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Amsterdam, Netherlands – There are just over 800,000 residents in this lovely Dutch capital city, but on any given day you will find in excess of 3 million bicycles here.   It is not because most residents own multiple bikes; in fact, there are many who do not own even one.  A clue as to where these bicycles come from can be found outside the train station and the ferry station where thousands, if not ten thousands of bicycles are parked - for free.  Instead of a car garage next to the train station, there is a multi-story parking garage for bicycles.
Most of the bikes, I was told by a resident, belong to commuters from outside the city.  They keep a bicycle here to use to pedal to work or for shopping, then leave it back at the station when they return home.  I am not certain if they also have a second bicycle on the other end, but nonetheless they leave their bikes here when they leave the downtown area.
Within the city, there are wide bicycle lanes on every major street.  As a pedestrian I found it more challenging to avoid getting hit by a bicycle than a car or truck when crossing a street.  The bicycles come in swarms, approximately equal numbers of men and women riders.   When I was here in early February, temperatures were in the mid-30’s (about 2 C).  Nonetheless, most of those pedaling by were not wearing gloves; they seemed to be impervious to the weather, including the frequent rain showers.
Amsterdam is ideally suited for bicycles.  The entire city is essentially flat, and the weather is much like Britain, that is, cool and wet, but rarely below freezing.  Appreciable snow is infrequent; some winters see none.  There is, however, a constant wind, but nothing that bicyclists cannot navigate.  Another factor, of course, is the cost of operating a car here.   Gasoline (or diesel fuel) currently costs close to $8.00 a gallon, compared to prices in the U.S. now under $3.00.   Parking is another problem.  Because Amsterdam is a very old city with most streets in the downtown area as narrow as alleys, there is little, if any, street parking.  Even on the rarer wide streets, motorists are often forced to park their cars partially on the sidewalks, or precariously close to the edge of the canals which are spaced every two to three blocks.  The result is that as you walk through both residential and commercial areas of Amsterdam, you see rows of bicycles (all with locks), most 2-5 deep, leaning against the sides of buildings.  It appeared to me that the business to be in here is one doing bicycle repair and/or selling bike locks.
Most of the bicycles which I saw during my visit were far more functional, than fancy.  I did not see any high-end off road or racing bikes, just mostly old ones with fat tires and comfortable seats.   Because of the numerous trams which operate on rails embedded in street pavement throughout Amsterdam, having a bike with skinny racing tires could be dangerous to your health.  It is impossible to ride any significant distance without having to cross these tracks so skinny tires which have a tendency to slip into the cracks on the sides of the rails would be a constant problem.
I would estimate that many of the bicycles I saw were at least 40 years old (or even older).  Some had a lot of rust, and most had either baskets or bags for carrying essentials.  The riders were both young and old.  Because I was primarily in the city center, I saw few children on bicycles,  but when we took a tour into the surrounding countryside and small villages, there were plenty of school age youngsters pedaling.
Bottom line:  both economic necessity and convenience are the root causes for this bicycle boom in Amsterdam.  As a tourist walking many miles each day to visit museums and other attractions throughout the city, I was jealous each time a bicyclist pedaled by.  Of course, I could have rented one from any of the numerous rental outfits, but I did not wish to insert myself as a novice into those bicycle lanes.  There is a high probability that I would not have survived to tell you about Amsterdam.
I thought you might like to know.
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