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The Mama-chari: _
A Bicycle Rooted =

in Japanese
Daily Life

Designed specifically for use in daily life, the £ _ — o

mama-chari is one type of bicycle often seen in

Vi |

An electric-assist mama-chari with a front basket and rear child seat

Japan. Taking its name from a combination of
the words “mama” and “chari” (slang for “bicycle”), the bicycle is used by all genders and ages,
despite its name. We interviewed an expert about the background of the mama-chari’s develop-

ment and functional improvements.
he mama-chari is a uniquely Japanese bicy-
cle designed for daily use. Unlike a racing
bicycle, it was developed to provide an all-

in-one solution for daily needs: commuting to work
or school, getting children to and from where they
need to be, shopping for common necessities, and
so on. MORISHITA Shoichiro, curator of the Bicycle
Culture Center—a facility operated by the Bicycling

A scene in the 1960s, small loads are carried by bicycle, the primary means
of transportation before motorization.
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Popularization Association of Japan that works to pro-
mote cycling culture—explains more about how the
mama-chari came to develop.

“Bicycles introduced from Europe in the late 1800s
were mainly practical vehicles used for transport-
ing goods and for work. As postwar reconstruction
brought lifestyle changes, and bicycles for women
came to be developed in the late 1950s for housewives.
The Smart Lady, introduced in 1956, is considered the
prototype of today’s mama-chari models. Until then,
bicycles featured triangular diamond frames,' which
were sturdy, but also heavy, and could be hard for
women to handle. The Smart Lady offered a lighter
frame and a lower, step-through design, making it eas-
ier for women to get on and off while wearing skirts. It
also included a cargo basket for carrying goods.”

As Japan entered its period of rapid economic
growth,? with the spread of household electric appli-
ances, there was a growing demand for products
designed for ease of use and handling in daily life.
Further refinements came to the mama-chari design as
well.

In the mid-1960s, a type called the “mini-cycle”
appeared, featuring smaller wheels. MORISHITA
explains, “Wheels ranging from 22 to 24 inches
required less force to start pedaling and made it easier
for riders to put their feet on the ground. Roadways in
Japan tend to be narrow and have many traffic signals,
requiring riders to frequently stop and start moving
again. These bicycles made it easier and safer to ride in
those conditions, leading to even broader popularity.
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The Smart Lady introduced in 1956: Considered the prototype of the mama-
chari, a bicycle designed for women

I believe the mama-chari was born out of addressing
everyday inconveniences, one-by-one.”

As the mama-chari came to be equipped with stan-
dard features such as a front basket,®> mudguards
(fenders),* chain guards (covers),® and upright han-
dlebars,® it took shape as a bicycle for everyday use.
Having been used mainly for shopping, it eventually
became a daily transportation method for people of all
ages, including students commuting to school.

The electric assist bicycle,” introduced in 1993, can
be positioned as an extension of the mama-chari. As
MORISHITA explains, “The child-carrying type of elec-
tric assist bicycle, which has now become mainstream,
often features small-diameter wheels. The design has
undergone repeated improvements to ensure easier
and safer riding even on hills, transporting loads, or
carrying children.”

Electric assist mama-chari with such features, has
already gained a reputation
overseas for its high conve-
nience. As this type of bicycle
has been developed in Japan
for everyday use, it is attract-
ing attention — London, UK
even has a bicycle shop called
Mamachari that specializes
in them.

Offering a mode of trans-
portation easily accessible
to all, the mama-chari has
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A student commuting to
school by mama-chari. The
sight of children riding
bicycles to school on their
own is relatively rare outside
Japan.
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e
Awoman pedals a mama-chari, carrying a child on back, likely around 1955
t01959.

A mama-chari featuring small-diameter wheels, equipped with a front basket
and chain guard as standard accessories (c.1966)

supported life in Japan. Behind its evolution lies a
uniquely Japanese approach to craftsmanship: identi-
fying minor inconveniences in daily life and continu-
ously working to improve them.

. The most orthodox bicycle design, featuring a diamond shaped frame with pairs of triangles.

2. The period from around 1955 to 1973, when Japan experienced rapid economic growth and the
standard of living of its people rose sharply.

3. Acargo basket mounted on the front of a bicycle. Used for carrying shopping bags and items
needed in commuting to work or school.

4. A component that prevents mud, water, and small rocks kicked up by the tires from spraying onto
the rider’s clothing.

5. Acomponent that keeps oil or mud on the chain from coming into contact with the rider’s clothing
and helps prevent entanglement accidents.

6. Handlebars designed to be gripped while keeping the upper body upright. This provides a wider
field of vision and reduces strain on the neck and shoulders.

7. Abicycle equipped with a motor that provides assistance in accordance with the rider’s pedaling.

Developed in Japan, the technology is characterized by its reliance on human power rather than

fully electric operation.
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