global circuit, Fred intended 
to take a ship back to Germany that spring 
to resume his coursework in Cologne. For 
the next few weeks, however, the two were 
committed to traveling together.

 On the morning of February 17, the day 
after the Olympic closing ceremonies, Fred 
and Harry left Garmisch on their bicycles, 
bound for Innsbruck, Austria, over the 
Tyrolean Alps. They covered the 40 miles 
in about eight hours. “Going uphill in the 
shadow of tall forests, the road would be 

cold and ice-covered,” Fred recounted in 
his book, “whereas on the other side of the 
hills in the sunlight there would be thick 
mud and slushy snow.” 

Harry described their second day out 
to his readers: “After leaving Innsbruck, it 
was a terrific uphill grind against a gale — 
up and up for 38 kilometers. Often we were 
compelled to walk, and when cycling we 
had to stand up and pump. Quite exhaust-
ed, we reached the Brenner Pass with snow 
everywhere.” At the Italian frontier, they 
had to pay hefty deposits on their bicycles 
and wait almost three hours for clearance. 
Finally, rolling their bikes through a snow-
storm, they found a hut where they col-
lapsed for the night.

 “Harry and I awakened early the next 
morning,” Fred wrote in his book, “to dis-
cover that it was still snowing thick and 
fast while the wind wailed loudly. Our 
road was entirely obliterated.” They had 
to squeeze their brake levers so hard and 
often during the descents that their brake 
pads began to smoke. Still they managed to 
cover 100 kilometers that day. 

“Almost in a stupor from the ordeal,” 
Harry recounted in his column, “we 
entered Padola only to have the fascisti 
pounce upon us. They considered us spies 
who had crossed the pass at night. Cyclists 
in February, that was unheard of. So we 
must be criminals of some sort. Into the 
fascist sanctuary they yanked us. Roman 
insignia and Mussolini’s portrait in his best 
scowl leered down at us from the walls.” 
At gunpoint they were commanded by the 
irate fascist chief to show their documents. 
Finally, satisfied that they were mere tour-
ists after all, he released the terrified lads.

In Italy, too, the cyclists observed 
alarming evidence of growing militarism. 
“Everywhere we see a lot of soldiers loaf-
ing about,” Harry wrote in his diary, add-
ing, “They look sloppy compared to the 
Germans.” The fascists were also mount-
ing a furious public brainwashing cam-
paign. “Everywhere we saw propaganda 
to make the people believe that the war 
in Abyssinia (modern-day Ethiopia) was a 
glorious struggle for a greater Italy,” Harry 
told his readers. “Flags, posters, newspa-
per articles, the cinema were all cleverly 
exploited.”

Passing through Udine, they reached 
Trieste where they obtained visas to visit 
Yugoslavia and Greece free of charge, 
thanks to their international student iden-
tity cards. They continued on to Fiume 
(now Rijeka, Croatia). “We crossed a tiny 

bridge dividing Italy 
from Yugoslavia,” Harry 
reported. “At once you 
know you are in a differ-
ent country. The alphabet 
is unrecognizable.”

The two quickly con-
firmed that the Dalmatian 
coast fully lives up to 
its legendary beauty. 
“Mountains rise sharply 
above the blue Adriatic,” 
Harry informed his readers. “Off from the 
mainland, are islands appearing light blue 
in the haze.” Still the terrain was decep-
tively hostile. “From a distance, the coast 
is lovely to the eye,” Harry continued, “but 
at close range you see nothing but slopes 
strewn with boulders. Somehow the work-
ing peasants manage to survive — rais-
ing their own vegetables, cultivating olive 
trees, and keeping goats or sheep.”

Indeed, their ride was far from the plea-
surable romp that they had anticipated. 
“The road is third or fourth rate,” Harry 
lamented to his readers. “One moment it 
would border the sea. Then it would wind 
up and up over a pass spotted with snow. 
Far below in a warmer clime, we would see 
the olive orchards. To make cycling harder, 
we always had to buck headwinds.” 

Still, they did not rue their itinerary. 
“Yugoslavia is a picturesque country,” 
Harry concluded in his column, “and the 
people are fairly clean and hospitable.” 

Moreover, despite their abject poverty, the 
locals celebrated the pre-Lent carnival sea-
son called “Masopust” with great gusto. 
“Every few kilometers, we met gay proces-
sions,” Fred wrote in his report. Invariably, 
the leader carried the red, white, and blue 
Yugoslavian flag, followed by a clown, 
musicians, and hundreds of animated citi-
zens dressed in traditional costumes. 

At Novi the cyclists joined in the rev-
elry. “Harry and I were almost danced to 
death,” Fred reported, “when it was whis-
pered around that we were Americans.” For 
his part, Fred reported, “I had to cut fancy 
folk-dance steps with the buxom lassies 
until the old legs grew wobbly.”

Early the next morning, they resumed 
their southward ride. “After climbing until 
noon like Rocky Mountain goats up and 
down and around the jagged coastline, we 
stopped in Senj,” Fred reported. “While 
a barber was giving Harry a shampoo, I 
explored the town and sunned at the old 
fishing-boat docks. Unfortunately, a large 
passenger ship stopped that was headed 
for Split, and Harry could not resist the 
temptation to get on board. I declined to 
accompany him.”

A week later, the two would reunite 
in Split. “A fascinating town it is!,” Harry 
wrote in his diary. “It is a very old city 
with quaint, twisting streets.” Wrote Fred 
in his book: “Split has been the center of 
Dalmatian life and history for more than 
2,000 years. Here is the great palace of 
Diocletian [a Roman Emperor], the slave’s 
son who became master of the world.”

Fred and Harry continued to ride down 
the coast, enjoying for a change a smooth 
beach road to Markarska. “Often saw 
women watching flocks of sheep by the sea 
and making yarn or knitting,” Harry wrote 
in his diary. “Beautiful day and marvelous 

Dear diary. Harry (Dartmouth yearbook photo above) comments about key Nazi figures and 
Fred Birchmore, whom he met in Germany during the IV Olympic Winter Games, 1936.

Fred the Great. The smartly-dressed cyclist astride Bucephalus back in Georgia, fall 1936.

Book tour. Fred traveled the country in 1939 to promote Around the World on a Bicycle.
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sunset over the Adriatic. Spent the night in a 
peasant community on the sea. The man had 
worked in Oregon on the Alaskan Railroad. 
Others had worked as loggers in Oregon.”

The next day, however, the cyclists 
found themselves back on a narrow dirt 
road — winding up a mountain pass inhab-
ited by intimidating sorts. “We bumped 
into bands of wild-looking men,” Fred 
recounted in his book “They wore short 
knee breeches, colored sashes about their 
waists, embroidered jackets and Turkish 
fezzes, turned-up-toed shoes, and long 
crooked knives gleaming under their belts.”

Harry’s accommodations that night were 
hardly more pleasant. “Spent the night 
with a young peasant couple for 10¢,” he 
wrote in his diary. “I slept in the same 
room as the man, his wife, and the grand-
mother. All three of them in one bed, and I 
in another. The grandmother coughed and 
spat all night.”

Finally, on March 6, the cyclists reached 
the great port of Dubrovnik, which Harry 
described in his diary as “an old walled city 
that was once a tiny republic.” There they 
spent several hours searching for a cheap 
room. Noted Harry in his diary: “Dubrovnik 
is touristy and therefore expensive. We 
finally found a decent room.”

The next day, the cyclists boarded a 
steamer heading to Athens. “Magnificent 
scenery, great fjords, mountains with 
snow,” Harry recorded in his diary that 
evening. Over the next two days, the ship 
made several port calls. “From what we 
saw of the towns, Albania is about half-
civilized,” Harry reported. “The people 
live in any kind of hovel with filth and dirt 
too abundant. Minarets remind you that 
this was formerly a Turkish province.”

When the ship reached Corfu, Fred 
and Harry again parted company. Harry 
debarked to spend a week cycling on the 

isle. Fred elected to stay on board until 
the final destination. Somehow, they failed 
to reconnect in Athens. Not until nearly a 
month later did their paths cross again for 
one last time. Writing in Cairo, Egypt, Harry 
noted in his diary on April 4: “I saw Fred 
Birchmore today. Poor Fred! At the Syrian 
frontier, he lost $300 in cash and his pass-
port. It’s a helluva job to get a new visa!”

In fact, about 10 days earlier, Fred had 
been robbed while sleeping on a beach 
by the Red Sea near Suez, about 80 miles 
east of Cairo. “I waked in the cold hours 
of darkness just before dawn,” Fred wrote 
in his book. “In reaching for an extra shirt 
in the knapsack under my head, I discov-
ered that the knapsack had been neatly 
slit from end to end. Toothbrush, diary, 

and maps lay scattered on the beach, and 
extra shirt and shorts were still intact. But 
my money belt containing cash, traveler’s 
checks, passport, and all other important 
documents had vanished!.”

Instead of crossing into the Sinai 
Peninsula as he had planned, Fred had to 
return to Cairo where he could apply for 
a new passport at the American embassy 
and await an influx of cash at the American 
Express office, courtesy of his parents. He 
sold off a few of his remaining possessions 
to pay for a third-class train ticket. 

Fred’s shaken faith in humanity was 
nonetheless somewhat restored in the 
crowded railcar. “When word passed 
around that I was not really one of those 
brain-cracked millionaires, ‘roughing it’ 

for the novelty but broke like the rest of 
them,” Fred recounted in his book, “I was 
immediately showered with sincere sympa-
thies and offers of material gifts.”

Six weeks passed before Fred received 
a new passport. Having already missed the 
start of the new semester back in Cologne, 
he decided to renounce his German educa-
tion. Instead he would make a global circuit 
of his own — by bicycle. He crossed the 
Sinai Peninsula to reach Palestine. After 
rolling through the scorching Syrian Desert, 
he entered Persia. Rugged Afghanistan 
proved nearly impenetrable, yet he made 
it to India, then Burma. He nearly died of 
malaria while traversing the dense jungles 
of Southeast Asia. 

Finally, that September, Fred sailed back 
to the U.S. via the Philippines. Debarking at 
San Pedro, California, he found his anxious 
parents awaiting him. They drove him and 
his bicycle back to their home in Athens 
before he could head off on any more har-
rowing adventures. There Fred reluctantly 
resumed his long-deferred legal career.

For his part, Harry sold his bicycle in 
Athens to a Londoner for $10 (“That was 
more than I paid for it,” he gloated in his 
diary). In Cairo he hitched an automobile 

ride with a German friend. They drove all 
the way to Kandahar, Afghanistan. Harry 
continued to travel east by foot and on 
horseback, exploring Tibet and Thailand. He 
eventually sailed to China and Japan where 
he enjoyed a prolonged visit before finally 
returning home to lecture about his travels.

By 1940, both Harry and Fred had set-
tled down to family life. Harry met Dorothy 
Sharp, a fellow midwesterner, at his dude 
ranch in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. They 
were soon married. Fred proposed to a local 
girl, Willa Deane Stuckey. For their honey-
moon, the couple cycled 4,500 miles on a 
tandem bicycle through Cuba, Jamaica, and 
Central and South America. 

But their blissful personal lives would 
soon be disrupted by the outbreak of 
the catastrophic world war they had long 
anticipated. In 1942, Fred enlisted as a gun-
nery officer on a Liberty Ship that sailed 
the North Atlantic. That same year, Harry 
likewise joined the navy to serve as a sec-
ond lieutenant.

Through it all, they continued to 
exchange occasional letters. In January 
1944, almost eight years after he had last 
seen Fred, Harry wrote to his old friend 
from the U.S.S. Ajax. “It was mighty fine 

to get your card,” he opened. Noting that 
he had recently visited Washington, DC, 
for training, he added: “I went through 
the Smithsonian Institution and looked 
for your old steed. And, sure enough, 
Bucephalus was there, dusty but grand as 
ever. The last time I saw you riding the old 
bike was in Cairo, wasn’t it?”

Harry’s tone turned wistful. “It looks 
like I’ll do a lot more traveling before this 
fracas is over,” he wrote his old compan-
ion, “but it won’t be anything like the way 
we traveled. I wouldn’t care to start over 
again, but those days we had in Europe and 
the Orient were great.” In words that no 
doubt expressed a mutual sentiment, Harry 
closed: ”I’ve often thought, Fred, that if 
anyone had lots of zip and zest for life, you 
sure have it. And I know darn well that you 
are going to get the most out of life.”     

David V. Herlihy is the author of The Lost Cyclist 
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2010), and Bicycle: The 
History (Yale University Press), and the winner of the 
2004 Award for Excellence in the History of Science. He 
is responsible for the naming of a bicycle path in Boston 
after the French mechanic Pierre Lallement, a former 
resident and the original bicycle patentee, and for the 
installation of a plaque by the New Haven Green where 
Lallement introduced Americans to the art of cycling in 
the spring of 1866.

Radio, radio. Willa Deane and Fred at a radio broadcast for WSB, Atlanta, May 19, 1940.
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